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PLEFACKE

A talent to amuse,” is how Noél Coward described his gift. And
amuse he did—in dozens of plays, sketches, songs, volumes of autobi-
ography, travel books, one delicious novel and (perhaps his least-
known genre) short stories.

Coward began to write stories in a rented beach shack at
Mokolaeia, Hawaii, in 1939, where he wrote nearly all of To Step
Aside, his first story collection. He was to continue writing stories for
the next thirty years, and published four story collections in all. The
second, Star Quality, appeared in 1951, a dozen years after the first.
Cole Lesley, in his Life of Noél Coward, suggests that Coward re-
turned to storywriting with relish after the disappointing reception of
several plays and a film. A published story could not be yanked off
the boards after a few nights. Nor would it be subjected to countless
changes by directors and producers. Further, Coward found stories
absorbing to write—first cousins to the one-act play.

The playwright was very serious about his stories; in no way
did he regard them as inferior to his dramatic offerings. His Diaries
are filled with fond references to them. After a later collection re-
ceived insulting and nearly idiotic reviews from American critics, he
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PREFACE

wrote in his diary for 1951: “I suddenly realized how foolish it is to
allow one’s mind ever to be irritated by reviews. | write what | wish to
write—later on the world can decide if it wishes to. There will always
be a few people, anyway, in every generation, who will find my work
entertaining and true.”

“Entertaining and true” are two descriptions of his work in the
genre. The story writers he admired were the supposedly old-fash-
ioned ones, the masters of the craft: Maupassant, Maugham, Mans-
field, O. Henry and Saki. He prefered his stories, like his plays, to have
a beginning, a middle and an end. The endings themselves are subtle.
Ever the master of innuendo, Coward did not overwrite. In a 1962 let-
ter, Dame Edith Sitwell told Coward his stories’ endings were “perfect’:
“One feels that the people go on living after the stories, qua stories,
are finished, and one wants to know what happened to them, beyond
the stories.” Dame Edith told Sir Noél, “There are no short stories writ-
ten in our time that | admire more.”

There is much to admire. He was master of the shifting point
of view, and managed the difficult balance between comedy and
tragedy. No one has written better of theatrical professionals in our
time. He could update a myth and make it pertinent today: “Pretty
Polly,” one of my favorites, can be read as a recasting of the Cinder-
ella story, with the young Indian Amazahudin as an improbable fairy
godmother. Finally, the stories are often hilarious—as when a boorish
major explains, “A man who has a light hand with a horse has a light
hand with anything.” To which the Cowardian narrator gently replies,
“Except pastry.”

The stories fall into two categories: those based on autobio-
graphical experience (“What Mad Pursuit?” and “Mr. and Mrs. Edge-
hill,” in which Coward makes a cameo appearance as a world-weary
English lady of society); and those which more or less are imaginary
(“Aunt Tittie” and “The Kindness of Mrs. Radcliffe”’). There also are
satires (“A Richer Dust” and “Star Quality”). Whatever the impetus or
mode, his stories display literary excellence and, not surprisingly, a
sense of drama.

Their themes are boredom, loneliness, loyalty, resignation,
aging, fame, fate and inhumanity—all of which somehow coalesce in
his ship-of-fools novelette, “Bon Voyage,” which concludes this col-
lection. Yet despite their weighty subjects, these stories are enter-
tainments by a great entertainer. Readers who enjoy them should
next turn, or return, to Pomp and Circumstance (1960), Coward’s ex-
tended fictional romp in the South Seas, which is as funny as the
best of Evelyn Waugh.

But had Coward written nothing other than these twenty light,
wry stories, he would have made a bid for fame. The text of the pres-
ent edition gathers, in order of publication, the stories from To Step
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PREFACE

Aside, Star Quality, Pretty Polly Barlow and Other Stories (1965), and
Bon Voyage (1962), all out of print in this country. This is the first com-
plete collection of Coward’'s stories, and cause for celebration. It is
also further proof that he was, as Bennett Cerf proclaimed, “The man
who could do everything.”

—ROBERT PHILLIPS







THE
WOODEN
MADONNA

Aubrey Dakers relaxed, a trifle self-consciously, in a pink cane chair
outside the Café Bienvenue. He crossed one neatly creased trouser
leg over the other and regarded his suede shoes whimsically for a
moment and then, lighting a cigarette, gave himself up to enjoyment
of the scene before him. His enjoyment was tempered with irritation.
He had a slight headache from the train and the air was colder than
he had anticipated, also it looked suspiciously as though it might
rain during the next hour or so; however the sun was out for the time
being and there was quite a lot to look at. On the other side of the
water, mountains towered up into the sky, a number of small water-
falls lay on them like feathers and, in the distance, the higher peaks
were still covered with snow. Little white streamers with black fun-
nels bustled about the lake while immediately before him, beneath
the blossoming chestnut trees, promenaded a series of highly char-
acteristic types. By the newspaper kiosk for instance there was a
group of young men, three of them wore bottle green capes and hats
with feathers at the back, the fourth was more mundane in an ordi-
nary Homburg and a buttoned-up mackintosh that looked quite like
a cardboard box. Two artificial-looking children, dressed in red and



THE WOODEN MADONNA

blue respectively, galloped along the pavement bowling hoops; a
gray man with an umbrella waited furtively by the ticket office at the
head of the little wooden pier, obviously a secret agent. Seated at a
table on Aubrey’s right were two English ladies, one very grand in
black, wearing several gold chains and brooches and a patrician hat
mounted high on bundles of gray hair; the other, small and servile,
waited on her eagerly, pouring tea, offering patisserie, wriggling a
little, like a dog waiting to have a ball thrown for it. “"How funny,”
thought Aubrey, “if the Grand one really did throw a ball and sent
her scampering off yapping under people’s feet!” Pleased with this
fantasy he smiled and then, observing a waiter looking at him, or-
dered a cup of coffee rather crossly.

Aubrey Dakers at the age of twenty-seven was in the enviable
position of having written a successful play and in the less enviable
position of having eventually to follow it up with another. If not an-
other play, a novel, or at least a book of short stories. His play Ani-
mal Grab had already run for over a year in London and showed
every sign of continuing indefinitely. 1t had been hailed enthusias-
tically by the critics. He had been described as “A new star in the
theatrical firmament.” “A second Somerset Maugham.” “A second
Noél Coward.” “A second Oscar Wilde” and “A new playwright of con-
siderable promise.” This last had been in The Times and, as was
right and proper, headed the list of press comments outside the the-
ater. The extraordinary part of the whole thing was that Aubrey had
never really intended to write a play at all, nor indeed to write any-
thing. He had been perfectly content running a little antique shop
with Maurice Macgrath in Ebury Street, which had been reasonably
successful for six years and they had been happy as larks together.
Aubrey remembered with a pang of nostalgia those early days, be-
fore they had actually opened the shop, when the whole thing was
still in the air so to speak. That fateful Easter Monday when Maurice
had suddenly come up from his parents’ home in Kent and broken
the glorious news. “My dear!” Aubrey could still recapture the thrill
in his voice, “I've got the money!—Uncle Vernon’s promised it and
got round father and everything and we're to start looking for
premises right away—isn’t it absolutely heavenly?”

Then those lovely spring days motoring over the countryside,
in Maurice’s sister’s Talbot, ransacking every antique shop they could
find and often returning long after dark with the rumble seat
crammed with oddments. The bigger stuff they bought was of course
impossible to convey in the Talbot so this was all sent to be stored in
Norman's studio, where, Norman being away in Capri for the winter,
it could stay in the charge of Norman’'s housekeeper until May at
least. Before May, however, they had found the shop in Ebury Street,
fallen in love with it on sight and taken it recklessly on a twelve-year
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lease. Aubrey sighed. There had been anxious hours during those
first few months. Then had come the sale of the Queen Anne set, bro-
ken chair and all, and then, almost as though Fate had suddenly de-
termined to bewilder them with success, the bread trough and the
Dutch candelabra were bought on the same day. You could never for-
get moments like that. The evening of celebration they’d had! Dinner
at the Berkeley Grill and front-row stalls for the ballet.

After that the business had climbed steadily. They had always
thought it would once they had a good start, and it did. During the
ensuing years dinners at the Berkeley and stalls for the ballet be-
came almost commonplace. But alas, even for amiable harmless
lives like those of Aubrey and Maurice the laws of change are inexo-
rable. In the year nineteen thirty-six the blow fell or, to be more ac-
curate, a series of blows, beginning with Lady Brophy opening an
elaborate interior decorating establishment five doors away from
them. Lady Brophy was idle and rich, and with the heedless extrava-
gance of the amateur, altered her window display completely every
few weeks. She seldom arrived at her shop before noon, and then in a
Rolls Royce, when Aubrey and Maurice had been at their post since
nine o’clock as usual. Lady Brophy was undoubtedly the first blow.
The drop in business within a few weeks of her arrival was only too
apparent. The second blow was Maurice getting flu and then pneu-
monia and being sent to Sainte Maxime to convalesce where he first
met Ivan. The third blow was a small but effective fire in the base-
ment of the shop which demolished a Sheraton chair, two gate-
legged tables, one good, the other so-so, a Jacobean corner cup-
board, a set of Victorian engravings, two painted ostrich eggs circa
1850 and a really precious Spanish four-poster bed that Maurice had
bought at an auction in Sevenoaks. The final and ultimately most
decisive blow was Maurice’s return to London with Ivan.

Ivan was more thoroughly Russian than any Russian Aubrey
had ever seen. He was tall, melancholy, intellectual, given to spec-
tacular outbursts of temperament and connected with the film
business. Not, of course, in an active commercial way but on the
experimental side. He was ardently at work upon a color film of
shapes and sounds only, for which, he asserted positively, one of the
principal companies in Hollywood was eagerly waiting. Aubrey often
reproached himself for having been so nice to Ivan. If only he had
known then what he knew later he would probably have been able to
have nipped the whole thing in the bud, but then of course he could
never have believed, unless it had been hammered into his brain by
brutal reality, that Maurice could be so silly and, above all, so deceit-
ful—but still there it was. Maurice suddenly announced that he wanted
to give up the shop and lead a different sort of life entirely. You could
have knocked Aubrey down with a feather. Maurice began the scene
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just as they were dressing to go to a first night at the Old Vic. Of
course they hadn’t gone. Even now Aubrey could hardly think of that
awful evening without trembling. They had stayed in the flat, half
dressed, just as they were and had the whole thing out. It had finally
transpired that the root of the whole trouble was that Maurice was
dissatisfied with himself. That, of course, was typical of Mau-
rice—suddenly to be dissatisfied with himself when there was so much
extra work to be done on account of the fire and a lot of new stuff to be
bought. In vain Aubrey had remonstrated with him. In vain he had
reiterated that what you are you are, and all the wishing in the world
won’t make you any different. Maurice had argued back that deep in
his subconscious mind he had always had a conviction that what he
was he wasn't really, that is to say at least not nearly so much as
Aubrey was and that Ivan with his brilliant mind and wonderful view of
life was the only person in the world who could really understand and
help him; also, he added, he was an expert horseman. A few hours
later they had gone out and had a chicken sandwich upstairs at the
Café de Paris, both of them quite calm, purged of all emotion, but
miserably aware that whatever the future might have in store for
them, something very precious and important had been lost
irretrievably.

That had all happened two and a half years ago. They had sold
the shop jointly. Stock, lease, goodwill and everything. Aubrey had
felt himself unable, even in the face of Maurice’s pleading, to carry it
on by himself or even with Norman, who had been quite keen to
come in. The whole thing was over and that was that. Much better
make a clean cut and embark on something new.

Maurice had, in due course, departed for America with lvan,
but there had apparently been some sort of hitch over the color film,
for Aubrey had received a brief postcard from him some months
later saying that he had obtained a position as assistant in Gump’s
Oriental Store in San Francisco and was very happy.

To embark on something new proved to be difficult for Aubrey
for the simple reason that he had not the remotest idea what to em-
bark on. He had a small amount of money saved from his share of
the shop, and in order to husband this as carefully as possible he
rejoined his family and stayed with them unenthusiastically for sev-
eral months. He might have been less apathetic and devitalized had
he but known at the time that those months at home with his par-
ents, two unmarried sisters, a young brother and an elder brother
with a wife and child, were the turning point in his life. Animal Grab,
the comedy that had so entranced London and brought him such
staggering success, had actually been written at his sister-in-law’s
request, for the local Amateur Dramatic Society to perform at the
Town Hall for Christmas. There it had been seen, quite by chance, by
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Thornton Heatherly, who happened to be staying in the neighbor-
hood and was taken to it. Thornton Heatherly, an enterprising young
man with a harelip, had been running a small repertory theater at
Hounslow for nearly two years at a loss although with a certain
amount of critical réclame and Animal Grab impressed him, not so
much by its wit or craftsmanship or story, but by its unabashed fam-
ily appeal. There was a persistent vogue of family plays of all sorts in
London. Animal Grab was as authentic and definitely noisier than
most, in addition to which it had two surefire characters in it. A
vague, lovable mother who always forgot people’s names and a com-
edy cook who repeatedly gave notice.

Thornton Heatherly drove over to see Aubrey the next day,
bought a year's option on the play with a minimum advance on ac-
count of royalties, and exactly eight weeks later, after a triumphant
fortnight at Hounslow, it became the smash hit of the London sea-
son.

Since then Aubrey had had a busy time adjusting himself to
his new circumstances. First he took the upper part of a small house
in South Eaton Place, which he furnished bit by bit with impeccable
taste, until, finally, for sheer perfection of Victorian atmosphere, it
rivaled even Norman’s famous flat in Clebe Place. Then he gradually
acquired, with expensive clothes to go with it, a manner of cynical
detachment, which was most effective and came in handy as an
opening gambit when meeting strangers. “"How extraordinary,” they
would exclaim. “One would never imagine that the author of Animal
Grab looked in the least like you,” to which he would reply with a
light sophisticated smile and a certain disarming honesty—"Actually
the play is based on, my own family which only goes to prove how
wickedly deceptive appgarances can be!” Everyone, in the face of
such amused candor, found,him charming and he was invited every-
where. It was, of course, inevitable that the more intellectual of his
friends shouldn't much care for Animal Grab. While having to admit
its authenticity they were scornful of its excessive naiveté. Vivian
Melrose, who contributed abstract poems and, occasionally, even
more abstract dramatic criticisms to The Weekly Revue and ran a left-
ist bookshop in Marylebone summed it up very pungently, “Animal
Grab,” he said, “makes Puberty seem like Senile Decay!”” Aubrey was
smart enough to quote this with a wry laugh on several occasions,
but in his heart he felt that Vivian had really gone a little too far.
However, fortified by his weekly royalty checks, the sale of the ama-
teur rights, the sale of the film rights and serialization in the Evening
Standard, he could afford to ignore such gibes to a certain extent,
but nevertheless a slight sting remained. He had signed an optional
contract with Thornton Heatherly for the next two plays he wrote
but as yet he had been unable to put pen to paper. After endless
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conversations with his intimate friends, such as Norman, and Elvira
James, who was a literary agent and knew a thing or two, he had
decided that his next effort should not be a play at all. He would first
of all write a book of short stories, some of which need not be more
than light sketches, in order to form an easy flexible style and then
try his hand at a novel. He felt a strong urge—as indeed who
doesn’'t?—to write a really good modern novel. Elvira and he had dis-
cussed this project very thoroughly. “To begin with,” she had said, “it
must not be about a family, either your own or anybody else’s. The
vogue for family life, although running strong at the moment, will
not last for ever and there will be a reaction, mark my words.” Aubrey
agreed with her wholeheartedly, for truth to tell, family feeling, al-
though charmingly expressed in Animal Grab, was not, and never
had been. his strong point. “Then,” went on Elvira relentlessly, “there
must be no character in your book who is absentminded, your hero-
ine must never say ‘Come on, old Weasel, let’s have another set,” and
no old gentleman, father, uncle, vicar or professor must be called
‘Boffles’I” Aubrey, recognizing the innate wisdom of this, promised.
“Away with you,” said Elvira, “go away and take notes, watch people,
travel, look at Somerset Maugham!” This conversation had taken
place a week ago and here he was alone in Switzerland having looked
at Somerset Maugham steadfastly since leaving Victoria.

It must not be imagined that Aubrey intended to imitate any-
body’s particular style, he was far too intelligent for that, but he
realized that a careful study of expert methods must in the long run
be of some use to a beginner, and Aubrey had no illusions whatever
as to his status as a writer. He only knew now, after the violent
change that had occurred in his life during the last eighteen months,
that he wanted, really wanted, to write. His notes, since leaving En-
gland, while not exactly copious, at least showed praiseworthy de-
termination. “Old Lady on platform in wheelchair, probably French
Duchess.” “Man in dining car with elderly woman obviously German.”
He had had later to cross out German and put Scotch as he hap-
pened to hear them talking in the corridor. “The French countryside
seen from a railway carriage looks strangely unfinished.” That wasn’t
bad. “Indian Colonel and wife going to take cure in Wiesbaden sud-
denly have terrible row and he Kills her in tunnel.” This had been sug-
gested by two disagreeable people at the next table to him at dinner
in the Wagon restaurant.

Sitting outside this café in the afternoon sunshine his mind
felt pleasantly alert. It had certainly been a good idea, this little con-
tinental jaunt; here he could sit, for hours if need be, just watching
and listening and absorbing atmosphere. Later, of course, in the bar
of the hotel or in the lounge after dinner, he would get into conver-
sation with various people and draw them out subtly to talk about

6




THE WOODEN MADONNA

themselves, to tell him their stories. His knowledge of French being
only adequate he hoped that should they wish to lay bare their lives
in that language that they would not speak too rapidly. Of German
he knew not a word, so whatever he gathered would have to be in
English, slow French or by signs.

At this moment in his reflections his attention was caught by
the seedy-looking man whom he had noticed before buying a ticket
for the boat. Something in the way he was standing, or rather leaning
against the railing, struck a familiar chord in his mind. He reminded
him of somebody, that's what it was, but who? He scrutinized him
carefully, the gray suit, the umbrella, the straggling moustache, the
air of depressed resignation. Then he remembered—he was exactly
like a commoner, foreign edition of Uncle Philip. Aubrey sighed with
relief at having identified him; there is nothing so annoying as being
tantalized by a resemblance. Uncle Philip! It might make quite an
interesting little story if Uncle Philip, after all those years of mar-
riage, suddenly left Aunt Freda and came here to live in some awful
little pension with a French prostitute. Or perhaps not live with her,
just meet her every afternoon here at the pier. His eyes would light
up when she stepped off the boat (she worked in a café in a town on
the other side of the lake and only had a few hours off), and they
would walk away together under the chestnut trees, he timidly hold-
ing her arm. Then they would go to some sordid bedroom in the
town somewhere and he, lying with her arms round him, would sud-
denly think of his life, those years at Exeter with Aunt Freda, and
laugh madly. Aubrey looked at the Swiss Uncle Philip again; he was
reading a newspaper now very intently. Perhaps, after all, he was a
secret agent as he had at first thought and was waiting for the boat
to take him down the lake to the town on the other side of the fron-
tier, where he would sit in a bar with two men in bowler hats and talk
very ostentatiously about his son who was ill in Zurich, which would
give them to understand that Karl had received the papers satisfac-
torily in Amsterdam.

At this moment a bell rang loudly and a steamer sidled up to
the pier. The man folded his paper, waved his hand and was immedi-
ately joined by a large woman in green and three children who had
been sitting on a seat. They all went onto the boat together, the chil-
dren making a good deal of noise. Aubrey sighed. Just another fam-
ily.

While Aubrey was having his bath before dinner he visualized,
on Somerset Maugham lines, the evening before him. A cocktail in
the bar, then a table in the corner of the dining room commanding
an excellent view of all the other tables. A distinguished-looking
man, slightly gray at the temples eating alone at a table by the win-
dow, high cheekbones, skin yellowed by malaria and tropical suns.
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Then later, in the lounge, “Perhaps you would do me the honor of
taking a glass of brandy with me.” Aubrey agreeing with an assured
smile, noting the while those drawn lines of pain round the finely cut
mouth, those hollow, rather haunted eyes. “One can at least say of
this hotel that the brandy is of unparalleled excellence!” That slightly
foreign accent, Russian perhaps or even Danish! Then the story—bit
by bit, gradually unfolding—"I1 wonder if you ever knew the Baroness
Fugler? A strange woman, dead now poor thing; | ran across her
brother once in the Ukraine, that was just after the war, then later on,
seven years to be exact, | ran across him again in Hankow; | hap-
pened to be there on business. He was probably the most brilliant
scientist of his time. Has it ever occurred to you to reflect upon the
strange passions that lie dormant in the minds of the most upright
men?”’ The lounge emptying, still that level unemotional voice retail-
ing the extraordinary, almost macabre, history of the Baroness
Fugler’'s brother, the scandal in Hong Kong, the ruining of his career,
his half-caste wife and finally the denouement.

Aubrey, at last rising. “Thank you so much—what a wonderful
story. And what happened to the woman?” Then the sudden bitter
chuckle, “The woman, my friend—happens to be my wife!”

2

Aubrey, immaculately dressed in a dinner jacket, descended to the
bar, where he was discouraged to find no one whatever except the
barman, who was totting up figures and absently eating potato
salad. Aubrey suspected that there must be garlic in the potato salad
as it smelt very strong. It was a rather dingy little bar, dimly lit, al-
though modern in decoration to the extent that everything that
looked as though it ought to be round was square or vice versa and
there was a lot of red about. Aubrey hoisted himself on to a square
stool and ordered a dry Martini and a packet of Player’s. The barman,
although quite willing to be pleasant, was not discoursive and turned
on the radio. Aubrey sipped his Martini and listened, a trifle wistfully,
to an Italian tenor singing “Santa Lucia,” and when that was over “La
Donna E Mobile.” Presently several people came in together, they
were elderly and without glamour, and they stood silently by the bar
as though they were waiting for some catastrophe. The barman
glanced at the clock and then switched the radio to another station.
A tremendous shriek ensued which he modulated until it became a
German voice announcing the news. Aubrey could only pick out a
word or two here and there such as “Einmal,” “Americanische,”
“Freundschaft” and “Mussolini,” so he ordered another dry Martini in
a whisper. At the end of the news, which lasted half an hour, every-
body bowed to the barman and filed out. Just as Aubrey was prepar-
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ing to give up the whole thing and go and have dinner, a bald man of
about fifty came in. He was obviously English and although not quite
as sinister and distinguished as Aubrey would have wished, he was
better than nobody. Aubrey noted the details of his appearance with
swift professional accuracy. A long nose, eyes rather close together,
a jutting underlip, slight jowl, as though at some time in his life
someone had seized his face with both hands and pulled it down-
ward. His clothes were quite good and his figure podgy without
being exactly fat. He said “Good evening” in a voice that wasn’t quite
cockney but might have been a long while ago. Aubrey replied with
alacrity and offered him a drink, whereupon the man said, “That’s
very nice of you, my name’s Edmundson,” as though the thought of
accepting a drink from anyone who didn’'t know his name was Ed-
mundson was not to be tolerated for a moment. Aubrey said that his
name was Dakers and they shook hands cordially.

Mr. Edmundson was more than ready to talk, and before a
quarter of an hour had passed Aubrey had docketed a number of
facts. Mr. Edmundson was fifty-four and was in the silk business al-
though he intended to retire shortly and let his son, who was married
and had two children, a boy and a girl, take over for him. He also had
two daughters both unmarried. One, however, was engaged to a nice
young fellow in the Air Force, this was Sylvia the younger. The elder,
Blanche, was having her voice trained with the object of becoming
an opera singer. It was apparently a fine voice and very high indeed,
and both Mr. and Mrs. Edmundson were at a loss to imagine where
she had got it from as neither of them had any musical talent what-
soever. She was very good-looking too, although not so striking as
Sylvia, who was the sort of girl people turn round to stare at in
restaurants. Mr. Edmundson produced a snapshot from his note-case
showing both girls with arms entwined against a sundial with some-
body’s foot and calf in the left-hand corner. “That’'s Mrs. Edmund-
son’s foot,” he said gaily, “she didn’t get out of the way in time.” Au-
brey looked at the photograph with his head on one side and gave a
little cluck of admiration. “"They are nice-looking girls,” he said as
convincingly as he could. Thus encouraged, Mr. Edmundson went on
about them a good deal more. Sylvia was the dashing one of the two
and in many ways an absolute little minx; whatever she set her heart
on she got, she was that sort of character; in fact, a few years ago
when she was just beginning to be grown up, both he and Mrs. Ed-
mundson had frequently been worried about her. Blanche, on the
other hand, despite her musical gift, was more balanced and quiet,
which was very odd really, because you would have thought it would
have been just the other way round. Aubrey agreed that it certainly
was most peculiar but there just wasn’t any way of accounting for
things like that. “This is my son Leonard,” said Mr. Edmundson, pro-
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ducing another snapshot with the deftness of a card manipulator.
“He’s different again.” Aubrey looked at it and admitted that he was.
Leonard was short and sturdy with an under-slung jaw and eyebrows
that went straight across his forehead in a black bar. On his lap he
was holding, rather self-consciously, a mad baby. Mr. Edmundson dis-
coursed for a long while upon Leonard’s flair for engineering which
apparently fell little short of genius. Ever since he was a tiny boy he
had been unable to see a watch or a clockwork engine or a musical
box without tearing it to pieces immediately, and when he was six-
teen he had completely dismembered his new motorcycle on the
front lawn within three hours of having received it.

During dinner, Mr. Edmundson having suggested that as they
were both alone it would be pleasant to share a table, he explained
that the reason he had come to Switzerland was to see a specialist on
diseases of the bladder who had been recommended to him by a
well-known doctor in Tonbridge. It appeared that for nearly a year
past there had been a certain divergence of opinion as to whether he
was forming a stone or not, and both he and his wife had decided,
after mature consideration, that by far the wisest thing to do was to
get an expert opinion once and for all. The Swiss specialist, who
wasn’'t really Swiss but Austrian, had declared that as far as he could
discover there were no indications of a stone having been formed or
even beginning to form, but that in order to be on the safe side Mr.
Edmundson must lead a perfectly normal life for ten days eating and
drinking all that was habitual to him, which of course accounted for
the three dry Martinis he had had in the bar, and then further tests
would be made and we should see what we should see.

After dinner, in the lounge where they took their coffee, Mr.
Edmundson reverted to his domestic affairs, discussing, at length,
Blanche’s prospects in Grand Opera; the problematical happiness of
Sylvia when married to an aviator who might be Killed at any
minute; the advisability of forcing Leonard into the silk business
where he would be certain of an assured income, or allowing him to
continue with his experimental engineering; and last, but by no
means least, whether Mrs. Edmundson’s peculiar lassitude for the
past few months was really caused by her teeth, which had been sug-
gested, or whether it could be accounted for by those well-known
biological changes that occur in all women of a certain age. He per-
sonally was in favor of the teeth theory and agreed with the doctor
that she ought to have every man jack of them pulled out, and a nice
set of artificial ones put in. The idea of this, however, somehow re-
pelled Mrs. Edmundson, and so at the moment things were more or
less at a deadlock.

Leaving them at a deadlock, Aubrey, increasingly aware that
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his head was splitting, almost abruptly said good night and de-
parted, on leaden feet, to his room.

The next morning, round about half-past ten, Aubrey was sun-
ning himself on his balcony, breathing in gratefully the fresh moun-
tain air and enjoying the romantic tranquil beauty of the view. The
lake was calm and blue and without a ripple except for the occa-
sional passing of a steamer and a few little colored rowing boats
sculling about close to the shore. Fleecy clouds lay around the
peaks of the mountains and the morning was so still that the cow
bells in the high pastures could be heard quite clearly. Presently Mr.
Edmundson appeared on the next balcony about four feet away from
him. “What a bit of luck,” he said cheerfully. “I had no idea we were
next-door neighbors.” Conversation, or rather monologue, set in im-
mediately. “I've had a postcard from Leonard’s wife,” he went on.
“The younger child, the boy, woke up yesterday morning covered
with spots and they're very worried, of course. I don’t suppose it's
anything serious, but you never know, do you? Anyhow, they sent for
the doctor at once and kept the little girl away from school in case it
might turn out to be something catching, and they’re going to tele-
graph me during the day.”

Aubrey endured this for a few minutes and then rose with a
great air of decision. Mr. Edmunson, with the swiftness of a cat who
perceives that the most enjoyable mouse it has met for weeks is
about to vanish down a hole, pounced. “I thought we might take a
little excursion on the lake; those skiffs are no trouble to handle.”

Aubrey, shaken by the suggestion, replied that there would be
nothing he would have liked better but that he was being called for
by some friends who were driving him up to the mountains for lunch.

“Never mind,” said Mr. Edmundson, “we're sure to meet later.”

Aubrey lay on his bed for a while, shattered. He had been look-
ing forward to a stroll through the town by himself and later a quiet
lunch either on the hotel terrace or at a café down by the lake. Now,
having committed himself to a drive in the mountains with his myth-
ical friends, he was almost bound to be caught out. Why, oh why
hadn’t he been smart enough to think of a less concrete excuse?
Suddenly he jumped up. The thing to do was to finish dressing and
get out of the hotel immediately before Mr. Edmundson got down-
stairs. Once in the town he could keep a careful lookout and dart
into a shop or something if he saw him coming. Fortunately, he had
already bathed and shaved and in less than ten minutes he tiptoed
out of his room. The coast was clear. He ran lightly down the stairs
rather than use the lift which might take too long to come up. He
was detained for a moment in the lounge by the hotel manager in-
quiring if he had slept well, but contrived to shake him off and sped
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through the palm garden on to the terrace. Mr. Edmundson rose
from a chair at the top of the steps. “No sign of your friend’s car yet,”
he said. “Why not sit down and have a Tom Collins?”

“I'm afraid I can’t,” said Aubrey hurriedly. 1 promised to meet
them in the town and I'm late as it is.”

“I'll come with you.” Mr. Edmundson squared his shoulders. "I
feel like a brisk walk.”

Halfway to the town Aubrey gave an elaborate glance at his
wristwatch. “I'm afraid I shall have to run,” he said. ”I promised to
meet them at 11:15 and it's now twenty to twelve.”

“Do us both good,” said Mr. Edmundson and broke into a trot.
In the main square, which Aubrey had chosen at random as being
the place where his friends were meeting him, there was, not unnat-
urally, no sign of them. Mr. Edmundson suggested sitting down out-
side a café and waiting. "“"They’'ve probably been held up on the road,”
he said.

“I'm afraid,” murmured Aubrey weakly, “that theyre much
more likely to have thought | wasn't coming and gone off without
me.”

“In that case,” said Mr. Edmundson with a comforting smile,
“‘we can take a little drive on our own and have lunch in the country
somewhere.”

During lunch, in a chalet restaurant high up on the side of a
mountain, Mr. Edmundson spoke frankly of his early life. He had not,
he said, always known the security, independence and comparative
luxury that he enjoyed now, far from it. His childhood, most of which
had been spent in a small house just off the Kennington Road, had
been poverty-stricken in the extreme. Many a time he remembered
having to climb a lamp-post in order to get a brief glimpse of a
cricket match at the Oval, and many a time also he had been chased
by the police for this and like misdemeanors; indeed on one occa-
sion—

Aubrey listened and went on listening in a sort of desperate
apathy. There was nothing else to do, no escape whatever. Incidents
of Mr. Edmundson’s life washed over him in a never-ending stream;
his experiences in the war during which he hadn’t got so much as a
flesh wound in three years; his apprenticeship to the silk trade as a
minor office clerk in Birmingham; his steady climb for several years
until he arrived at being first a traveler and then manager of a de-
partment in a big shop in South London; his first meeting with the
now Mrs. Edmundson at a dance in Maida Vale; his marriage; his hon-
eymoon at Torquay; the birth of Blanche. By the time the doctor had
arrived to deliver Mrs. Edmundson of Sylvia it had become quite
chilly in the chalet restaurant and the shadows of the mountains were
beginning to draw out over the lake. In the taxi driving back to the
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town Sylvia was safely delivered and Leonard well on the way.

Finally, having reached his room and shut and locked the door
Aubrey flung himself down on the bed in a state of collapse. His
whole body felt saturated with boredom and his limbs ached as
though he had been running. Through the awful deadness of his de-
spair he heard Mr. Edmundson in the next room humming a tune.
Aubrey buried his head in the pillow and groaned.

3

Aubrey came down into the bar before dinner resolute and calm. He
had had a hot bath, two aspirin, thought things out very carefully
and made his decision. Consequently he was able to meet Mr. Ed-
mundson’s jocular salutation with equanimity. “I am leaving tomor-
row evening,” he said, graciously accepting a dry Martini. “For Ven-
ice.”

Mr. Edmundson looked suitably disappointed. “What a shame,”
he said. “l thought you were staying for a week at least; in fact | was
looking forward to being able to travel as far as Paris with you if my
test turns out to be all right on Tuesday. You did say you were going to
Paris from here, you know,” he said reproachfully.

“I've changed my mind,” said Aubrey. “I'm sick of Switzerland
and l've always wanted to see Venice.”

“Nice time of year for it anyhow,” said Mr. Edmundson raising
his glass. “Here goes.”

The one thing that Aubrey had realized in the two hours’ res-
pite before dinner was that no compromise was possible. He couldn’t
very well stay on in the same hotel as Mr. Edmundson and refuse to
eat with him or speak to him. That would be unkind and discourte-
ous and hurt his feelings mortally. Aubrey shrank from rudeness and
there was a confiding quality about Mr. Edmundson, a trusting belief
that he was being good company which it would be dreadfully cruel
to shatter. It was all Aubrey’s own fault anyhow for having encour-
aged him in the first place. The only thing was to put up with things
as they were for this evening and, he supposed, most of the next day
and leave thankfully on the Rapide the next night. He had already
arranged about his ticket and sleeper with the porter.

Mr. Edmundson banished melancholy by shrugging his shoul-
ders, shooting his cuffs and giving a jolly laugh. “Anyway,” he said,
“it's all right about the baby’s spots! 1 had a telegram this evening.
The doctor said it was nothing but a rash, which only goes to show
that there’s no sense in being fussy until you know you've got some-
thing to be really fussy about. But that’s typical of Nora, that’s Leon-
ard's wife, she’s like that over everything, fuss, fuss, fuss. Sometimes
I don't know how Len stands it and that's a fact; fortunately his
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head’s screwed on the right way; it takes more than a few spots on
baby’s bottom to upset his apple-cart!”

Mr. Edmundson continued to be gay through dinner. He or-
dered a bottle of Swiss wine just to celebrate, “Hail and Farewell you
know!"" After dinner they went to the Kursaal and sat through an old
and rather dull German movie. Mr. Edmundson seemed to enjoy it
enormously and actually laughed once or twice, which irritated Au-
brey, as he knew Mr. Edmundson understood German as little as he
did. In the foyer on the way out a man in a bowler hat with a very for-
eign accent asked Mr. Edmundson for a light. “Right you are, me old
cock robin,” said Mr. Edmundson, and slapped him on the back. Au-
brey hung his head in shame.

The next morning Aubrey woke with a great sense of relief,
only one more day, one more lunch, one more dinner and then es-
cape. He was careful, while dressing, not to venture out on to the bal-
cony and, with amazing luck, managed to get out of the hotel and
into town without seeing Mr. Edmundson at all. He chose a table, par-
tially screened by a flowering shrub, outside the “Bienvenue,” where
he had sat the first afternoon of his arrival. It seemed incredible that
it was only the day before yesterday—he felt as though he’d been liv-
ing with Mr. Edmundson for weeks. The scene before him was as light
and varied as ever, but he found after a while that he was looking at
it with different eyes. A lot of the charm, the glitter of potential ad-
venture had faded. He felt like some passionate virgin who had just
had her first love affair and discovered it to have been both uncom-
fortable and dull. Rather pleased with this simile he jotted it down
on the back of an envelope that he happened to have in his pocket.
For instance, now, with this new, cynical disillusionment, he was cer-
tain that the man walking by with the pretty girl in a yellow beret was
not her lover and had not just broken his leave in order to fly from
Brussels to see her. Nor was the heavily made-up woman encased in
black satin and wearing high-heeled white shoes the depraved Ma-
dame of a Brothel who had amassed a fortune out of the White Slave
Traffic. Nor even was the ferrety-looking man in the gray raincoat car-
rying a violin case a secret agent. He was just a family man with five
children. The made-up woman was probably the mother of six and the
man and the girl were brother and sister and bored to tears with each
other.

Elvira was wrong and so, damn it, was Somerset Maugham.
The prospect of going through life alone in hotels and running the
risk of meeting a series of Mr. Edmundsons was too awful to be con-
templated. If that was the only way to gain material and inspiration
he’d rather go back to antiques or write another play about his own
family.

It depressed him to think that a man gould live for fifty-four
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years like Mr. Edmundson and have nothing of the faintest interest
happen to him at all beyond a problematical stone in the bladder. Of
course he fully realized that a great writer with technique, humanity,
warmth and vivid insight, such as Arnold Bennett, could make Mr.
Edmundson an appealing hero for several hundred pages, but he
himself felt that even though, in the far future, he should become a
successful author, that sort of thing would, most emphatically, not
be his line. He sipped a cup of delicious chocolate, with a large blob
of cream on the top and anticipated the pleasures of Venice. He
would sit on the terrace of a hotel on the Grand Canal and watch the
sun setting over the lagoon, if it did, and the gondolas drifting by,
and he wouldn’t speak a word to anyone at all in any circumstances
whatever unless they looked so madly attractive that he couldn’t re-
strain himself.

He finished his chocolate, paid for it, scanned the horizon care-
fully and got up. There was an antique shop in a side street that he
had noticed on his way to the café with some rather nice things in
the window, and he thought he might go in and poke about a bit. He
gave a little sigh. If only Maurice hadn’t been so tiresome and were
here with him, what fun it would be. But still, if Maurice hadn’t been
tiresome he would never have written Animal Grab and wouldn’t be
here at all, so there was no sense in being wistful about that. He
turned up the little side street and shot back into an archway while
Mr. Edmundson, fortunately looking the other way, passed within a
few inches of him. Aubrey giggled with relief at his escape and fairly
scampered off to the antique shop. The man in the shop greeted him
politely. His English was very bad and Aubrey was certain he had
heard his voice and seen his face before. He routed about for nearly
an hour, not finding anything of interest apart from a very lovely Ital-
ian mirror that would have made Maurice’s mouth water and some
bits of rather fakey-looking cinque-cento jewelry. He bought a pair of
malachite earrings for sixteen francs for Elvira, and was on his way out
when his eye was caught by a small wooden Madonna. It was probably
not older than eighteenth century or the beginning of the nineteenth
and had once been painted in bright colors, but most of the paint had
either faded or been rubbed off, giving the figure a pale almost
ethereal quality. It was obviously of no particular value but certainly
quite charming and might make a nice present for someone. He asked
the man the price and was astonished to hear that it was two hundred
francs. The man went off into a long rigmarole about it being very old
and having belonged to the famous Marchesa something or other, but
Aubrey, who wouldn’t have paid more than ten shillings for it at most,
cut him short with a polite bow and went out. On his way back to the
hotel he suddenly remembered where he had seen the man before and
gave a little gasp of remembered embarrassment. It was the man who
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had asked for a light in the foyer of the cinema last night, and to
whom Mr. Edmundson with agonizing heartiness had said, “Right you
are, me old cock robin!”

As he was walking through the lounge the underwaiter who
generally served their coffee after dinner stopped him with informa-
tion that his uncle was waiting for him in the bar. Aubrey laughed,
repressing a shudder at the thought. “That’s not my uncle,” he said,
“that's Mr. Edmundson.” The waiter bowed politely and Aubrey went
up to his room to wash.

At lunch Mr. Edmundson seemed a little less animated than
usual. Aubrey, feeling that he could afford to be magnanimous as
there were only a few hours to go, explained that the reason he
hadn’t seen him during the morning was that he had to get up early
to go to Cook’s about his passport and do a little shopping in town.
He told him about the antique shop and also, with a little edge of
malice, about recognizing the man. “You remember,” he said, “the
one you nearly knocked down in the Kursaal last night.” Mr. Ed-
mundson had the grace to look rather startled for a moment and
then gave a shamefaced laugh. I think | was a bit over the odds last
night,” he said. “That Swiss wine and the brandy after dinner.” Then he
changed the subject.

4

Mr. Edmundson insisted on coming with Aubrey to the station, mer-
rily waving aside all protests. In the hotel bus his conversation was
more domestic than ever. Apparently an aunt of Mrs. Edmundson’s,
hitherto concealed from Aubrey, had been living with them for nearly
two years and was nothing more nor less than a damned nuisance.
One of those whining women, always on the grumble and always
causing trouble with the servants. They'd had altogether five parlor-
maids since she’'d been in the house and now the present one was
leaving, having told Mrs. Edmundson candidly that she just couldn’t
stand it and that was a fact. When the bus reached the station Mr.
Edmundson was seriously considering whether or not it wouldn’t be
better and cheaper in the long run to set up the aunt on her own in a
little flat in some seaside resort such as Herne Bay or Broadstairs.
“After all,” he said, “it isn’t as if she’s all that old, seventy-three’s get-
ting on I grant you, but she’s in full possession of all her faculties, a
bloody sight too full if you ask me, and she could live her own life
and do what she pleased and grumble to her heart’s content.”

When Aubrey had got himself and his bags into his sleeper
there were still a few minutes to spare before the train went, which
Mr. Edmundson utilized by sitting on the bed and reverting briefly to
the subject of Mrs. Edmundson’s teeth. At last a whistle blew and he
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jumped up. “Well, bye-bye, old man,” he said. “It's been jolly nice to
have known you.” Then, to Aubrey’s embarrassment, he plunged his
hand into the pocket of his coat and produced a small brown paper
package. “I've bought you this this afternoon in the town just as a
little souvenir. | know you like that sort of thing. No—" he held up
his hand—""don’t start thanking me, it isn‘t anything at all, just look
at it every now and then and think of me and be good.” The train
started to move, and he dashed down the corridor and out on to the
platform. Aubrey, feeling guilty and ashamed, opened the package
and was appalled to discover that it was the little wooden Madonna
he had seen in the antique shop that morning. He turned it over in
his hands; the head had been broken off at some time or other and
been stuck on again. Two hundred Swiss francs! That was about ten
pounds! He closed his eyes and felt himself blushing with mortifi-
cation at the cruel thoughts he had harbored against Mr. Edmund-
son. Poor Mr. Edmundson. Pathetic Mr. Edmundson. That was the
worst of bores, they always turned out to have hearts of gold; it was
awful. He undressed pensively and went to bed. In the night he was
half wakened by the figure of a man stretching across to his luggage
on the rack. Drowsily he realized that the train must be at the Italian
Frontier.

“Nothing to declare,” he muttered.

The man went away and he went to sleep again.

The next day, about a half an hour before the train was due to
arrive in Venice, he unwrapped the Madonna again, which had been
lying on the rack, and was in the act of putting it into his suitcase
among his dirty washing when the head fell off and rolled under the
seat. This tickled him enormously; he sat down and laughed until he
cried. It really was too sad—poor Mr. Edmundson. He retrieved the
head and tried to fix it on again, but it wouldn’t stick without glue.
The body was hollow and he shook it upside down just to see
whether or not any priceless jewels might have been concealed in-
side, but it was quite empty. People like Mr. Edmundson, he reflected,
are born unlucky, they can’'t even give a present without it being a
failure.

Mr. Edmundson, on leaving the station, walked briskly down to
the lake side and turned into the Bienvenue Café. It wasn't very
crowded, but the air was smoky and thick and the radio was turned
on full. He sat down and ordered a beer and an evening paper. Two
men in bowler hats were seated at a table opposite to him playing
dominoes, one of them was the proprietor of the antique shop. After
a little while he looked across at Mr. Edmundson and raised his
eyebrows inquiringly. Mr. Edmundson looked casually round the
room, nodded briefly and went on reading his paper.
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l_eroy Street started high up in the social scale, just off Vernon
Square where the Boots’ Cash Chemists was, and the Kardomah
Café and the new Regal Cinema, but it deteriorated just about in the
middle, where the houses, although the same size as those further
up, seemed to lose caste subtly, like respectable women who are be-
ginning to take a drink. Toward the end of the street all pretensions
died, and it wandered inconclusively in squalor out into the waste
land behind the town among slag heaps, piles of rubbish, broken
bits of Ford cars rusting in the weather, and marshy ponds lying
stagnant by the side of the canal.

The Theatre Royal was in the High Street, and although it
backed practically on to the garden of Number Fourteen, you had to
walk right up into Vernon Square and round and down again before
you got to it. Herbert Darrell could actually see into his “combined”
on the first floor if he turned his head while he was making up. It
irritated him sometimes to see Miss Bramble fussing about among
his things; he had to repress an impulse to yell at her from the dress-
ing-room window, but, he told himself, these sudden bursts of an-
noyance were only liver, and so he controlled himself and took an
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extra sip of Guinness as a nerve soother. He generally had a little rule
by which he limited himself to only one glass before the first act. It
was a game he played, resisting small temptations, and he had it all
laid out beautifully. Two or three gulps before starting to make up,
two or three more after the foundation had been put on (Numbers
Five, Three and Nine, Leichner always, although it was not so good
now as before the War), then a nice long draft before he put on his
eyes and mouth, leaving just a little at the bottom of the glass to
give a final tickle to the gullet before going down on to the stage.

Not having much imagination, the signs of age in his face de-
pressed him rarely. On the whole it seemed to him to look much the
same as it always had. Of course there were more lines and the eyes
were a bit puffy underneath, but there was still a glint in them all
right. He sometimes winked archly in the glass just to prove it and
also, when dressing alone, he occasionally indulged in the “Passion”
face. This was one of his triumphs of the past. A slight projection of
the head, half-closed eyes swimming with desire, and an almost im-
perceptible dilating of the nostrils. In the garden scene in Lady
Mary’s Love Affair in nineteen hundred and four, that particular ex-
pression had caused a considerable sensation. He had been hailed,
for a time, as one of the great lovers of the stage. Now, in nineteen
thirty-four, he still used it, but with a deliberate slackening of inten-
sity, a gallant middle-aged mellowness. He was no fool, he often told
himself, none of that painful mutton-dressed-as-lamb business for
him! Why, he had voluntarily given up playing Juveniles years ago
when he was a bare forty-five.

Just before the end of the performance every night, during his
wait in the last act, he usually gave way to a little misty retrospec-
tion. Misty, owing to the fact that his fourth Guinness was standing
at his elbow. It was pleasant to review the past without anger or bit-
terness, although God knows he had cause enough for bitterness;
the Theater going to the dogs as it was and all these inexperienced
muttering young actors playing leadings parts in the West End. But
he was all right, pretty contented on the whole, generally in work and
with enough money saved to tide him over the bleak periods between
tours. Just every now and then, quite unaccountably, in the middle
of the night, or riding along on the top of a bus, awareness of failure
plunged at him like a sword; twisting in his consciousness cruelly as
though it had been lying in wait to murder his self-respect and punc-
ture and wound his pleasure in himself. These searing moments were
fortunately rare and passed away as swiftly as they came. There was
always something to do, some amiable method of passing the time.
Life was full of small opportunities of enjoyment; the sudden meet-
ing of an old friend on a train call for instance, the hurried furtive
Guinness in a pub opposite the station with one eye on the clock.
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Hashing over the past lightly enough not to rumple the dust of illu-
sion, which, more and more as the years advanced, was settling
deeper upon it. Every gay episode was, by now, overcolored into
vivid relief, magnified beyond all proportion of its actual happening.
Every bad moment was trodden into the lower darkness. Short runs.
Bad press notices. The losing of jobs after perhaps a week's re-
hearsal. “I'm afraid, Mr. Darrell, you are really not quite suited to this
part.”” Agonies such as these had been too swift and sudden to
be dodged immediately; egos, however strong and truculent, must
be allowed a little time to summon their forces, and the moments be-
tween the actual shock and the soothing palliative of a drink were
frequently unbearably long, little gray eternities stretching from the
stage door to the nearest pub, with the head averted so that pas-
sersby should not catch the glimmer of unmanly, mortified tears.
These happenings lay low in his mind, fathoms deep, like strange
twisted creatures that inhabit the depths of the sea; blind and unbe-
lieved and only horrible when some unforeseen tidal disturbance
brings them to the surface. In these awful moments Herbert Darrell
turned tail and ran, stumbling, panic-stricken and breathless until
exhaustion outstripped the pursuit and he could relax with some ac-
quaintance, not even a friend was necessary, and preen his draggled
feathers; fluffing them out bravely and crowing a little, weakly at
first, until the second or third drink gurgled smoothly into his stom-
ach and drowned his fears.

His digs in Leroy Street were really very good. Better and
cleaner than Mrs. Blockley’s in Nottingham that everyone went on so
much about. They were cheaper too. Mrs. Blockley was too bloody
grand, and even if the Martin Harveys had stayed there once there
was no need to make such a song and dance about it. Here, at Num-
ber Fourteen there were no star memories. No eminent ghosts in
Shakespearean tights leered down from the mantelpiece. There
were, in point of fact, very few photographs, which was a relief. Only
one group of Miss Bramble’s mother and father and elder sister, and
a tinted enlargement of Miss Bramble herself as a girl. A very pretty
girl she must have been too, sitting down on a sofa with her humped
back cunningly obscured by a jagged cloud of pink tulle. It was only
a very slight hump, anyhow, poor thing. Herbert Darrell regarded her
with a pity that he was careful not to let her see, his manner to her
being occasionally quite brusque in consequence. She must be, he
thought, round about the middle-forties now. Her eyes and skin were
still young and her mouth, at certain moments, attractive but over-
full, with a lift of the upper lip which might have denoted sensuality
in anyone else, but Miss Bramble, poor dear, what chance had she
had for that sort of thing with her deformed back and little spindly
legs. He wondered if she minded. Minded as much as he would have
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under the circumstances. His imagination balked at the idea of him-
self, Herbert Darrell, not being physically attractive. It was difficult
to conceive a life utterly devoid of “That sort of thing.” Poor Miss
Bramble!

When remembering his past loves he allowed his face to slide
into a whimsical smile. Women, many of them nameless, held out
their arms to him across the years. He could still recapture the sen-
sation of their smooth bodies in his arms; hear the echo of their
small whimpering cries under his lips. A procession of incompletely
identified bedrooms passed slowly before his mind’s eye, like rather
foggy lantern slides projected on to a screen. Dressing tables.
Wardrobes. Chintz curtains. Lace curtains. Silk and velvet curtains.
Small tables. Scent bottles. Little feminine clocks ticking away com-
placently, unmoved by desire or fulfillment or ecstasy. Beds of all
shapes and sizes. Doubles. Singles. With canopies. Without canopies.
One with a little naked Cupid dangling a light just above his head.
Another with a gilt bird catching up mauve taffeta in its claws. That
must have been Julia Deacon’s, either hers or Marion Cressal’s.
Funny how he always got those two muddled up. They had both been
high spots, definite triumphs for him. Both well kept and difficult to
attain. Then there was Minnie. Here his mind shied in the darkness
because he had married Minnie and memories of her were clearer
and less glamorous. The first two years had been all right. Quite a
nice little flat they had had in New Cavendish Street. He had been
playing Captain Draycott then, his last success in the West End.
Then things had begun to slide, gradually at first, then three failures
on top of one another, forcing him out into the provinces with the
tour of Captain Draycott, starting with the number one towns and
finishing, the following year, with an undignified scamper through
the number threes. Penarth had been the worst, he remembered. So
near Cardiff and yet so far. The reason that it had been the worst had
been because of Minnie. It was in Penarth that he had seen her
strongly and clearly for the first time as a bitch. His memory lifted its
skirts over this bad patch and hurried convulsively, like an old lady
picking her way barefoot across a shingly beach. The digs just near
the pier. Billy Jenner's party at the hotel on the Thursday night to
celebrate his having fixed a job at Wyndham'’s for the autumn. Then
suddenly feeling ill and going home early and hearing Minnie’s “Oh
Christ!” as he turned the handle of the bedroom door.

Herbert Darrell turned over heavily in Miss Bramble's com-
bined room-bed and went to sleep.

On Sunday morning the alarm clock dragged Miss Bramble out
of a deep tranquil dream at seven o’clock precisely, and she lay for a

while blinking at the ceiling and trying to locate a pain somewhere in
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her inside. Not a physical pain; not even a pain at all really, more a
sensation of loss, vague and undefined, as though someone she
loved had died and she couldn’t quite remember who it was. Sleep
still pulled at her eyes, and she turned her head sharply on the pil-
low; staring at the room until the worn familiarity of everything in it
wakened her to reality and sent the last clinging vestiges of her
dream sliding back into the night. The acorn knob on the end of the
blind cord rapped intermittently against the wainscotting because
the window was open a little at the top, and the chintz strip on her
dressing table twitched irritably in the draft. She had left the top
off her box of Houbigant powder and the edges of stiff paper sticking
up inside it looked like a face, somebody lying down asleep, or per-
haps dead. A beam of light shooting from behind the blind caught
the bristles of her hairbrush showing a few fuzzy hairs with a
surprisingly blond glint on them, and she noticed, with a pang, that
the small framed photograph of her mother had fallen over on its
face. This got her out of bed with a jerk, and when she had set it up-
right again and caught sight of herself in the glass, full and complete
memory of last night struck at her savagely. Just as a flash of light-
ning sears against the sky every detail of a landscape, she saw, in an
instant, the bright wallpaper of the “combined” room and the heavy
blue-and-white stripes of Mr. Darrell’s pajamas.

Still looking in the glass she put out her hand to steady herself
and noted, mechanically, a red flush creeping up from under her Cel-
anese nightgown and suffusing her face. Then she sat down sud-
denly on the dressing-table chair and felt sick. After a little she went
over to the bed again and sat on the edge of that, feeling the lino-
leum ice cold under her bare toes. The bland Woolworth clock
announced six minutes past seven. At a quarter to eight he was to be
called, with a cup of tea and a boiled egg, because the company was
going on to Derby and the train went at nine. At a quarter to eight
she would be in that room again. She would open the door, after a
discreet knock, and walk in as though nothing had happened at all.
Just as last night she had walked in in answer to his bell bringing
him nothing but her starved and stunted little body, this morning
she would bring him a cup of tea and a boiled egg.

She got up from the bed and started to dress feverishly; the
cold water splashed over the edge of the basin as she poured it out
of the jug and she whimpered a little, making a clucking noise with
her tongue against her teeth. A lot of things went wrong with her
dressing. Her hair pulled and wouldn't stay up properly. She put her
blouse on inside out and had to struggle out of it and into it again,
and the button came off one of her strap shoes. Her face looked red-
der than ever in the glass, and even when she had rubbed in a lot of
Icilma vanishing cream and dabbed it generously with the puff, it
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still flamed shamefully. Finally she got herself downstairs to the
kitchen with her loose shoe strap flapping on every step.

At twenty minutes to eight she absentmindedly ate one of the
bits of toast she had made and had to do another piece hurriedly. He
liked his egg done four minutes, and she stood over the gas-stove
watching it bobbing about in the saucepan jumping up and down
again and rolling over and over impudently as though it were mock-
ing her. Nellie wouldn’t arrive to do the rooms until nine-thirty, if
then, it being Sunday she would have the house to herself for a bit
when he’d gone, when the taxi had rattled him out of her life to-
gether with his two fiber suitcases, his bulgy Gladstone bag and his
dark blue Aquascutum mackintosh with the grease marks on the in-
side of the collar. She glanced at it hanging up in the hall as she
passed along with the tray. It looked tired and depressed, and one of
the little sockets at the side was broken causing the belt to hang
down on to the floor like a snake.

She mounted the stairs slowly and carefully; the geyser snort-
ed at her as she passed the bathroom door and one of the stair-rods
rattled loose as her feet touched it, nearly tripping her up. At last she
stood outside his door waiting for a moment for the courage to
knock, and listening to the beating of her heart, the only sound in
the silent house. It was lucky there weren’'t any other lodgers this
week. She couldn’t have borne that; other rooms to enter, other
breakfasts to get. It was very silly, she felt, just to go on standing
there outside the door letting his tea and his egg get cold; she
balanced the tray in her right hand and lifted her left to knock, then
she lowered it again and with a little shiver, sat down on the top step
of the stairs putting the tray carefully down beside her. The blind of
the landing window was not drawn, and she could see out across the
roofs to where the spire of St. Catherine’s stood up against the gray
sky. It was raining a little. She remembered the very first time she
had seen that view, from the small room at the top of the house
which she had always had when she came to stay with Aunt Alice.
She was fifteen then and Aunt Alice, although rather grim and domi-
neering, had been very kind on the whole. Now she was dead and
lying in St. Catherine’s churchyard, possibly tormented by the knowl-
edge that her clean, respectable boardinghouse had dwindled slowly,
in the hands of her niece, from gentility and social pride into theat-
rical lodgings. Miss Bramble often thought of this. She often regret-
ted the hard circumstances and lack of stamina which had caused
her to deal so shabbily with Aunt Alice’s bequest. Theatrical people,
according to Aunt Alice, were a worthless lot, possessing little or no
moral sense and seldom any religion whatsoever. Miss Bramble
wondered dimly what Aunt Alice would say if she knew that her fa-
vorite niece, deformity or no deformity, had become so lost to all

23



TRAVELER'S JOY

sense of what was right and proper as to allow herself to be seduced,
at the age of forty-four, by an elderly actor in the second floor back.
Again she shivered, this time with the sudden chill of clear realiza-
tion that she wanted him again, that every nerve in her body was tin-
gling with an agony of desire. She recaptured, behind her closed
eyes, the strength of his arms round her; the roughness of his face
against her neck and the weight of his body crushing her down deep
into an ecstasy sweeter than any she had ever dreamed. It was the
“being in love” of all the people in the world. The essence of every
love scene from every movie and play she had ever been to,
concentrated miraculously in her. And now, now the moment had
gone, no more of it, no more of it ever again in her life probably. The
ordinary way of things would continue; shopping, cooking, washing
up, welcoming lodgers, saying “good-bye” to lodgers. . .. This very
afternoon Mabel Hodge was coming and a new couple, Mr. and Mrs.
Burrell, whom she had never had before. They were all in the same
show at the Royal, Disappearance, direct from the Shaftesbury Thea-
tre, London. The Burrells would have the ground floor front with sit-
ting room, and Mabel Hodge, the “combined.” She had had it several
times before; her silly face had greeted Miss Bramble many a morn-
ing when she had gone in with her glass of hot water—"It must be
fraightfully, fraightfully hot, Miss Bramble dear, with just the teeni-
est slaice of lemon”—She remembered thinking once that Mabel
Hodge’s face was like one of the fancy cakes in Jones’s window in the
High Street, one that had been there for a long time until the sugar
had melted a bit at the edges, and being ashamed of herself after-
ward for being so uncharitable. it was because of Mabel Hodge that
she had had a gas-fire put in. She had always grumbled so about the
cold, and Nellie letting the fire out, and one thing and another. . ..

Once more a surdge of pain engulfed her. The gas-fire had been
on last night. In the first moment of putting the light out it hadn’t
been noticeable at all, and then, gradually, the warm glow of it had
spread, throwing a vast shadow of the armchair against the wall. She
had opened her eyes to that shadow just once or twice and then
closed them again.

The Town Hall clock struck the quarter and, a few seconds
later, the clock downstairs did the same, a feeble little noise it made
with a convulsive whirr before and after as though it had a cold. Miss
Bramble rose to her feet, picked up the tray and walked into the
“combined” forgetting, in the sudden urgency of her decision, to
Knock at all.

Herbert Darrell was lying on his back with his head turned
away toward the wall. His mouth was open and he was breathing
stertorously; the top button of his pajama jacket was undone, and a
tangle of wispy, grayish hairs rose and fell languidly with the move-
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ment of his chest. Miss Bramble put the tray on the table and jerked
the blind; the cord escaped her fingers and it went flying up with a
tremendous clatter, whirling round and round itself at the top.

Herbert Darrell moved uneasily and opened his eyes, and he
had said “good morning” huskily before she could detect any mem-
ory in them. She said quite firmly, but in somebody else’s voice, that
she was sorry that she was a bit late but that the fire had refused to
light properly. He sat up at this, and then she saw him frown and
look at her suddenly, blinking. No Kkind intentions, not all the
practiced graces of the world could have concealed that expression
in time. It was the look she was waiting for and when it came, cutting
straight through her heart and out through her hump at the back,
she greeted it with an excellent smile. “I'll go and light the geyser,”
she said, and went jauntily out of the room.
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Once upon a time in a small fishing village in Cornwall there lived a
devout and angry clergyman named Clement Shore. He was an ex-
missionary and had a face almost entirely encircled by whiskers, like
a frilled ham. His wife, Mary, was small and weary, and gave birth to
three daughters, Christina, Titania, and lastly Amanda, with whose
birth she struggled too long and sadly, and died, exhausted by the
effort. Amanda was my mother. On Christmas day 1881, Grandfather
Clement himself died and my Aunt Christina then aged sixteen, hav-
ing arranged for what furniture there was to be sold, and the lease of
the house taken over, traveled to London with several tin trunks, a
fox terrier named Roland and her two younger sisters aged respec-
tively thirteen and eleven. They were met, dismally, at Paddington by
their father’s spinster sister Ernesta, a gray woman of about fifty,
who led them, without protest, to Lupus Street, Pimlico, where with a
certain grim efficiency she ran a lodging house for bachelors. Once
installed they automatically became insignificant but important cog-
wheels in the smooth running machinery of the house, which was
very high and respectable. The three of them shared a small bed-
room with Roland, from whom they refused to be parted, and lived
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two years of polite slavery until in the spring of 1883 Christina sud-
denly married James Rogers, Ernesta Shore’s first-floor-front tenant,
and went with him to a small house in Camberwell, taking with her
Titania and Amanda.

James Rogers was a good man and a piano tuner at the time
of his marriage, later he developed into a traveling agent for his firm,
so that during my childhood in the house I didn’t see much of him,
but he was mild-tempered and kind when he did happen to be at
home and only drank occasionally, and then without exuberance.

Aunt Christina was formidable, even when young, and ruled
him firmly until the day of his death. She was less successful how-
ever with Aunt Titania and my mother. Aunt Titania stayed the
course for about a year and then eloped to Manchester with a young
music hall comedian, Jumbo Potter, with whom she lived in sin for
three years to the bitter shame of Aunt Christina. At the end of this
liaison she went on to the stage herself in company with three other
girls. They called themselves “The Four Rosebuds” and danced and
sang through the music halls of England. Meanwhile my mother,
Amanda, continued to live in Camberwell, helping with the house-
work and behaving very well until 1888, when Titania reappeared in
London, swathed in the glamour of the Theater, and invited her to a
theatrical supper party at the Monico. Amanda climbed out of her
bedroom window and over the yard fence in order to get there and
never returned. Titania on being questioned later by Christina stated
that the last she’'d seen of Amanda, she was seated on the knee of an
Argentine with a paper fireman’s cap on her head, blowing a squeak-
er. Titania’s recollections were naturally somewhat vague as she had
been drinking a good deal and left the party early on the strength of
an unpremeditated reunion with Jumbo Potter. Christina anxiously
pursued her enquiries, but could discover nothing about the Argen-
tine; nobody knew his name, he had apparently drifted into the
party, entirely uninvited. Finally when two days had elapsed and she
was about to go to the police, a telegram arrived from Amanda say-
ing that she was at Ostend and that it was lovely and that nobody
was to worry about her and that she was writing. A few weeks later
she did write, briefly, this time from Brussels, she said she was stay-
ing with a friend, Madame Vaudrin, who was very nice and there were
lots of other girls in the house, and it was all great fun, and nobody
was to worry about her as she was very, very happy.

For five years after that, neither Titania nor Christina heard
from her at all until suddenly just before Christmas 1893, she ap-
peared at Christina’s house in Camberwell in a carriage and pair. She
was dressed superbly and caused a great sensation in the neighbor-
hood. Christina received her coldly but finally melted when Amanda
offered to pay off all the installments on the new drawing-room set
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and gave her a check for twenty-five pounds as well. Titania by this
time had married Jumbo Potter and Amanda gave a family Christ-
mas dinner party at the Grosvenor Hotel where she was staying, and
as a bonne bouche at the end of the meal, produced an Indian Prince
who gave everybody jewelry. She stayed in London for six weeks and
then went to Paris, still with her Prince, and spent a riotous month or
two, until finally she accompanied him to Marseilles where he took
ship for India leaving her sobbing picturesquely on the dock with a
cabuchon emerald and a return ticket for Paris. It was while she was
on the platform awaiting the Paris train that she met my father, Sir
Douglas Kane-Jones. He was a prosperous-looking man of about fifty,
returning on leave from Delhi to visit his wife and family in Exeter.
However he postponed his homecoming for three weeks in order to
enjoy Paris with Amanda. Finally they parted, apparently without
much heartbreak, he for England, and she for Warsaw, whither she
had been invited by a Russian girl she had met in Brussels, Nadia Ko-
lenska. Nadia had been living luxuriously in Warsaw for a year as the
guest of a young attaché to the French Embassy. Upon arrival in War-
saw, Amanda was provided with a charming suite of rooms and sev-
eral admirers, and was enjoying herself greatly when to her profound
irritation, she discovered she was going to have a child.

She and Nadia, I believe, did everything they could think of to
get rid of it but without success, and so Amanda decided to continue
to enjoy life for as long as she could and then return to England. Un-
fortunately, however, she left it rather late, and on a frozen morn-
ing in January, 1 was born in a railway carriage somewhere between
Warsaw and Berlin. The reason for my abrupt arrival several weeks
earlier than expected was the sudden jolting of the train while my
mother was on her way back from the lavatory to her compartment.
She fell violently over a valise that someone had left in the corridor,
and two hours later, much to everyone’'s embarrassment and dis-
comfort, | was born and laid in the luggage rack wrapped in a plaid
traveling rug.

A week later Aunt Christina arrived in Berlin in response to a
telegram, just in time to see my mother die in a hospital ward. With
her usual prompt efficiency she collected all my mother’s personal
effects, which were considerable, and having ascertained that there
were no savings in any bank, took me back to England with her and
ensconced me in her own bedroom in her new house, Number 17,
Cranberry Avenue, Kennington.

2

My life until my Uncle James Rogers’ death in 1904 was as eventful
for me as it is for most children who are learning to walk and talk
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and become aware of things. A few incidents remain in my memory.
Notably, a meeting with my Aunt Titania when I was about three.
She smelt strongly of scent and her hair was bright yellow. She
bounced me gaily on her knee until 1 was sick, after which, she
seemed to lose interest in me. | remember also, when I was a little
older, my Uncle Jim came into my room late at night. I awoke just in
time to see him go over to the mantelpiece and throw two green
china vases onto the floor. I cried a lot because | was frightened,
Aunt Christina cried too and finally soothed me to sleep again by
singing hymns softly and saying prayers.

When I was five I was sent to a kindergarten on weekdays, and
a Sunday School on Sunday afternoons. A Miss Brace kept the kin-
dergarten. She wore shirt blouses with puffed sleeves, and tartan
skirts. Her hair was done up over a pad. Twice a week we had drawing
lessons and were allowed to use colored chalks. I didn't care for any
of the other children, and disliked the little girls particularly because
they used to squabble during playtime, and pull each other’s hair,
and cry at the least thing.

I enjoyed the Sunday School much more because we used to
stand in a circle and sing hymns, and the teacher had a large illus-
trated Bible which had a picture of God the Father throwing a hen
out of Heaven, and another one of Jesus, with his apostles, sitting at
a large table and eating india-rubber rolls. Everybody had beards and
white nightgowns, and looked very funny.

When | was nine, Uncle Jim died. All the blinds in the house
were pulled down, and we walked about softly as though he were
only asleep and we were afraid of waking him. Iris, the servant, who
had only been with us for two weeks, trailed up and down the stairs
miserably with woebegone tears streaking her face. Perhaps she
cried as a natural compliment to bereavement, however remote from
herself, or perhaps she was merely frightened. Even the cat seemed
depressed and lay under the sofa for hours at a time in a sort of
coma. Aunt Christina took me in to see Uncle Jim lying in bed cov-
ered with a sheet up to his chin, his eyes were closed, and his face
was yellow like tallow, his nose looked as though someone had
pinched it. Aunt Christina walked firmly up to the bed, and having
straightened the end of the sheet, bent down and kissed him on the
forehead so suddenly that I'm sure he would have jumped if he had
been alive. Outside in the street a barrel organ was playing and there
were some children yelling a little way off, but these sounds seemed
faint and unreal as though I were listening to .them from inside a
box.

I went to the funeral with Aunt Christina and Aunt Titania in a
closed carriage which smelt strongly of horses and leather. On the
way Aunt Titania wanted to smoke a cigarette but Aunt Christina was

29



AUNT TITTIE

very angry and wouldn’t let her. | sat with my back to the horse and
watched them arguing about it, sitting side by side joggling slightly
as the carriage wheels bumped over the road. Finally Aunt Christina
sniffed loudly and shut her mouth in a thin line and refused to say
another word, whereupon Aunt Titania leaned a little forward and
looked grandly out of the window until we reached the Cemetery. |
stood under a tree with her while the actual burial was going on and
she gave me some peppermints out of her muff. When we got home
again we all had tea and Iris made some dripping toast, but the at-
mosphere was strained. After tea | went down to the Kkitchen to help
Iris with the washing up and we listened to the voices upstairs get-
ting angrier and angrier until finally the front door slammed so
loudly that all the crockery shook on the dresser. Presently we heard
Aunt Christina playing hymns and I didn't see Aunt Titania again for
many years.

Soon after this I went to a day school in Stockwell, it wasn't
very far away and | used to go there in a bus and walk home. There
was an enormous horse chestnut tree just inside the school gate and
we used to collect the chestnuts and put them on strings and play
conkers. They were rich shiny brown when we first picked them up,
like the piano in our front room, but afterward the shine wore off
and they weren’t nearly so nice. | hated the Headmaster who was
stout and had a very hearty laugh. He insisted on everybody playing
football and used to keep goal himself, shouting loudly as he
jumped about. One of the undermasters was freckled and kind and
used to pinch my behind in the locker room when | was changing.
Much as | disliked school, | disliked coming home in the evenings
still more, my heart used to sink as | stood outside the front door
and watched Aunt Christina wobbling toward me through the co-
lored glass. She generally let me in without saying a word and I used
to go straight upstairs to my bedroom and read and do my home-
work until supper time, because Iris left at six and there was nobody
to talk to. Aunt Christina always said grace before and after meals,
and regularly, when we’'d cleared away the supper things and piled
them up in the kitchen, she used to play hymns and make me sing
them with her. Sundays were particularly awful because I had to go
to Church morning and evening, as well as to Sunday School in the
afternoons. The Vicar was very skinny and while I listened to his
throaty voice screeching out the sermon | used to amuse myself by
counting how many times his Adam’s Apple bobbed up and down
behind his white collar. The woman who always sat next to us had
bad feet and the whole pew smelt of her.

I used to ask Aunt Christina about my mother but all she’'d say
was that Satan had got her because she was wicked, and whenever |

asked about my father she said he was dead and that she had never
Known him.
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At the beginning of 1906 when | was eleven, things became
even gloomier. Aunt Christina bought a whole lot of modeling wax
and made a figure of Jesus lying down, then she put red ink on it to
look like blood, but it soaked in. It wasn’t a very good figure anyhow;
the face was horrid and the arms much too long, but she used to kiss
it and croon over it. Once she tried to make me kiss it but | wouldn’t,
so she turned me out into the yard. I stayed all night in the shed and
caught cold. After that she wouldn’t speak to me for days, I was un-
happy and made plans about running away, but I hadn’t any money
and there was nowhere to run.

One evening in April, | came home from school and she was in
bed with a terrible headache; the next morning when I went into her
room, she was gasping and saying she couldn’t breathe, so I ran out
and fetched a doctor. He said she had pneumonia and that we must
have a nurse, so we did, and the nurse rattled about the house and
clicked her tongue against her teeth a good deal and washed every-
thing she could. Three days later Mr. Wendell, the Vicar, came and
stayed up in Aunt Christina’s room for a time, and a short while after
he’d gone the nurse came running downstairs and said I was to fetch
the doctor. Just as | was leaving the house to fetch him, I met him at
the gate on his way in. He went upstairs quickly and an hour later he
and the nurse came down and told me my aunt had passed away.

He asked me for Aunt Titania’s address, so we looked through
Aunt Christina’s davenport and found it and sent her a telegram.
Late that afternoon Uncle Jumbo Potter arrived and interviewed the
nurse, and then took me round to the doctor’s house, and he talked
to him for ages while I sat in the waiting room, and looked at the
people who had come to be cured; one little boy with a bandage
round his head was whimpering and his mother tried to comfort him
by telling him stories. Presently Uncle Jumbo came out and took me
home with him in a cab. He lived in rooms near Victoria Station. He
told me that Aunt Titania wasn't living with him anymore and that
she was in Paris singing at a place called the Café Bardac, and that
he was going to send me to her the next day. That night | went with
him to Shoreditch where he was doing his turn at the Empire. I sat in
his dressing room and watched him make up and then he took me
down onto the stage and let me stand at the side with the stage man-
ager. Uncle Jumbo was a great favorite and the audience cheered
and clapped the moment he walked onto the stage. He wore a very
small bowler hat and loose trousers and had a large red false nose.
His songs were very quick indeed until it came to the chorus, when
he slowed down and let the audience join in too. The last thing he did
was a dance in which his trousers kept nearly falling off all the time.
At the end he had to go before the curtain and make a speech before
they’d let him go. He took me upstairs with him and undressed, still
very out of breath. He sat down quite naked and smoked a cigarette,
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and | watched the hair on his chest glistening with sweat as he
breathed. He asked me if | liked his turn and I said | loved it and he
said, “Damned hard lot down here, can’'t get a bloody smile out of
‘em, pardon me.” After he’d taken his makeup off and powdered his
face and dressed we went to a bar just opposite the Theater and he
drank beer with two gentlemen and a woman with a white fur, then
we went home first in a tram and then on a bus. | went to sleep in the
bus. When we got to his rooms he gave me a glass of soda water and
made up a bed for me on the sofa.

The next morning Uncle Jumbo took me back to Aunt Chris-
tina’s house. The nurse was still there, and Mrs. Harrison from next
door, who kissed me a lot and told me to be a brave little man and
asked me if | would like to come upstairs and see my dear Auntie,
but Uncle Jumbo wouldn’t let me, he said he didn't hold with kids
looking at corpses because it was morbid. He helped me pack my
clothes and then we got a cab and drove back to his rooms. In the af-
ternoon he went out and left me alone and | amused myself by look-
ing at some magazines and a large album of photographs and press
cuttings about Aunt Titania and Uncle Jumbo. When he came back
he had a friend with him, Mrs. Rice, who he said would take me to the
station, as the train went at eight o’clock and he would be in the The-
ater. Mrs. Rice was pretty and laughed a lot. We all made toast, and
had tea round the fire. Mrs. Rice sat on Uncle’s knee for a little and
he winked at me playfully over her shoulder and said, ""You tell your
Aunt Tittie how pretty Mrs. Rice is, won’t you?” whereupon she got
up and said, “Leave off, Jumbo, you ought to be ashamed” and
looked quite cross for a minute. Uncle Jumbo went off to the Theater
at 5:30; he gave me five pounds and my ticket and said he had
telegraphed to Aunt Tittie to meet me at the station. He kissed me
quite affectionately and said, “Fancy me being fatherly!” Then he
laughed loudly, tickled Mrs. Rice under the arms, and went down the
stairs whistling. When he’d gone Mrs. Rice and | went back and sat by
the fire. She asked me a lot of questions about Aunt Titania but as |
hadn’t seen her since Uncle Jim's funeral | couldn’t answer them very
well. After a while she went to the cupboard and poured herself a
whiskey and soda, and while she was sipping it she told me all about
her husband who used to beat her and one night he tied her to the
bed in their rooms in Huddersfield and kept on throwing the wet
sponge at her until her nightgown was soaking wet and the landlady
came in and stopped him. She said she’d met Uncle Jumbo in
Blackpool in the summer and that they used to go out after the show
and sit on the sand dunes in the moonlight, and then her husband
found out and there was an awful row, and Jumbo knocked her hus-
band down on the pier and brought her to London on the Sunday
and she hadn’t seen her husband since, but she believed he was still
on tour in Miss Mittens and hoped to God he’d stay in it and not
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come worrying her. She had several more whiskies and sodas before
it was time to go and showed me a scar on her thigh where a collie
bit her during her honeymoon in Llandudno. I looked at it politely
and then she pulled her skirts down and said I was a bad boy and
how old was | anyhow? I said I was eleven and she laughed and asked
me if it made me feel naughty to see a pretty girl’s bare leg. I said no
and she said “Get along with you. I must put some powder on my
nose.” After a minute she came out of the bedroom, put her hat on
and said we must go. We took a cab to the station on account of my
trunk and Mrs. Rice told the porter to register through to Paris. She
bought me some buns and chocolate and two magazines and put me
in the train and waited to tell the guard to keep his eye on me before
she kissed me and said good-bye. | waved to her all the way up the
platform until she was out of sight and then sat back in my corner
feeling very grown up and excited and waiting for the train to start.

That journey to Paris was momentous for me. | was alone and
free for the first time, my going was in no way saddened by memo-
ries of people I'd left behind. I had left no one behind whom 1 could
possibly miss; my school friendships were casual and I had definitely
grown to hate poor Aunt Christina during the last few years of her
life. I pressed my face against the cold glass of the carriage window
and searched for country shapes in the darkness, trees and hills and
hedges, and felt as though I should burst with joy. There were two
other people in the carriage with me; a man and a woman who slept,
sitting up, with their mouths open. When we reached Newhaven, the
guard came and led me to the gangway of the ship and gave me in
charge of one of the men on board who offered me a ham sandwich
and showed me a place in the saloon where I could put my feet up
and go to sleep, but I couldn’t begin to sleep until the ship started
although | was dead tired, so | went up on deck and watched the
lights of the town receding, and the red and green harbor lamps
reflected in the water and I looked up at the clouds scurrying across
the moon, and, suddenly, like a blow in the face, loneliness struck
me down. | was chilled through and through with it—I wondered
what I should do if when I got to Paris Aunt Titania was dead too. |
tried very hard not to cry but it was no use, 1 had a pretty bad fit of
hysteria and everyone crowded round me and patted me and tried to
comfort me with eatables, until finally one kind woman took me in
charge completely and gave me some brandy which made me choke
but pulled me together. Then she put me to sleep in her private cabin
and I didn’t wake up until we got to Dieppe. I was all right from then
on, the woman’s name was Roylat and she was on her way to Ceylon
to visit her son who was a rubber planter. | had some tea with her in
the station buffet at Dieppe and traveled with her to Paris, sleeping
most of the way.

When we arrived at the Gare St. Lazare Aunt Titania was wait-
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ing at the barrier wearing a sealskin coat and a bright red hat with a
veil floating from it. |1 said good-bye to Mrs. Roylat who kissed me,
bowed to Aunt Titania and disappeared after her luggage. Aunt Tita-
nia and | had to go and sit in the Customs room for three-quarters of
a hour until my trunk came in. She was pleased to see me but very
cross with Jumbo for having sent me by night instead of day. She
said it was damned thoughtless of him because he knew perfectly
well that she never got to bed before four o’clock in the morning and
to have to get up again at six-thirty was too much of a good thing;
then she hugged me and said it wasn't my fault and that we were
going to have jolly times together.

At last, when the Customs man had marked my trunk, we got
a cab and drove out into Paris. It had been raining and the streets
were wet and shiny. The shutters on most of the shops were just
being put up and waiters in their vests and trousers were polishing
the tables outside the cafés. We drove across the river and along the
quai Voltaire with the trees all glistening and freshly green; our cab
horse nearly fell down on the slippery road as we turned up the rue
Bonaparte. Aunt Tittie talked all the way about everything she’d
been doing and her contract at the Café Bardac which they'd re-
newed for another month. She asked me if Aunt Christina had left me
any money and | said | didn’t know, but I gave her a letter that
Jumbo had told me to give her. She pursed up her lips when she read
it and then said, "It looks like | shall have to find a job for you, duckie,
you'd better come along with me and see Monsieur Claude but there’s
no hurry, we’ll talk about that later on.” Finally the cab drew up before
a very high house, and a little man in a shirt and trousers ran out and
helped the driver down with my trunk. Aunt Tittie said something to
him in French and took me up four flights of dark stairs and opened
the door into a sitting room which had a large bedroom opening out of
it on one side with a feather mattress on the bed that looked like a
pink balloon, and a tiny room on the other side which she said | was to
have. There were lots of colored bows on the furniture and hundreds of
photographs, lots of them fixed to the blue-striped wallpaper with or-
dinary pins. There was a small alcove in her bedroom with a wash-
hand stand in it and a gas-ring, and on the sitting-room table was a
tray with some dirty glasses on it and a saucer full of cigarette ends.
Aunt Tittie took off her hat and coat and threw them on the sofa, then
she ran her fingers through her hair and said, “Well, here we are. Home
Sweet Home with a vengeance.” Then she went out onto the landing
and screamed: “Louise!” very loudly and came in again and sat down.
“We’ll have some coffee and rolls,” she said, “then we’ll go to bed until
lunch time, how does that suit you?” I said it suited me very well and
we lapsed into silence until Louise came. Louise was about seventeen
with a pallid face, a dirty pink dress turned up under an apron, and

34



AUNT TITTIE

green felt slippers, her hair was bristling with curl-papers. Aunt Tittie
had a long conversation with her in French and then the little man
came clambering upstairs with my trunk and put it in my room. Then
Louise and he both disappeared and I was left alone again with Aunt
Tittie. I felt rather strange and oddly enough a little homesick, not
really homesickness for that dreary house in Kennington, but a long-
ing for something familiar. Aunt Tittie must have sensed that |1 wasn’t
feeling too happy because she put her arm round me and hugged me.
“It's funny, isn’'t it?” she said, “you arriving suddenly like this? You
must tell me all about poor Aunt Christina and what you've been
learning at school and everything, and you haven’t got any cause to
worry about anything because you're going to be company for me and
I shall love having you here.” Then she held me close to her for a mo-
ment and surprisingly burst out crying, she fumbled for her handker-
chief in her belt and went into the bedroom and shut the door. I didn’t
know what to do quite, so | started to unpack my trunk. Presently
Louise returned with a tray of coffee and rolls and butter; she plumped
it down on the table and screamed something at Aunt Tittie through
the door and went out again. | sat at the table and waited until Aunt
Tittie came out of the bedroom in a long blue quilted satin dressing
gown, with her hair down. She looked quite cheerful again. "l can’t
think what made me burst out like that,” she said as she seated herself
at the table. "It came over me all of a sudden about you being all alone
in the world and your poor mother dying in childbirth and now Chris-
tina. We're the only ones left out of the whole lot and that’s a fact. Two
lumps?* She poured out coffee for us both and talked volubly all the
time, a stream of scattered remarks, beginnings of stories, references
to people I'd never heard of, all jumbled together incoherently, but
somehow all seeming to fit into a sort of pattern.

She must have been about forty then, her hair had been redyed
so often that it was entirely metallic, as bright as new brass fire
irons. Her face was pretty with a slightly retroussé nose and wide-set
blue-gray eyes, her mouth was generous and large and gay when she
laughed. She talked of Jumbo a good deal, irritably, but with under-
lying tenderness. | suspect that she always loved him more than
anyone else. She asked me if I'd seen Mrs. Rice and said that she was
sorry for any man that got tangled up with a clinging vine of that
sort. After breakfast, and when she’d smoked two or three cigarettes,
she said she was going to bed until one o’'clock and that I could do
what I liked, but that she strongly advised me to go to bed too as |
was probably more tired after my journey than I thought I was.

I went into my little room and when I'd finished unpacking I
sat and looked out of the window for a while. It was at the back of the
house looking down into a courtyard, the sun was shining into the
rooms on the other side of the court, in one of them I saw an old

35



AUNT TITTIE

woman in a blue dressing gown working a sewing machine, the whirr
of it sounded very loud, and every now and then there was the noise
of rattling crockery far down on the ground floor, and somebody
singing.

There were lots of gray roofs and chimney pots and several
birds flying about and perching on the telegraph wires, which
stretched right across into the next street and then were hidden by a
tall many-windowed building that looked like some sort of factory. I
felt very drowsy and quite happy so | went and lay down on the bed
and the next thing | knew was that it was lunch time and Aunt Tittie
was shaking me gently and telling me to get up. She was still in her
dressing gown, but her head was done up in a towel because she’'d
just washed her hair.

We had hot chicken and vegetables and salad for lunch and
fresh crusty bread and coffee. When we’d finished Aunt Tittie
stretched herself out on the sofa and moved her legs so as to make
room for me on the end of it.

“Now we’d better talk a bit,” she said. “I had a good think while
I was washing my head and if you'll listen carefully I'll tell you just
how things stand and then we’ll decide what’'s best to be done.” | set-
tled myself more comfortably and handed her the matches off the
table which she was reaching out for. “To begin with,” she said, "I
haven’t got any money except what | earn, but we can both live on
that if we're careful anyhow for a bit, until you start to make a little
on your own. I know I ought to send you to school really but I can't,
it’'s none too easy living in this damned town, because you've got to
look smart and have nice clothes otherwise nobody will take any no-
tice of you. Now I've got an idea which I'll have to talk over with Mat-
tie Gibbons, she’s my partner. We do a parasol dance, and then she
does her skipping rope specialty which is fine, then I sing a ballad,
one verse and chorus in English and the second verse and chorus in
French and then we do a number together called ‘"How Would You Like
a Rose Like Me?’ and go round to all the tables giving the men paper
roses out of a basket. My idea was that you should be dressed up as
a little dandy with a silk hat and a cane and gloves, you know the
sort of thing, and flirt with us during the parasol dance and bring on
our props for us all through the act. If Mattie agrees we’ll ask Mon-
sieur Claude about it. | think he’ll say yes because he's a bit keen on
me if you know what I mean and you ought to get about fifteen
francs a week which would be a help to begin with. Would you like
that?”

| said eagerly that I'd love it better than anything in the world
and flung my arms round her neck and kissed her and she said,
“Here wait a minute, it isn't settled yet, we've got to talk to Mattie
and Monsieur Claude and arrange hundreds of things. I shall have to
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tell you a whole lot you're really too young to know, before I let you
loose in the Café Bardac; to start with how much do you know?” This
was a rather difficult question to answer so I sat looking at her with-
out saying anything. “You know about men and women having ba-
bies and all that, don’t you?” she said with an obvious effort.

I said “Yes,” and blushed.

“Well, that's a good start anyway,” she said. “Now then—" she
stopped short and blushed herself, and then giggled nervously. “Oh,
my God, I don’t know how the hell to begin and that’s a fact, well—"
she pulled herself together. “Take the plunge, that's always been my
motto, so here goes.” She crushed out her cigarette and sat up and
spoke very fast. “Now listen, Julian, it's a strange world, and it’s not
a bit of good pretending it isn't. You're only a kid and you ought to
have a nice home and go to a nice school and learn history and ge-
ography and what not and get to know all about everything gradu-
ally, so it wouldn’t be a shock to you, but as it happens you haven’t
got a home at all, you're alone except for me and Christ knows I'm
no Fairy Godmother, but I've got to tell you everything I can so that
you don’t go and get upset by things and led away through not real-
izing what it's all about. To begin with, dear, you're a bastard, which
sounds awful but isn’t so bad really, it only means that your mother
wasn’t married to your father, they just had an affair and that was
that, no obligations on either side and then you were born and your
mother died and nobody knew who your father was anyhow except
by rumor and what Nadia Kolenska, who was your mother’s friend,
wrote to your Aunt Christina. You were brought up on the money
that your mother’'s jewels fetched when your Aunt Christina sold
them, and now she’s dead too and here you are, alone in Paris with
your Aunt Tittie who’s not a ‘good’ woman by any manner of means,
but she’s all you've got so you'd better make the best of her.” Here
she leant back and the cushion fell over the end of the sofa onto the
floor, so 1 picked it up and put it behind her head and sat down
again. .

“When I say I'm not a good woman,” she went on, “I mean I'm
not what your Aunt Christina would call good. I take life as I find it
and get as much as I can out of it. I always have been like that, it's
me all over and I can't help it, tho’ many’s the row I've had with
Christina because she never would see that what was good for her,
wasn’'t necessarily good for me. I'm more like your mother I think
really, only not quite so reckless.

“Now if you're going to live with me here, there’s a lot of
goings on you'll have to open your eyes to wide and then shut ‘em
tight and not worry, and you mustn’'t be upset by Mattie’s swearing,
her flow of language is something fierce when she gets going, but
she’s a really good friend and you’ll like her. As far as the Café Bardac
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goes you'll have to look out and not be surprised by anything, it's
none too refined there after one in the morning. People of all sorts
and sizes come and drink at the bar, and sometimes there’'s a fight
and you’ll get a good laugh every now and again to see the way
those old tarts shriek and yell and carry on. You know what tarts are,
don’t you?”

I said | wasn’t sure, but | thought I did.

“Well,” she continued, “they’re women who have affairs with
men professionally, if you know what 1 mean. They take ‘em home
and cuddle up with ‘em and the men pay them for it, though when
you've had a look at some of them you’ll wonder how the hell they
get as much as fourpence. But they're quite decent sorts, most of
them. Then there are young men who dance around and get paid by
the women, they’re called ‘'macros’ and aren’t much use to anyone
except that they dance well and keep the rich old American ladies
happy. Then there are lots of boys and young men who make up their
faces like women, they're tarts too, only male ones as you might say.
Heaps of men like cuddling up with them much better than women,
though I should think personally it must feel rather silly, but after all
that’s their look-out and no business of mine. They're awfully funny
sometimes, you'd die laughing to see them have a row. They scream
and slap one another. There’'s one at the Bardac called Birdie, always
in trouble, that one, but he’'s awfully sweet so long as he doesn’t get
drunk. If any of the old men ever come up and ask you to drink or go
out with them don’t you do it, and if they catch hold of you and start
getting familiar just wriggle away politely and come and tell me. I'll
let ‘em have it all right. It's a queer world and no mistake, and you’'d
much better get to know all you can about it as soon as may be and
then you can stand on your own feet and not give a damn for any-
one.”

She finished up with rather a rush and then looked at me anx-
iously. I felt slightly bewildered but | said I'd try to remember all
she’d told me and not be surprised at anything whatever happened;
then we talked about other things. She asked me to tell her the
details of Aunt Christina’s death which I did and she sighed and
shook her head sadly and looked for a moment as if she were going
to cry, but fortunately just then there was a loud banging on the
door and Mattie Gibbons came in. She was shorter and plumper than
Aunt Tittie and very dark, she had a gray dress with gray laced-up
boots which showed when she sat down, and a bright green blouse
with a small diamond watch pinned on it, her hat was gray felt with a
blue bird on it. She was very nice to me and shook hands politely and
said she didn’'t know | was going to be such a big boy. She had a
deep husky voice, and I liked her at once.

Aunt Tittie said they wanted to talk privately for a while and
would 1 like to go out for a walk. 1 said |1 would, and after she’'d
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warned me about looking to the left first when crossing the road,
and told me to mark well the number of the house and street so that
I wouldn’t get lost, she kissed me and waved me out of the door. I felt
my way carefully down the dark stairs and when I got to the front
door it wouldn’t open. After I'd struggled with it for a long time, a
woman put her head out of a door and screamed something at me
and then there was a click and the door opened of its own accord.
The street was very narrow and filled with traffic. I walked down it
slowly looking into all the shop windows; pastry-cooks with the most
beautiful-looking cakes I'd ever seen; several artists’ shops with
easels and paints and boxes of colored pastels, and wooden jointed
figures in strange positions; and a toy shop with hundreds of cheap
toys jumbled up in cardboard boxes. There were also grocers and
greengrocers and one big shop filled with old furniture and china.
This was on the corner and half of it faced the river. I crossed over
carefully and walked along the other side past all the little boxes on
the parapet filled with books and colored prints and thousands of
back numbers of magazines, very tattered and dusty and tied to-
dether in bundles with string.

There were lots of people fingering the books and hurrying
along the pavement, nearly all the men had long beards and some of
them went into round iron places covered with advertisements on
the outside, and then came out again doing up their trousers. I was
very puzzled by this so I peeped into one of them and saw what it
was. After that it amused me a lot, looking at the different kinds of
feet standing round underneath.

I crossed over a bridge and leant on the stone rail, the water
was very green and there were several steamers puffing up and
down, occasionally a larger one would come along and its funnel
would bend in half as it went under the bridge. The river divided a lit-
tle way further up, leaving an island in the middle with houses on it
coming out almost into a point, and there were trees everywhere all
along the edges. Everything looked much clearer and cleaner than
London and the shadows of the houses stretched right across the
road, sharp and definite.

I felt excited and adventurous and went across to the other
side and walked for a long way under the trees; every now and then a
noisy yellow tram came along. The lines were more like railway lines
than tram lines, and grass was growing between them. By the time I
got back to the house the sun was setting and all the windows along
the quai iooked as though they were on fire.

That evening Mattie came round at about nine o’clock and we
all three of us went and had dinner at a café. Our table was right on
the pavement and there was a little red-shaded lamp on it. Mattie
and Aunt Tittie were very gay and talked very fast in French to the
people that they knew and in English to each other and to me. Aunt
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Tittie told me what lots of things were in French and said I'd better
learn to speak it as quickly as I could as it was very useful. They had
had a long talk about me being a “dandy” in their turn and Mattie
was pleased with the idea; they said they’d take me that night to the
Café Bardac with them and interview Monsieur Claude right away.

After dinner we walked along the boulevard to another café
where we had coffee in glasses and they had brandy as well, then we
went home and Aunt Tittie made me lie down for an hour while she
dressed. She said that as | was going to be up late I'd better get as
much rest as possible. At about half-past eleven Mattie called for us,
she and Aunt Tittie were both in sparkling evening dresses and
cloaks and then we all got into a cab and drove a long way through
brightly lighted streets. In the cab Aunt Tittie gave me a latchkey
and some money and made me repeat the address over and over
adain, and said that | should always have to come home by myself,
even when | was actually acting in the turn with them, because they
generally had to stay on and talk to people sometimes nearly all
night. She told me how much the cab would cost and then very
slowly and clearly what | was to say to the driver. When | repeated it
she and Mattie both laughed and said [ spoke French like a native.
Mattie said she wondered if it was all right to let me wander about
Paris alone at night, and Aunt Tittie said | was very sensible for my
age and that it was much better for me to get used to managing for
myself and learn independence.

When we arrived at the Café Bardac nobody was there but a lot
of waiters and a man behind the bar. We all wgnt upstairs and sat in a
small dressing room which Mattie and Aunt Tittie shared. Their
dresses were hanging up on pegs and there were two chairs, two
mirrors on a shelf, and a very small washbasin in the corner with a
jug without a handle standing on the floor by the side of it.

Mattie took a bottle out of the cupboard and they both had a
drink. Presently Aunt Tittie went downstairs to see Monsieur Claude
and left me to talk to Mattie.

Mattie asked me if 1 didn't feel strange and I said yes but that |
was enjoying it. She said, “It's a bloody awful life this really, you
know, but it has its funny moments. This café’s not so bad as some
I've been in. | was dancing with a troupe in Antwerp once and they
made us dress in a lavatory on the third floor, and the smell was
enough to knock you down I give you my word; this is a little peep at
Paradise compared to that and no error!”

Then she took out the bottle again and had another swig and
said would [ like a taste. | said “yes” and she said “My God, here | go
corrupting you already,” but she let me have a sip and laughed
when | made a face. “It's raw gin, ducks, and don’t let anybody ever
tell you it's water, but it does make you feel fine, all ready to go out
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and fight someone, and believe me or believe me not you need that
feeling in this Pavilion d’Amour!”

Aunt Tittie came back, looking very pleased and said Monsieur
Claude wanted to see me, so down we went onto the next floor into a
little room with a desk in it and a lot of photographs of naked
women stuck on the walls. Monsieur Claude was fat and excitable; he
kissed me on both cheeks and then held me by the shoulders and
pushed me away from him and looked at me carefully, talking all the
time very quickly in French. Then he whispered a lot to Aunt Tittie,
gave her a smacking Kiss on the lips and ushered us out into the pas-
sage. Just as | went through the door, he fumbled in his pocket and
gave me three francs. Aunt Tittie was frightfully pleased and said
didn’t 1 think he was a dear. “Kind as can be, you know, of course he
gets a bit excited now and again but he’s never downright nasty ex-
cept when he’s had a couple, which isn’t often, thank God.”

We went upstairs to the dressing room again and told Mattie all
about it. I was to get ten francs a week to begin with and fifteen later
on if | was good. Mattie said the mean old bastard might have come
across with a bit more, but Aunt Tittie reminded her that after all he
did have to think of his business. We all three went downstairs after a
little while. Aunt Tittie introduced me to the barman. He spoke En-
glish and gave me a high stool to sit on in a corner behind the bar
where | could watch all the people. | sat there for ages until my eyes
prickled with the smoke. Every now and then Mattie or Aunt Tittie
would come and see if | was all right, then they came down dressed
as shepherdesses with bare legs and after they’d had a little port at
the bar they did their patasol dance. Nobody seemed to watch it very
much, but they all applauded and cheered when it was finished. |
watched their turn all through and then felt so tired that I decided to
go home, so | went upstairs to the dressing room to fetch my hat. |
knocked and went in thinking Aunt Tittie and Mattie were down-
stairs, but they weren’'t—at least Aunt Tittie wasn’t. She was in there
with Monsieur Claude. She was sitting on his knee with hardly any
clothes on at all and he was kissing her. They both had their eyes
closed and neither of them saw me, so | closed the door again very
quietly and went out without my hat. I got a cab quite easily and he
drove me home and when | paid him, had a long conversation with
me which I didn’t understand, so |1 bowed and said bon soir and he
drove away.

I lay in bed for a long while without sleeping. I felt strange, as
though none of the things that were happening to me were real. |
wondered whether Aunt Tittie liked being kissed by fat Monsieur
Claude, and then all the faces of the people I'd seen at the café seemed
to go across my eyes very fast until they were all blurred and 1 fell
asleep. I woke up just for a second in the early morning; a cold gray
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light was showing through the shutters and | heard Aunt Tittie's voice
in the next room. Then her bedroom door slammed and I turned over
and went to sleep again.

5

When | first appeared with Aunt Titania and Mattie Gibbons at the
Café Bardac in Paris, | had a great personal success; all the tarts
made a tremendous fuss of me and said | was trés gentil and trés beau
gars and gave me sweet cakes, and Monsieur Claude raised my sal-
ary from ten francs to fifteen francs a week, quite soon. When the
engagement came to an end Mattie and Aunt Tittie had a row and
parted company. | think the row somehow concerned Monsieur
Claude and it was terrible while it lasted. Aunt Tittie cried a lot and
said Mattie was a dirty double-faced bitch and Mattie just sat there
laughing until Aunt Tittie completely lost control and threw a ver-
mouth bottle at her, which missed her and went flying through the
open door into my bedroom and broke the looking glass over my
washbasin. After that Mattie stopped laughing and chased Aunt Tit-
tie round the table, swearing loudly. They were both drunk and I got
rather frightened so I ran outside and sat on the stairs with my
fingers in my ears. Presently Mattie came rushing out and fell over
me; she smacked my face and went on downstairs screaming. I
heard her wrestling with the front door and swearing at it, finally she
got it open and slammed it behind her so hard that a large bit of
plaster fell off the ceiling into a slop pail on the landing. When I went
back into the sitting room Aunt Tittie was lying on the sofa crying;
her hair was down and her nose was bleeding, making stains all
down the front of her dress. When [ came in she got up and stumbled
into her bedroom where | heard her being very sick. | shut my door
and locked it and opened the shutters to see what the day looked
like. It was raining hard and the gutters were gurgling loudly so I
went back to bed and slept.

Soon after this Aunt Tittie and | packed up everything and
went to Ostend. We appeared at a Café Concert in a side street which
led down to the Plage. Aunt Tittie did three songs and I learnt a
speech in French to introduce her. Everybody used to laugh and clap
when | came on with my silk hat and cane and white gloves. Aunt Tit-
tie thought it would be a good thing if | wore a monocle, but I
couldn’t keep it in my eye until we stuck it in with spirit gum, then it
was a great success. We stayed there for six weeks and | used to play
about on the Plage during the day.

We lived in a cheap hotel kept by a very thin woman called Ma-
dame Blicher; she was half German and sometimes made chocolate
cakes with whipped cream on them which were delicious. She had a
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lot of sons and used to show me photographs of them. One was a
sailor and he was photographed holding an anchor and sticking his
chest out. He had the biggest behind I've ever seen.

When we’d finished our engagement in Ostend we went to
Brussels and were out of work for nearly five weeks. We used to go
and sit in the waiting room of an agent’s office with lots of other
people wanting a job. The walls were plastered with posters of cele-
brated stars very vividly colored and there was a signed photograph
of Sarah Bernhardt looking like a sheep in white lace.

We had to move out of the hotel we were in and go to a still
cheaper one. Aunt Tittie got more and more depressed, but one day
she met an Austrian officer in some café or other and came home
late looking much more cheerful. He was very handsome and took us
both to dinner at an open-air restaurant one night; he joked with me
a lot and pinched my ear which hurt, but I pretended I liked it. After
dinner he put me in a cab and told it to go to the hotel, and gave me
the money to pay it, but |1 stopped the driver when we’d got round
the corner and paid him a little and walked home; it was further than
| thought but I was three francs to the good. About a week after this
Aunt Tittie got a contract to go to Antwerp for three weeks. After that
we went to Amsterdam and then back again to Brussels, where we
stayed for two months and played for some part of the time at the
Mercedes Music-hall.

It was strange at first, doing our turn on an actual stage, but I
liked it much better. It wasn’t really a proper theater because the au-
dience sat at tables, but it had footlights and scenery and a drop
curtain.

Aunt Tittie taught me a song which I did dressed as a pierrot
while she changed her dress. It was called “Keep Off the Grass” and
was out of a musical comedy in England. Nobody seemed to pay very
much attention to it but | enjoyed doing it enormously.

After this we got a long contract and traveled all over France
playing a week in each place, ending up with Lyons and Nice and
Marseilles and then we went over to Algiers where we stayed for
three weeks. There was a conjuror on the bill with us who took a
great fancy to me. He asked me to have supper with him one night
and we sat in a café with lots of Arabs wearing fezzes. | think he was
half an Arab himself. Then we went for a drive along by the sea and
he said | was “very nice boy” and “very pretty and had naughty
eyes.” He held my hand for a little and I knew what was coming so |
said | felt very sick and started retching. He took me back to the
hotel at once. His turn came on after ours and | always used to wait
and watch it; he did card tricks and shot pigeons out of a gun and
then to finish up with he used to walk down to the front of the stage
and say very solemnly, “Mesdames, Messieurs, maintenant je vous
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monterai un experiment trés, trés difficile, un experience de vie,”
whereupon he would take off his coat and shirt and stand stripped
to the waist in dead silence for a moment, then, with great deliber-
ation, he’'d take a sharp pointed dagger from a table, test it and
bend it slightly with his long thin fingers, and then proceed, amid a
breathless hush from the audience, to carve out his left nipple. It was
very realistically done even to a dark stream of blood which ran
down over his ribs. Then suddenly, with a quick jerk, he’'d throw the
dagger away, whip out a handkerchief, and staunch the blood and
cry “Voila” and the curtain fell. He had, | think, a small rubber
squeezer filled with red solution concealed in his hand, and then hav-
ing made up his own nipple with flesh color, he stuck a false red one
over the top of it. It always brought forth thunders of applause.

After Algiers we went on to Tunis which was very much the
same except that the weather was warmer. Then we had a week'’s en-
gagement in Genoa which was a great failure—all the young Italian
men made such a noise that we couldn’'t make ourselves heard, so
we worked our way to Paris by slow degrees, playing in Geneva and
Montreux on the way.

We tried to get the same rooms we'd had before but they were
occupied, so we went to a small hotel behind the Invalides and
stayed for a few weeks until Aunt Tittie fixed up an autumn contract.
Then to fill in the time we went and stayed at a farm near Bordeaux
with an old friend of Aunt Tittie’s, Madame Brinault. She had been a
dancer and had married and retired; she was fat and kind and had
three grown-up stepdaughters and a stepson, who looked after the
vines. They were all very vivacious and talked at the top of their
voices all through meals. They had a monkey which bit every now
and then but could be very affectionate when it liked. We used to fish
in the pond for eels and small mud fish, and walk all along the vines
and pinch the grapes to see if they were coming along all right.

We stayed there for six weeks, and it did us a lot of good. Aunt
Tittie got quite fat from drinking so much milk and cream and she
let her hair go for the whole time without dyeing it so that it looked
very odd, yellow at the ends and brownish-gray at the roots.

We spent most of the next year in Germany playing in Frank-
furt, Hamburg, Dresden, Nuremberg, Munich, Hanover, Heidelberg
and Berlin, where Aunt Tittie met Arthur Wheeler, an acrobat, and fell
violently in love with him. We stayed on there for several months,
playing sometimes in suburban halls and sometimes in cafés in
Potsdam and Berlin itself. Arthur Wheeler was a thick-set bad-
tempered little man and he used to beat Aunt Tittie often, but I don’t
think she minded. He came with us in the summer to a place called
Achenzee in the Tyrol and we stayed in a pension hotel and used to
go out for picnics on the lake. He taught me to swim and dive. The
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lake water was ice cold even with the hot sun on it, but I got used to
it and often swam seven or eight times a day. Wheeler used to lie on
the grass by the side of the water with a towel tied round his middle,
and do acrobatics, frequently with such violence that the towel
would fall off and Aunt Tittie would laugh until she cried and say:
“That’s it, Arthur, give the poor Germans a treat!”

Every evening we used to sit outside the pension and have din-
ner. The tables were set almost in the road and processions of Ger-
man families would march by, very hot and tired from their climbing.
Even the young men had fat stomachs and they all wore shorts, and
embroidered braces and small hats.

Every evening at about six o’clock we had beer at an open-air
restaurant just by the water. We liked watching the steamer come
puffing across the lake and then stop at the pier and land the
passengers.

One evening when Wheeler had paid for the beer and we were
about to walk back to the pension, he suddenly stood stock-still,
clutched Aunt Tittie's arm and said: “Jumping Jesus, that’s my
wifel”

I looked up and saw a thin woman in a brown dress walking
down the pier and staring fixedly at us. We all stood where we were
until she came up to us. She looked very angry and was biting her
lips nervously.

“Arthur,” she said, ’I want to talk to you.” Her voice was grat-
ing and hard, and completely determined.

Arthur Wheeler started to bluster a bit: “Now look here,
Amy—""he began, but she cut him short by taking his arm and leading
him to the other end of the garden where they sat down at a table. I
looked at Aunt Tittie who was very white, she hadn’t said a word.

““Shall we go back to the pension?” I said. She shook her head.
“No, we'll stay here,” so we sat down again at the table we’d just got
up from, and waited. The steamer gave a sudden hoot of its siren
which made me jump, then it went churning away up the lake. It was
twilight and the mountains looked jagged against the sky as though
they had been cut out of black paper. On the other side of the lake
lights were already twinkling in the villages. The steamer hooted
again a good way off and a flock of birds flew chattering out of the
big trees behind the restaurant. I looked at Aunt Tittie. She was star-
ing straight in front of her and her face was set and still except for
two little pulses twitching at her temples.

Presently Mrs. Wheeler came over to us. Aunt Tittie stood up.

“Arthur’s leaving with me on the first boat tomorrow morning,”
said Mrs. Wheeler. “"He’s going back to your hotel now to pack his
things. I've engaged a room here for us for tonight.”

“Oh,” said Aunt Tittie. “That will be nice, won't it?”
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“If you haven’t any money,” went on Mrs. Wheeler, “I'm sure Ar-
thur’ll give you enough to get you back to wherever you came from.”

Aunt Tittie gave a little gasp. “Thank you for nothing,’ she
said, her voice sounded high and strained. I don't want Arthur’s
money and you know it.”

“You're a low woman,” said Mrs. Wheeler. “I don't wish to ex-
change words with you.”

“I'm not so low as to live on a man’s earnings for fifteen years
and not give him anything in return.”

“Your sort couldn’t hold a man fifteen years,” said Mrs.
Wheeler.

“l wouldn’t want to hold anyone who didn’t want to stay,” said
Aunt Tittie. “He loves me more than he does you, otherwise he
wouldn’t be here, would he? And you can put that in your pipe and
smoke it.”

Mrs. Wheeler trembled. “You're nothing but a low class prosti-
tute,” she said hoarsely, whereupon Aunt Tittie gave her a ringing
slap on the face which knocked her hat on the side and left a pink
stain on her cheek.

Arthur came running up looking very frightened. “Leave off
you two, for Christ’s sake,” he said. “Everyone’s looking at you.”

“I'm sorry I hit her,” said Aunt Tittie. "'l never did know when to
control myself. Come on home, Arthur, and pack your bag.” She
turned and walked away. Arthur followed her rather uncertainly and |
came last. | looked back at Mrs. Wheeler who was standing quite still
where we’d left her with her hat still on one side. | know she was cry-
ing because the lamp by the gate showed wet streaks on her face.

We all walked back to the pension in silence. When we got
there | stayed outside and let them go in by themselves. | went and
sat on the wall by the lake. The water was completely still and lay
along the shore like a glass sheet. Presently Arthur Wheeler came out
of the house carrying his suitcase, he waved to me halfheartedly and
then walked away quickKly.

When | went back into the pension, Aunt Tittie was sitting at
the window with her head buried in her arms, sobbing. She didn’t
take any notice of me so I sat on the bed and said nothing. Presently
she pulled herself together and got up and looked in the glass. “I'm a
pretty sight and no mistake,” she said huskily, and tried to smile,
then she put on her hat and went out. | watched her from the window
wandering along in the opposite direction from the village. I waited
up until she came back at about half-past ten. She seemed glad | was
there and made a great effort to be cheerful. She took off her hat and
fluffed out her hair and we made tea on the gas-ring and ate biscuits
with it.

She talked a lot but didn’t mention Arthur once. She said she’d
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been thinking things out and had decided to go to Vienna; she said
she knew an agent there called Max Steiner and that we’'d probably
get work right away. She said Vienna was a lovely place and she was
longing to see it again, she’d been there once before with Mattie sev-
eral years ago. When I said good night she suddenly hugged me very
tight and said: “Well, dear, we're on our ownsome again now, so let’s
enjoy it!”

After this, poor Aunt Tittie was terribly dispirited and unhappy
for weeks. We went to Vienna and found that Max Steiner was away
so we trudged around to several other agents until we had no more
money left. Then I got a job in the Prater Amusement Park at a Houp-
la Booth. | had to jerk the hoops onto a stick after the people had
thrown them and then sling them back to the proprietor who was a
brass-throated fat little man but quite kind. I made enough money
that way to get us food, and Aunt Tittie managed to pay for our
rooms in a very dirty little hotel by picking up men every once in a
while, but it wasn’t really too easy for her because there were so
many young and attractive professionals who knew the best cafés and
resented intrusion on their beats. | used to be dreadfully tired when |
got home every night and I got awful blisters on my feet from standing
about all day.

In October, Aunt Tittie met a very rich old man who took her to
Budapest. When she’'d been gone about a week she telegraphed me
some money to come at once so | gave a day’s notice to the Houp-la
Booth and went. Aunt Tittie met me at the station in a smart motor-
car; she was well-dressed and looked much happier. She said she had
a small flat overlooking the river and that if only her old man could
live for a little longer we’d be on velvet, but that he was very, very old
indeed, and she was afraid he couldn’t keep through the winter. We
laughed a lot and were delighted to be together again. Her flat really
was quite nice and I slept in a little servant’s room at the back. There
was a Hungarian cook who came in by the day and we did the house-
work ourselves. The old man didn’t trouble us much, he only came to
dinner two or three times a week and then didn't stay very late. 1
used to go out when he came and walk in the town, which was beau-
tiful, and sit about in cafés drinking coffee and listening to the
Tziganes.

After we’'d been there a few weeks Aunt Tittie met an old friend
of hers from Paris in the Hungaria Hotel. He was a Frenchman, and
was running a small café on the other side of the river. He came to
tea at the flat two days later and we did our turn for him and he said
he would engage us. Aunt Tittie was really looking very well just then
and had a lot of nice clothes. We started work the following Monday
and stayed there the whole winter, we changed our songs every fort-
night, and saved quite a lot of money.
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In April, Aunt Tittie’s old man had to go and do a cure at
Baden-Baden. He decided to go quite suddenly and wrote a letter to
her saying good-bye and enclosing enough money to pay the last
month’s rent and a bit over besides. We were both very relieved really
and never saw him again. A year later we read in the paper that he
had died.

We left Budapest in May and went back to Vienna where we
stayed a few days, then went to Prague where we played in an open-
air café for six weeks. Then we came back to Paris with enough
money to keep us for the summer at least, if we lived cheaply.

That autumn we started again on our travels, we got return
erigagements in some of the towns we had played before. | was now
fourteen and getting very tall. For the next two years our lives went
along pretty evenly. We met Arthur Wheeler once in Nice on the Pro-
menade des Anglais; he looked spruce and well and was wearing a
straw hat, which he lifted politely, but Aunt Tittie cut him dead, and
as we were leaving the next day we didn’t see him again. In the sum-
mer of 1911 we were back in Paris. Aunt Tittie wasn't well and
complained of pains inside. We didn’'t work for a few weeks and then
went away.

In the January following, | had my seventeenth birthday. It
came on a Sunday and we were traveling to Spain where we’d neither
of us been before. We got out at Bayonne and bought a bottle of
champagne and had a celebration all to ourselves in the compart-
ment. We finished the bottle between us and | got drunk for the first
time in my life and went shouting up and down the corridor. Aunt Tit-
tie was too weak with laughter to stop me.

We played in a Café Chantant in San Sebastian; it had only just
opened and was new and gaudy and smelt of paint. The proprietor
was a fat Belgian Jew who wore an enormous diamond and sapphire
ring on his little finger. We had been recommended to him by
Demaire, our agent in Paris, as a novelty. He didn't seem to think we
were very novel and was rude to Aunt Tittie when she asked for the
band to play more quietly, but it mattered little as hardly anybody
came to the café anyhow and we were paid our salary and dismissed
after the first week. We played in several different places in Spain but
without much success. The Spaniards were polite and applauded our
turn perfunctorily and that was all; there was no enthusiasm, and
when Aunt Tittie went from table to table singing “How Would You
Like a Little Rose Like Me?” they generally sat quite silently and looked
at her, and very seldom even held out their hands for the paper roses,
so poor Aunt Tittie had to put them down on the table and go on to
the next one. It was very discouraging for her; of course, she was be-
ginning to look rather old, and her smile lacked the gaiety it used to
have.
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When we got to Barcelona we played in a very dirty music hall
which was a bit better because the floor of the auditorium was un-
carpeted wood and the people stamped their feet instead of clap-
ping, which made a tremendous noise and made everything we did
seem like a triumphant success. We went to a big bullfight one after-
noon which upset us both horribly. Aunt Tittie cried all the way back
to the hotel, thinking about the horses, and how they trotted into the
ring so amicably with a bandage over one eye to prevent them from
seeing the bull coming. Some of them screamed dreadfully when
they were gored and the memory of it haunted us for days.

We sat outside a café on the way home and had Ochata which
is an iced sweet drink made of nuts, and looks like very thick milk.
Aunt Tittie kept on bursting into tears and then laughing at herself
hysterically, altogether she was in such a state that she had to have
some brandy and lie down before the show. Two nights after that
when we had finished our turn and 1 was waiting outside the dressing
room under the stage, while Aunt Tittie dressed, there was suddenly
a terrific crash up above and a loud scream and the orchestra
stopped dead. | rushed up on to the stage to see what had happened.
Everyone was running about and yelling. One of the big limelight
lamps had exploded and fallen down and set fire to the curtains,
which were blazing.

A conjuror who had been doing his turn when the thing fell
came rushing past me and knocked me against the wall; his wife,
who was his assistant, was shut up in his magic cabinet in the mid-
dle of the stage and was hammering on the inside of it to be let out.
The stage manager ran toward it to open it, but before he could
reach it a whole length of blazing curtain fell right across it.

I ran quickly downstairs to fetch Aunt Tittie and met her com-
ing up in her dressing gown with grease all over her face. We heard
the conjuror’s wife shrieking horribly as the cabinet started to burn,
but there was no chance of rescuing her because by this time the
whole stage was blazing. We tried to beat our way through the thick
smoke to the stage door. Aunt Tittie was choking and a stagehand,
mad with fright, knocked her down and stumbled right over her; one
of his boots cut her face. I helped her up and we finally got out into
the alley. There was a terrific crash behind us as part of the roof fell
in. Aunt Tittie gave a little gasp and collapsed, so | grabbed her
under the arms and dragged her along the alley with her heels scrap-
ing over the cobblestones. There were hundreds of people running
about screaming and | was terrified that we’d be thrown down and
trampled to death. When I got Aunt Tittie out of the alley into the
street | suddenly thought of the conjuror's wife trapped inside that

cabinet, and I laid Aunt Tittie on the ground and was violently sick in
the gutter.
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When Id finished, I sat down on the curb by her side. Then I
noticed that her face was bleeding, so | dabbed it with my handker-
chief and she opened her eyes. The fire engines had arrived by this
time. | could hear them in the next street. A man came up and we both
helped Aunt Tittie to her feet; she stood swaying for a moment with
our arms supporting her and then gave a scream and clutched her
side and fainted again. [ didn't know what to do, the man couldn’t
speak French or English, and | only knew a few words of Spanish. He
helped me carry her along to the street corner and | signed to him to
wait with her while | got a taxi. [ ran very fast but couldn’'t see one
anywhere. Suddenly | saw a motor ambulance coming out of a side
street, | stopped it and directed it back to where I'd left Aunt Tittie. The
two ambulance men lifted her into it and | said good-bye to the
strange man and thanked him very much, and he raised his bowler hat
and bowed and we drove away to the hospital leaving him standing
there.

When we arrived at the hospital they took Aunt Tittie into the
emergency ward and | sat by her for ages before anyone came near
us. She came to after a little and started to cry; she said she had a
terrible pain in her stomach at the side! Her voice sounded very weak
and husky. There were lots of other people lying on beds and groan-
ing. One man’s face was almost black and all the hair on the top of
his head was burnt away leaving mottled red patches. He kept on
giving little squeaks like a rabbit, and clutching at the sheet with his
hands which were dreadfully burned.

Presently two Sisters of Mercy came in and went round to all
the beds and tried to make people a little more comfortable. Finally
two doctors came with several nurses; and they went from bed to
bed and talked a lot, in low voices. When they got to us | stood up
and explained in French about Aunt Tittie’s pain. Fortunately one of
them understood all right and felt her stomach with his fingers, then
he sent one of the nurses away and she came back in a few minutes
with a stretcher on wheels. We all got Aunt Tittie on to it and | walked
behind it with the doctor through miles of passages.

Eventually we got to a very quiet ward with only a few beds oc-
cupied. A Sister of Mercy was sitting reading at a table with a shaded
lamp on it. She got up when we came in. Then the doctor took me
downstairs to the waiting room and said that he was afraid Aunt Tit-
tie had a very bad appendix but that he was going to give her a thor-
ough examination and make sure and that I'd better go home and
come back in the morning. | said I'd rather stay in case Aunt Tittie
wanted me, so he said “very well” and left me. I lay on a bench all
night and slept part of the time. In the early morning two cleaners
came in and clattered about with pails. I got up and found my way to
the main entrance and finally found a nurse who spoke a little

50

— S




AUNT TITTIE

French. She said it was too early to find out anything and that I'd bet-
ter have some coffee and come back, so | went out into the street
and found a café that was just opening and drank some coffee and
ate a roll. When I got back I met the doctor coming down the steps,
he took me into an office and a Sister of Mercy took down particulars
about Aunt Titania which I gave her in French, and the doctor
translated into Spanish. When that was done he told me that the only
chance of saving Aunt Tittie’s life was to operate immediately. |
asked if I could see her and he said no, that she was almost uncon-
scious and that if | was agreeable he would operate right away. I said
he’d better do what he thought best and that I'd wait, so I went back
to the waiting room. A lot of people had come in, several were
relatives of people who had been in the fire, most of them moaned
and wailed and made a great noise. About three hours later a nurse
came and called out my name. I stood up, and she took me into the
office again. After a minute or two the doctor came in looking very
serious. He told me that there was scarcely any hope of Aunt Tittie
living, as when they operated they discovered that the appendix had
burst. He said she hadn’t come to yet from the anesthetic, but that I
could see her when she did. | asked when that would be and he said
he couldn’t tell for certain, but that I'd better wait. They let me stay in
the office which was nicer than the waiting room, and the Sister of
Mercy gave me some dry biscuits out of a tin on her desk. She had a
round face, and glasses, and peered at me through them sympatheti-
cally. Presently a nurse appeared and signed to me to follow her. We
went several floors in a lift. There was a wheel stretcher in it with a
man lying on it and an orderly standing by the side. The man didn’t
move at all and his head was covered with bandages.

This time Aunt Tittie was in a private room which was very dim
and there was a screen round the head of the bed and another near
the door. When | went in | could hardly see for a minute; the nurse
drew up a chair and I sat down by the bed. Aunt Tittie was lying quite
still with her eyes closed. Her face was dead white and she had a
nightdress on of thick flannel which was buttoned up to the chin.
She looked terribly, terribly tired and every now and then her mouth
dave a little twitch. I felt a longing to put my arms round her and hold
her tight and tell her how much I loved her, but when I thought about
that [ wanted to cry, so I looked away for a moment and tried to con-
trol myself. Presently she opened her eyes and moved her head to one
side; she saw me and said “Hello, dearie,” in a whisper. Then she
frowned and closed her eyes again. I took her hand which was outside
the coverlet, and held it. It felt dry and hot. After a little while she
moved again and tried to speak, her hand clutched mine very hard
and then relaxed. I put my head down close to hers and she said: “'Take
care of yourself.” | started crying then, hopelessly, but I was careful
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not to make any noise and her eyes were still shut so she couldn’t see.
Suddenly she gave a little moan and the nurse came out from behind
the screen and motioned me to go out of the room. | disengaged my
hand from Aunt Tittie's very gently; she didn’t seem to notice, and |
went out into the passage. There was a window at the end and I stood
and looked out across the hospital grounds to the town. It was a very
windy day and there was a flagstaff upon the hill with the flag standing
straight out from it looking as though it were made of wood. Every
now and then it fluttered and subsided for a moment and then blew
out straight again.

I waited about all day in the hospital, but they wouldn't let me
in to see Aunt Tittie again, because they said she was unconscious,
and in the evening at about seven o’clock she died. I went back to
the hotel and lay on my bed, trying to be sensible and think things
out, but | wasn’t very successful and finally gave way and cried for a
long time until | dropped off to sleep. When | woke up it was about
eleven o’'clock and | felt better, but I couldn’'t sleep any more so |
went out and wandered about the town. I walked right down to the
harbor and watched the ships. There was a big liner, standing a little
way out, all the decks were brilliantly lighted and | could hear music
faintly. I suddenly realized that | hadn't had anything to eat all day,
so | went into a restaurant which was filled with sailors, and had a
plate of stew and some coffee, everything was very greasy and I
couldn’t eat much of it.

The next day | went through all Aunt Tittie’s things and dis-
covered that she had twenty sovereigns locked in her jewel case,
also a brooch with diamonds and two rings, one with very small rose
diamonds, and the other plain gold. | myself had fourteen pounds
saved, mostly in francs. | went back to the hospital and interviewed
the doctor about the operation and funeral expenses. He was very
kind, and when I told him how much | had, said that he wouldn’t
charge for the operation. In spite of this, however, | had to pay out a
good deal and when the whole business was over | had about seven-
teen pounds left. Aunt Tittie was buried two days later. An English
clergyman appeared and did it all. He was officious, and kept on
asking me questions about her. | bought a bunch of flowers and put
them on the grave, and |1 went back and packed up everything and
bought a ticket for Paris.

The Paris train was crowded, and | sat in the corridor all night
and thought about Aunt Tittie, until my heart nearly burst with lone-
liness and | pressed my head against the window and longed to be
dead, too.
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Evan Lorrimer’s celebrity value was unquestionably high. In the
course of twenty years he had written no less than eleven novels; a
volume of war poems, tinged with whimsical bitterness; one play
which had been much praised by the London critics and run nearly
two months; a critical survey of the life and times of Madame de
Stael entitled The Life and Times of Madame de Staél; sundry essays
and short stories for the more literary weeklies; and an autobiogra-
phy. The autobiography had been on the whole the least successful
of his works, but he in no way regretted having written it. For years
he had been aware that incidents, journeys, and personal experi-
ences had been accumulating in his mind until it had come to a
point when he could no longer feel free to pursue his historical
researches. He felt himself to be congested, or, to put it more
crudely, constipated, and that unless he could get rid of this agglom-
eration of trivia, his real genius, which was writing graphically of the
past in terms of the present, would atrophy. The autobiography,
therefore, was a sort of cathartic and as such achieved its object.
Hardly had the corrected and revised manuscript been delivered to
the publishers before he was at work again, drafting out with re-
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newed energy and clarity of thought his great novel of the Restora-
tion, A London Lady. There was no doubt in his mind that if My Steps
Have Faltered,<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>