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At sixteen my idea of romance had been inspired by a theatrical poster
showing a girl standing on a cliff with the wind blowing through her hair. I
imagined myself playing golf with her — a game I loathe — walking over the dewy
downs, indulging in throbbing sentiment, health and nature. That was romance.
But young love is something else. It usually follows a uniform pattern. Because
of a glance, a few words at the beginning (usually asinine words), in a matter of
minutes the whole aspect of life is changed, all nature is in sympathy with us, and
suddenly reveals its hidden joys. And @ is what happened to me.

I was almost nineteen and alr1eady a successful comedian in the Karno
Company, but something was . Spring had come and gone and summer
was upon me with an emptiness. My daily routine was stale®', my environment
dreary. I could see nothing in my future but a commonplaceness among dull,
commonplace people. To be occupied Wit?l the business of just grubbing for a
living was not good enough. Life was menial and lacked enchantment. I grew
melancholy and dissatisfied and took lonely walks on Sundzly and listened to park
bands. I could support neither my own company nor that of anyone else. And of
course, the obvious thing happened: 1 fell in love. 8

We were playing at the Streatham Empire. In those days we performed at two
or three mussic halls nightly, travelling from one to the other in a private bus. At
Streatham we were on early in order to appear later at the Canterbury Music Hall
and then the Tiv‘(s)li. It was daylight when we started work. The heat was
oppressive and the Streatham Empire was half empty, which, incidentally, did not
detract from my melancholy.

A song7~and-dance troupe™®? preceded us called ‘Bert Coutts’ Yankee-Doodle
Girls. I was hardly aware of them. But the second evening, while I stood in the

wings indifferent and apathetic, one of the girls slipped during the dance and the

others began to giggle. One looked off and caught my eye to see if [ was also
8
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enjoying the joke. I was suddenly held by two large hrown eyes sparkling
mischievously, belonging to a slim gazelle with a shapely oval face, a bewitching full
mouth, and beautiful teeth — the effect was electricc. When she came off, she
asked me to hold a small mirror while she arranged her hair. This gave me a
chance to scrutinize her. That was the beginning. By Wednesday I had asked

9 i B
her if I could meet her on Sunday. She laughed. ‘I don’t even know what you

look like without the red nose!’—1 was playing the comedy drunk in Mumming
Birds, dressed in long tails and a white tie.

‘My nose is not quite this red, I hope, and I'm not quite as decrepit®® as |
look,” I said, ‘and to prove it I'll bring a photo of myself tomorrow night.’

I gave her what I thocught was a flattering one of a sad, callow®* youth, wearing
a black stock tie. X

‘Oh, but you're quite young,” she said. I thought you were much older.’

‘How old did you think I was? :

‘At least thirty.

I smiled. Tm going on for nineteen.’

As we were rehearsing every day, it was impossible to meet her during the
week. However, she promised to meet me at Kennington Gate at four o'clock on
Sunday afternoon.

Sunday was a perfect summer’s day and the sun shone continuously. [ wear a
dark suit that was cut smartly in at the waist, also a dark stock tie, and s;Drted a
black ebony cane. It was ten minutes to four, and I was all nerves, waiting and
watching passengers alighting®® from tram-cars.

As I waited I realized I had not seen her without make-up. I began to
the vision of what she looked like. Much as I tried, I could not recall

G
her features. A mild fear seized me. Perhaps her beauty was bogus! An illusion!

Every ordinary-looking young girl that alighted sent me into throes of despair.
Would I be disappointed? Had I been duped®® by my own imagination or by the

artifices®7 of theatrical make-up?
1



At three minutes to four, someone got off a tram-car and came towards me.
H

My heart sank. Her looks were disappointing. The thought of

the whole afternoon with her, up a pretence of enthusiasm, was

already deplorable®®. However, | raised my hat and beamed; she stared

indignantly and passed on. Thank God it was not she.

Then precisely at one minute past four, a young girl alighted from a tram-car,
came forward and stopped before me. She was without make-up and looked more
beautiful than ever, wearing a simple sailor hat, a blue reefer coat with brass
buttons, her hands dug deep in her overcoat pockets. ‘Here 1 am,” she
said.

D that @ me @ her presence @ hardly talk (& so overwhelmed

14
® could @ I I became agitated. I could think of nothing to say or do.

‘Let’s take a taxi,’ I said huskily, looking up and down the road, then turned to her.
‘Where would you like to go?’

She shrugged. :

“Then let's go over to the West End for dinner.’

‘Tve had dinner,’ she said calmly.

‘We'll discuss it in the taxi,” I said.

The intensity of my emotion must have bewildered®® her, for all during the
drive I kept repeating: ‘I know I'm going to regret this — you're too beautiful!” I

tried vainly to be amusing and impress her. [ had drawn three pounds from the

16
and had planned to take her to the Trocadero, where, in an atmosphere
of music and plush elegance, she could see me under the most romantic
auspices®0, [ wanted to sweep her off her feet. But she remained cool-eyed and

18
somewhat perplexed at my utterances, one in particular; that she was my

Nemesis®", a word I had recently acquired.

(HE  Charles Chaplin, My Autobiography [1964])
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