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To Ronald and Gabrielle Kinsey-Miles,
my father and mother, with my love.


PART ONE


From the Journals

Winterscombe, April 2nd, 1910 When men are gathered together alone, they discuss Sex. When women are similarly gathered, they discuss love. What may we deduce from this paradox? Why, that women are hypocrites.

With Jarvis last evening, and two others, at the club. With the second bottle of port, I posed them a question: Had any of them, ever, been so fortunate as to encounter a woman they could respect? (They might discount their mothers, I allowed. We could all grant mothers were a special case.)

No advocates for the female mind, I noted – though that scarcely surprised me. Jarvis became eloquent on the advantages of their apertures: for these, he claimed, he had the most profound respect. Hitchings, made bilious from the port, grew unduly passionate. Climbing upon a chair, he declared that – as God was his judge – he respected all women. Were their instincts not more finely attuned than were ours? Did they not enjoy a delicacy of mind, a scrupulous sensitivity of heart denied our sterner sex? Women were undone (this was his thesis) by their dependency upon our favours – an unconvincing essay, this, in advocacy. Much fuddled Darwinism was to follow, in which men were brutes, first cousin to the Apes, while women (mysteriously exempt from the monkey-chain) were their Guardian Angels. Since he fell off his chair at this point, it was agreed among us that his arguments might be discounted.

Returned home late. Had the child’s nurse against my desk, by gaslight. The light made her skin blue, like a cadaver.

At my crisis, the child cried out from the next room – her gull’s cry, high and yelping.

She has contrived such ill-timing before, but when I investigated she slept.

To Winterscombe for the comet (and other incendiary delights) at nine this morning.


I

THE FORTUNE-TELLER AND MY GODMOTHER

I went to a fortune-teller once. His name was Mr Chatterjee; his premises were a small shop, between a pastry-maker’s and a silk-dealer, in the middle of the bazaar, in Delhi.

It was not my idea to consult Mr Chatterjee. I did not believe in fortune-tellers, horoscopes, Tarot cards, the I Ching, any of that tempting mumbo-jumbo. Neither, I think, did my friend Wexton, although it was he who made the suggestion to go.

Mr Chatterjee had been recommended to Wexton. One of the Indians we had met on this visit had given him a glowing testimonial – it might have been Mr Gopal, from the university, or maybe the Maharani. The next day, on a visit to the bazaar, Wexton located his premises; the day after, he suggested I visit him.

Travelling with Wexton was always full of surprises. I thought: Why not?

‘Won’t you come, too, Wexton?’ I said. ‘He could read both our fortunes.’

Wexton smiled his benevolent smile.

‘At my age,’ he replied, ‘you don’t need a fortune-teller to predict your future, Victoria.’

A nod towards the graveyard. Wexton gave no sign of melancholy. I set off for my fortune the next afternoon.

On the way, pushing through the crowded alleyways of the bazaar, I considered the question of age. In a Victorian novel – the kind my father liked – a woman is old at twenty-five, over the hill by thirty. Now, in the 1980s, due partly to the influence of sudsy television, a woman is still judged young at fifty. But when I went to see Mr Chatterjee it was 1968. People had begun to wear buttons that said Don’t Trust Anyone Over Thirty.

Wexton, well into his seventies, found that very amusing. I was not so sure I did.

When I went to visit my fortune-teller, I was single, childless, a success – I suppose – at my chosen career. I was also almost thirty-eight years old.

The visit to India had been Wexton’s idea. For the three months before we left, I had been in England, at Winterscombe, helping my Uncle Steenie to die – or, at least, trying to ensure that, when he died, he did so easily, without physical pain.

Morphine cocktails work – indeed, Steenie claimed they were nearly as good as champagne – but there were, inevitably, other pangs for which medicine was less effective. When Steenie finally died, I lost an uncle I loved, one of the last members of my family. Wexton lost his oldest friend, an iconoclast who had once, I suspected, been more than a friend – though neither Steenie nor Wexton ever spoke of this.

‘Look at us,’ Wexton said, when we were alone at Winterscombe. ‘As gloomy as two bookends. We should go away, Victoria. How about India?’

It was a surprising suggestion. Claiming pressures of work (in fact fearing introspection), it was eight years since I had taken a vacation. Wexton, whose poetry had made him internationally famous, never took holidays at all. American by birth, but an ex-patriate for some fifty years, Wexton had made his den in an untidy book-filled house in Church Row, Hampstead; he disliked being coaxed out of it. It was entirely unlikely he should accept an invitation to be lionized in Delhi, of all places. However, he did. He would go, he said; what was more, I would go with him. I was anxious to escape grief and the responsibility of Winterscombe (a great white elephant of a house – I would probably have to sell it), so I agreed. I rearranged my work-schedule. Three days later, we landed in Delhi.

Once there, Wexton gave his lecture at the university; he read some of his famous poems to a distinguished audience of Indians, Europeans and Americans; then, gracefully but firmly, he decamped.

Wexton has written lines which have stained my mind (as perhaps they have yours); as great poetry does, they have become an indissoluble part of my thinking. Many of his poems are about love, time and change: as I listened to him read, I thought of lost opportunities, a broken love-affair eight years before, and my own age. I felt unspeakably sad.

Wexton, whose attitude to poetry was pragmatic, did not. He gave his lecture. He hunched himself into a human question-mark over the unreliable microphone. He pummelled, as was his habit, the great folds and crevasses of his face. He tugged his hair, so it stood up in wild tufts. He looked like a huge and benevolent bear, bemused that these words of his should produce in his audience the effect they did.

Once the lecture was over, he strolled down from the platform, attended the formal reception in his honour, and annoyed his embassy hosts by avoiding all the most celebrated guests. He talked for a great deal of time to Mr Gopal, an earnest and excitable man whose position at the university was a minor one. He talked even longer to the Maharani, a woman of great good nature, mountainously fat, whose days of social eminence were over. The next day, to the consternation of his hosts, he left. Wexton loved trains. We went to the station, and – for no very good or planned reason – took a steam-train to Simla.

From Simla to Kashmir and a house-boat on the lakes, with curry-scented curtains and a wind-up gramophone. From Kashmir to the Taj Mahal, from the Taj Mahal to a baboon sanctuary where Wexton became marooned by baboons, and Mr Gopal – by then a disciple – caught up with us.

‘Very brave man, your distinguished godfather,’ he remarked to me, as Wexton fixed the baboons with a benign gaze. ‘These creatures give a very nasty bite.’

From the baboon sanctuary to the beaches of Goa, from Goa to Udaipur; from there, with numerous side-visits to temples, fortresses and railway stations, we returned to Delhi.

The pace was frenetic, which cheered Wexton enormously. ‘Just what we need,’ he would say, settling back in another compartment in yet another train. ‘New places. New faces. Something’s bound to happen eventually.’

Something did, of course, once I’d been to see Mr Chatterjee – but neither of us knew that then. I would embark on a very different kind of journey. I had been preparing for it, I think, for some time, without being aware of it. My Uncle Steenie, and certain things he had said to me when he was dying – things which alarmed me – had pushed me closer to the journey. But it was Mr Chatterjee who provided the final impetus.

Wexton, when he discovered my intentions, resisted. It was a mistake, he said, to explore the past – that was dangerous territory. He was being evasive, and we both knew why. My past involved Winterscombe (that was fine, Wexton said, though he was wrong). It also involved New York, where I grew up (that was all right, too, provided I did not dwell on the question of a certain man, still living there). Finally, it involved another godparent, in this case a woman, in this case Constance.

Constance’s name was one Wexton now refused to pronounce. She was his antithesis of course, and I think he had never liked her. Wexton disliked very few people, and if he did dislike them he preferred not to discuss them, since he was devoid of malice.

I had once heard him, in discussion with Steenie – who adored Constance – describe her as a she-devil. Such intemperate language from Wexton was exceptional – and it was never repeated. When I was to tell him of my visit to Mr Chatterjee, and the decision I had reached, Wexton never once used her name, although I knew she was uppermost in his thoughts. He became – for him – very gloomy.

‘I wish I’d never listened to Gopal,’ he said (or was it the Maharani?). ‘I might have known it would be a mistake.’ He fixed me with a pleading gaze. ‘Think a little, Victoria One hundred rupees on it – any bet you like – Chatterjee’s a charlatan.’

I knew then how keen Wexton was to convince me. He was not a betting man.

Mr Chatterjee did not look like a charlatan. It had to be said he did not look like a fortune-teller, either. He was a small man, of about forty, wearing a clean Bri-Nylon shirt and freshly pressed tan pants. His shoes gleamed; his hair-oil gleamed. He had confiding brown eyes of great gentleness; he spoke English with an accent inherited from the days of the Raj, the kind of accent which, in England itself, had been out of date in 1940.

His shop, compared to that of some of his rivals in the bazaar, was difficult to find and self-effacing. Over its entrance was a painting on cardboard of a crescent moon and seven stars. A small hand-lettered sign said: The Past and The Future – Rupees 12.50. This was followed by an exclamation-mark, perhaps to emphasize Mr Chatterjee’s bargain rates: his rivals were charging Rupees 15 upwards.

Inside, Mr Chatterjee’s premises were austere. There was no attempt to evoke the mysterious Orient. There was one elderly desk, two clerks’ chairs, a metal filing-cabinet, and – on the wall – two poster portraits. One was of the present Queen of England, the other of Mahatma Gandhi: they were fixed to the wall with drawing-pins.

The room smelt of the pastry-shop next door, and – slightly – of sandalwood. There was a multi-coloured plastic fly-curtain across a doorway, and from beyond that came the sound of sitar-music played on a gramophone. The room resembled the bolt-hole of some minor civil servant, perhaps a railway official – and I had seen many of those the past weeks. Mr Chatterjee sat down behind his desk and assembled charts. He gave me an encouraging nod and a smile. I was not encouraged. Mr Chatterjee looked amiable, but as a fortune-teller he did not inspire confidence.

Not at first. Mr Chatterjee took his task very seriously: it was lengthy, and at some point – I am still not quite sure when – he began to win me over. It was when he touched my hands, I think – yes, probably then: Mr Chatterjee’s touch, cool, dispassionate, like that of a doctor, had an odd quality. It made me a little giddy – a tipsy feeling, the kind you get when you drink a glass of wine on an empty stomach and finish it too quickly.

I cannot now remember all the details of his routine, but it was both fluent and curiously moving. Herbs were involved, I remember that, for my palms were rubbed with a pungent substance, during which there was much discussion of birth-places (Winterscombe) and birth-dates (1930).

The stars were involved, too – that was where the charts came in. Mr Chatterjee examined the charts closely; he put on a pair of spectacles. He drew linking patterns of lucid beauty, joining destinies and planets with a lead pencil which kept breaking. These patterns seemed to displease Mr Chatterjee; more than that – they seemed to perturb him.

‘I am seeing a date. It is 1910,’ he said, and shook his head.

He prodded one particular area of that chart, an area that was beginning to resemble a freeway intersection. As he prodded, Mr Chatterjee paled. He seemed unwilling to proceed.

‘What else do you see?’ I prompted.

Mr Chatterjee did not answer.

‘Bad things?’

‘Not too nice. Oh dear, no. Most definitely not.’ He resharpened his pencil. The sitar-music stopped, then – after a pause – continued. Mr Chatterjee seemed to have dozed off (his eyes were closed), or possibly he was transfixed by his 1910 intersection.

‘Mr Chatterjee,’ I said gently, ‘that’s twenty years before I was born.’

‘A blink.’ Mr Chatterjee opened his eyes. ‘Twenty years is a blink. A century is a second. However, I think we will be moving on. Try a new tack.’

He bundled up the charts with an air of relief. He replaced them in the metal filing-cabinet, and locked it. Once the chart was out of sight, he seemed cheered. For the second stage of his routine, gold dust would be employed – at least he said it was gold dust.

‘If you would be so good. Please to close your eyes, and consider most seriously those who are dear to you.’

I closed my eyes, and I tried. The sitar-music scratched. A powdery substance was sprinkled against my eye-lids and my cheeks. A lilting incantation began, in Hindi.

I felt hot. The dizziness increased. My mind began to track off in directions I would never have predicted. When the incantation came to an end, and I opened my eyes, the gold dust was being carefully brushed back into its container, an ancient tin for Navy Cut tobacco. Mr Chatterjee gave me a sad look.

‘I am seeing two women,’ he said. ‘One is close, the other very far away. I am telling myself that you will have to choose between them.’

He then told my fortune, in some detail. His account of my past was unnervingly accurate. His account of my future was too roseate to be likely. He ended by telling me I was about to make a journey.

I was disappointed by that. I had begun to like Mr Chatterjee. I had almost begun to believe in him. I became afraid he would move on to speak of tall dark strangers, voyages across water. I would have hated that; I did not want him to be tawdry.

A journey? I made journeys all the time. My work as an interior decorator meant I was always on the move, to the next house, the next commission, the next country. One week from now, I would return to England. The next job was in France, the one after it in Italy. Was that the kind of journey Mr Chatterjee meant? Then I hesitated. There were other kinds of journey.

Mr Chatterjee sensed that momentary scepticism, I think. He gave me an apologetic and gentle smile, as if my disbelief were his fault and not mine. He took my hands between his. He lifted them to my face.

‘Sniff,’ he said, as if this would explain everything. ‘Smell.’

I sniffed. The pungent substance rubbed on my palms was volatile. It contained oils, but also alcohol. The warmth of the room and of my skin released scents even more pungent than before. I sniffed, and I smelt India. I smelt crescent moons, honey and sandalwood, henna and sweat, affluence and poverty.

‘Concentrate. To see, you must first close the eyes.’

I inhaled again, eyes tight shut, I smelt – Winterscombe. Damp and woodsmoke, leather chairs and long corridors, linen and lavender, happiness and cordite. I smelt childhood; my father and my mother.

‘Concentrate. Again.’

Mr Chatterjee’s grip on my palms tightened; a tremor passed through them. The scent in my nostrils was now unmistakable. I smelt the fresh greenness of ferns; then a ranker, more assertive undertone, musk and civet. Only one person I had ever known used that particular scent, and to me it was as individual as a fingerprint. I dropped my hands. I smelt Constance.

I think Mr Chatterjee knew my distress, for he was very kind to me. He talked me down. Then, with the air of a priest in the confessional, or – indeed – a railway official untangling a complex timetable, he gave me one final piece of advice. He told me to go back.

‘Go back where? Go back when?’ Wexton said mournfully over dinner that night.

‘I’m not sure yet,’ I said. ‘But I know the route, and so do you.’

The next day, I wrote to her. When I received no reply – that did not surprise me; she had not replied when Steenie asked for her and I cabled – I changed my flight-plan.

A week later, Wexton flew back to England alone. I flew half-way round the globe to New York, and to that other godparent of mine, Constance.

Constance made me. I could say, she brought me up, for that was true, since I went to her as a child and remained in her care for over twenty years; but Constance’s influence upon me was deeper than that. I regarded her as a mother, a mentor, an inspiration, a challenge, and a friend. A dangerous combination, perhaps – but, then, Constance herself radiated danger, as any of the many men who suffered at her hands could have told you. Danger was the essence of her charm.

My Uncle Steenie, who admired her and, I think, occasionally feared her, used to say she was like a matador. You watched her swirl the bright cape of her charm, he would say; the performance was so dazzling, so accomplished, you did not notice until too late how expertly she inserted the blade. But Steenie liked to exaggerate; the Constance I knew was forceful but she was also vulnerable.

‘Think of her dogs,’ I would say to Steenie, and Steenie would raise his blue eyes to the heavens.

‘Her dogs. Indeed,’ Steenie once replied, in a dry way. ‘I’m never quite sure what to make of that one.’

A puzzle; but, then, Constance was full of puzzles. I grew up with her, but I never felt I understood her. I admired her, loved her, was perplexed and sometimes shocked by her, but I never felt I knew her. Perhaps that, too, was part of her charm.

When I say ‘charm’ I do not mean that slick and superficial ease of manner which passes for charm in society; I mean something more elusive than that, I mean the capacity to weave spells, to entrance. In this respect, Constance was accomplished long before I met her. By the time I went to live with her in New York, she was already secure in her reputation as a latter-day Circe. Because of the men, I suppose – although I, being innocent, did not understand about them, or even know of them.

‘A trail of them, Vicky my dear!’ Uncle Steenie would later declaim, not without malice. ‘A trail of broken hearts. A trail of broken men. The debris, Vicky, of Constance’s hectic career.’

It was Steenie’s view that, if Constance damaged people, the damage was confined to the male sex. If women were damaged, he claimed, it was incidental and accidental: they were simply harmed in the fallout of Constance’s main attack.

Steenie, I think, saw Constance not just as a sorceress but also as a warrior. She came at men, he claimed, her sexuality punching the air, using her beauty, her wit, her charm and her willpower as weapons, hell-bent on some private war of attrition. Given his own proclivities, Steenie himself was exempt: this, he would explain, was how he could survive as her friend.

I believed none of that then. I thought my uncle liked to dramatize, and I loved Constance; after all, she had been unfailingly kind to me. When Steenie made his claims, I would say ‘But she is brave, she is resilient, she is gifted, she is generous.’ And so she was, all of those things; but in one respect my uncle was also right. Constance was dangerous. Chaos stuck to Constance the way iron filings cling to a magnet. Sooner or later (I suppose it was inevitable) Constance’s zest for making trouble would affect my own life.

So it had, eight years before, when Constance had succeeded in preventing my marriage. We had quarrelled then, and for eight years the break had been complete. I had neither seen her nor spoken to her in that time; and until my Uncle Steenie was dying, when she was invoked once more, I had tried very hard not to think of her. I had been succeeding. I was making a new life. Constance, a decorator herself, had trained me well: my career flourished; I grew accustomed to living alone, even grew to like it; I had learned the consolations of a crowded schedule and a full calendar; I had learned (I thought) to live with the fact that all adults co-exist with regrets.

Yet now I was going back. I was on a plane flying east, a long journey with a great many stopovers. From Delhi to Singapore, from Singapore to Perth, from there to Sydney. On to Fiji, from there to Los Angeles, from LA to New York. So many time-zones. By the time I landed at Kennedy, I was no longer certain whether it was yesterday or tomorrow – a state of mind which long out-lasted the jet-lag.

I was attuned to Constance. As soon as I stepped out of the airport terminal into the heat, I knew she was there, somewhere in the city, out of sight still, but very close. Bucketing towards Manhattan in a yellow cab, my ears buzzing from pressurization, my eyes scratchy from dry air at thirty thousand feet, my nerves twitchy from lack of sleep, filled with that false optimism which is a by-product of adrenalin, I was not only sure Constance was near: I felt she awaited me.

I think I envisaged some kind of final reckoning – not a reconciliation, but questions answered, the past explained, a neat line drawn under a neat balanced sum. This was the moment, I told myself, when Constance’s and my arithmetic finally came out: QED. I understood myself, I understood my godmother; I was free, at last, to move on.

I was wrong, of course. I thought I was arriving, when in fact the journey was scarcely begun.

Constance never wrote letters, but she loved the telephone. She had several telephone numbers herself, and I called them all.

I called the house at East Hampton, on Long Island. I called all three numbers at the apartment on Fifth Avenue. The East Hampton house had been sold two years before; its new owners had not seen Constance since. None of the Fifth Avenue numbers answered, which was unusual since – even if Constance were away – there were servants who lived in.

Since it was a Friday, and past office hours, it was by then too late to call Constance’s business headquarters on Fifty-seventh. I began calling Constance’s friends.

It was late July; I was using addresses which might be eight years out of date; not surprisingly, I drew a great many blanks. Friends had moved, or were vacationing – but the reaction of those I did reach was very curious indeed. They were polite; they professed to be delighted to hear from me after all this time, but they did not know where Constance was, couldn’t remember where, or when, they had last seen her. Not one of them expressed surprise that I was calling – and that was odd. After all, the breach between Constance and me was public knowledge – the source, I knew, of continued gossip and speculation. Constance and I had been business partners, we had been like mother and daughter, like the best of friends. I waited for someone to say ‘How come the urgency? I thought you and Constance had a fight, way back.’ No one did. At first I thought this was tact. By the tenth call, I doubted it.

Around eight in the evening, fighting sleep, I took a cab uptown to Constance’s apartment, the one where I had lived. A surly and unfamiliar doorman informed me Miss Shawcross was away, the apartment was closed up. There was no forwarding address.

I returned to the hotel. I tried to be practical and reasonable. After all, it was high summer, the humidity was way up – Constance was unlikely to be in New York at such a time. If she was not on Long Island, she would be in Newport. If she was not in Newport, she would be in Europe. Either way, there was a limited number of places where Constance would stay – and I knew all of them.

I telephoned them all, those hotels she had always favoured, where she would always insist on the same suite. She was at none of them: not one had a booking in her name for the current year, let alone that summer. I was still unwilling to give up, even then. I could feel all the symptoms of jet-lag, the false energy and the simultaneous exhaustion. I could also feel a more dangerous incentive – that tweaking of an invisible string felt by anyone who embarks upon a search, or a quest.

Constance was there; I could sense her. She was not in Europe, despite the season, but here in Manhattan, round the corner, just out of sight, amused and in hiding. One more phone-call could locate her. I made two, in fact, before I admitted fatigue and went to bed.

The first – and I rang the number several times – was to Betty Marpruder, the nuts and bolts of Constance’s workplace, the one person who always knew, without fail, where Constance was. I had never known Miss Marpruder to take a vacation; come to that, I had never known her to leave New York. Her number – the first I had called – had not answered when I dialled it at six; it still did not answer when I dialled again at ten.

I went to bed. I sat up in bed, exhausted and alert, flicking through the pages of the New York Times supplied with the room. There, on the social pages, I found my perfect source. Conrad Vickers, the photographer, was passing through New York. He was preparing a fifty-year retrospective of his work at the Museum of Modern Art, which would open that fall with a party for what the journalist described as ‘le tout New York’. Conrad Vickers had links with my own family that went back many years; he also had links with Constance. Apart from Steenie, Conrad Vickers was Constance’s oldest friend.

I disliked Vickers, and the hour was late; nevertheless, I called him.

Since Vickers also disliked me, I expected a brush-off; to my surprise, he was effusively welcoming. Questions about Constance were dodged, but not decisively blocked. He wasn’t too sure where she was right then, but a few enquiries, he hinted, would locate her.

‘Come for drinks. We’ll discuss it then,’ he cried, in fluting tones. ‘Tomorrow at six, dah-ling? Good. I’ll see you then.’

‘Dah-ling,’ Conrad Vickers said.

He kissed the air either side of my cheek. He split the word, as he had always done, into two distinct syllables. It conveyed, in his case, neither affection nor intimacy, since ‘darling’ was a term Vickers used both to close friends and to perfect strangers. He found it useful, I suppose, since it disguised the fact that he had often forgotten the name of the person he was greeting so warmly. Vickers did forget names – unless they were famous ones.

He made a few airy gestures of apparent delight. Conrad Vickers, in his customary plumage: an exquisite figure in an exquisite room in an exquisite brownstone on Sixty-second Street – a five-minute walk from Constance’s apartment on Fifth Avenue. A blue silk handkerchief flopped from the pocket of a pale grey Savile Row suit; it harmonized with the blue of the shirt; the blue of the shirt matched his eyes. A fuzz of soft white hair, now receding; the complexion of a girl: Conrad Vickers, once, like my Uncle Steenie, a famously beautiful youth, had aged well. The vigour of his insincerity appeared undiminished.

‘Such an age! I’m so glad you rang. Dah-ling, you look radiant. Sit down and let me look at you. Years and years. Loved what you did on the Antonelli house – and Molly Dorset’s. Terribly clever – both of them. You are hitting your stride.’

I sat down. I wondered why Vickers should bother to flatter me now, when he had never done so before – unless he had decided I was becoming fashionable.

‘Isn’t it hot?’ Vickers was still in full flood. ‘Quite unbearable. What did we do before air-conditioning? I’m a bird of passage, dah-ling, just flitting through. Trying to finalize these.’ He waved a hand towards a pile of photographs. ‘Sheer hell. I mean, fifty years of work, dah-ling. Where does one begin? Who to leave in? Who to leave out? Those museum people are totally ruthless, my dear. They want the royals, of course. Margot and Rudy, Andy and Mick, Wallis and Lady Diana. Oh, and they want Constance, of course. Well, they would. But anyone they haven’t heard of is O-U-T out, dah-ling. I shall lose half my friends.’

A small wail of distress. The next instant, distress forgotten, he was waving a hand at the arrangement of flowers on the table next to me.

‘Aren’t they divine? Don’t you just love delphiniums? English garden flowers – I insist on them, wherever I am. And now I’ve found this terribly clever young man who does them just the way I want them. Madly original. I can’t bear flowers that look arranged, can you? No, of course you can’t – you’re far too clever. Now, shall we have some champagne? Do say yes. I can’t bear the Martini habit – too noxious. One feels quite blind the next day. Yes, champagne. Let’s be madly grand and open the Bollinger—’

Vickers came to an abrupt halt. He had just pronounced the name of my Uncle Steenie’s favourite champagne. Colour seeped up his neck; his face reddened. He fidgeted with the cuffs of his shirt. He turned away to give instructions to the house-boy who had admitted me and who had been waiting by the door all this time.

He was Japanese, a pretty and delicate-looking young man kitted out in black jacket and striped trousers.

As the young man left the room and Vickers sat down, I understood at last why I had been invited. Vickers was more than embarrassed; he was guilty. This invitation of his owed nothing to Constance and everything to my Uncle Steenie.

Since Conrad Vickers had been my uncle’s friend for over fifty years, and his lover – on and off – for at least half of that time, and since he had contrived to be conspicuously absent when Steenie lay dying, I could understand that guilt. I said nothing. I wanted to see, I suppose, how Vickers would wriggle out of it.

For a while he was silent, as if waiting for me to raise the subject of Steenie, and help him. I did not speak, either. I looked around his drawing-room, which – like all the rooms in all his many houses – was in perfect taste. Vickers’s sense of loyalty might be weak, and his friendships facile, but when it came to the inanimate, to fabrics, to furniture, his eye was as unerring as Constance’s. This had seemed to me important once. I had believed there was virtue in taste. Now I was less certain.

Vickers fingered the arm of his French chair. The silk which covered it, a clever pastiche of an eighteenth-century design, was one I recognized. It had come from the most recent Constance Shawcross collection. The chair was painted. It had been restored, I thought, and then cunningly distressed. A wash of colour over gesso: Constance’s workshops? I wondered. It was impossible to tell – almost impossible to tell – if the wash of pale slate blue had been applied two hundred years before, or the previous week.

‘Last month,’ Vickers said, catching my eye. Vickers, for all his faults, had never been stupid.

‘Last month.’ He sighed. ‘And, yes – I know I can’t fool you – that restorer Constance always uses. Oh God.’

He leaned forward. He had apparently decided to take the leap.

‘We’d better talk about Steenie. I know I should have been there. But I just couldn’t face it, I suppose. Steenie dying. It seemed so out of character. I couldn’t imagine it, and I certainly didn’t want to witness it. Ah, the champagne.’

He rose. His hand trembled a little as he passed me the glass.

‘Would you mind terribly if we drank to him? To Steenie? He would have liked that. After all, Steenie never had any illusions about me. I expect you think I’m a terrible coward, and of course I am. Sick-rooms make me queasy. But, you see, Steenie would have understood.’

This was true. I raised my glass. Vickers gave me a rueful look.

‘To Steenie, then? Old times?’ He hesitated. ‘Old friends?’

‘All right. To Steenie.’

We both drank. Vickers set down his glass. He rested his hands on his knees; he gave me a long, an appraising look. The blue eyes were alert: Vickers, for all his affectations, was a great photographer; he had a photographer’s ability to read a face.

‘You’d better tell me. I do want to know. When you cabled … I felt like a worm. Was it easy? For Steenie, I mean?’

I considered this. Was death ever easy? I had tried to make it easy for Steenie, as had Wexton. We had succeeded only to a limited extent. When he had died, my uncle had been afraid; he had also been troubled.

He had tried to disguise this at first. Once he realized there was no hope, Steenie set about dying in style.

Uncle Steenie had always valued the stylish above everything. He intended, I think, to greet Hades as an old friend, remembered from past parties; to be rowed across the Styx as carelessly as if he took a gondola to the Giudecca; when he met his boatman Charon, I think Uncle Steenie meant to treat him like the doorman at the Ritz: Steenie might flounce past, but he would bestow a large tip.

This was achieved, in the end. Steenie went as he would have liked, propped up against silk pillows, amusing one moment, dead the next.

But that sudden departure came at the end of a long three months, months during which even Steenie’s capacity to perform sometimes failed him. He was not in pain – we saw to that – but, as the doctors had warned, those morphine cocktails did have strange effects. They took Steenie back into the past, and what he saw there made him weep.

He would try to convey to me what he saw, talking and talking, often late into the night His compulsion to make me see what he saw was very great. I sat with him; I held his hand; I listened. He was the last but one of my family left: I knew he wanted to give me the gift of the past, before it was too late.

It was often difficult, though, to understand what he said.

The words were clear enough, but the events he described were scrambled. Morphine made Steenie into a traveller through time; it gave him the facility to move forward and back, to pass from a recent conversation to another some twenty years before as if they happened the same day, in the same place.

He spoke of my parents and my grandparents; but only the names were familiar, for as Steenie spoke of them they were unrecognizable to me. This was not the father I remembered, nor the mother. The Constance he spoke of was a stranger. One point: some of Steenie’s memories were benign; some – quite clearly – were not. Steenie saw things in these shadows which made him shake. He would grasp my hand, start up in the bed, peer about the room, address spectres he saw and I did not.

This made me afraid. I was unsure if it was the morphine speaking, or not. As you will see in due course, I had grown up with certain puzzles which had never been resolved, puzzles which dated from the time of my own birth and my christening. I had outgrown those puzzles, I thought – I had put them behind me. My Uncle Steenie brought them rushing back.

Such a whirl of words and images: Uncle Steenie might speak of croquet one minute, comets the next. He spoke often of the Winterscombe woods – a subject to which he would return with increasing and incomprehensible emphasis. He also spoke – and then I was almost sure it was the morphine – of violent death.

I think Wexton, who witnessed some of this, understood it better than I did, but he explained nothing. He remained quiet, resilient, reticent – waiting for death.

There were two days of serenity and lucidity before it came, in which Steenie gathered himself, I thought, for the final assault. Then he died, as I say, with a merciful speed. Wexton said Steenie willed himself away, and I thought my uncle was indomitable, I loved him, and Wexton was right.

So, would you describe that as easy? I looked at Vickers, then avoided his eyes. I felt that Steenie, trying to stage-manage his farewell performance, would have wanted me to emphasize its bravura aspects.

Avoid those episodes in the wings. Be careful.

‘He … kept up appearances,’ I said.

This seemed to please Vickers, or to relieve his guilt. He sighed.

‘Oh, good.’

‘He was in bed, of course. In his room at Winterscombe. You remember that room …’

‘Dah-ling, who could forget it? Quite preposterous. His father would have had a fit.’

‘He wore his silk pyjamas. Lavender ones on the days the doctors came – you know how he liked to shock.’

Vickers smiled. ‘Make-up? Don’t tell me he kept up with that …’

‘Just a little. Quite discreet, for Steenie. He said … he said if he was going to shake hands with death he intended to look his best …’

‘Don’t be upset. Steenie would have hated you to be upset.’ Vickers sounded almost kind. ‘Tell me – it does help to talk you know. I’ve learned that. One of the penalties of age – all one’s friends – at the party one minute, absent the next. Steenie and I were the same age, you know. Sixty-eight. Not that that’s old exactly, these days. Still …’ He paused. ‘Did he talk about me … at the end?’

‘A bit,’ I replied, deciding to forgive him the egotism. In fact Steenie had scarcely spoken of Vickers at all. I hesitated. ‘He liked to talk. He drank the Bollinger – I’d saved some. He smoked those terrible black Russian cigarettes. He read poems—’

‘Wexton’s poems?’ Vickers had regarded Wexton as a rival. He made a face.

‘Mostly Wexton’s. And his letters – old ones, the ones he wrote to Steenie in the first war. All the old photograph albums … it was odd. The recent past didn’t interest him at all; he wanted to go further back. To his childhood, to Winterscombe the way it used to be. He talked a lot about my grandparents, and his brothers. My father, of course.’ I paused. ‘And Constance.’

‘Ah, Constance. I suppose he would. Steenie always adored her. The rest of your family …’ Vickers gave a small, slightly malicious smile. ‘I should have said they weren’t too frightfully keen. Your Aunt Maud loathed her, of course, and your mother … well, I always heard she’d more or less banished her from Winterscombe. I never found out why. Quite a little mystery there, I always thought. Did Steenie mention that?’

‘No,’ I replied untruthfully, and if Vickers noticed the evasion he gave no sign. He poured more champagne. Something – the reference to Wexton perhaps – had ruffled him a little, I thought. Quite suddenly, he seemed to tire of the subject of my uncle. He stood up, and began to sift through the pile of photographs that lay on the table at his side.

‘Speaking of Constance, look at this! I came across it just the other day. I’d quite forgotten I ever took it. My earliest work. The first photograph I ever did of her. Terribly posed, too artificial, dated, I suppose – but, all the same, I might use it in the retrospective. It has something, don’t you think?’ He held up a large black and white print. ‘Nineteen sixteen – which means I was sixteen, and so was Constance, though she subtracts the years now, of course. Look at this. Did you ever see this before? Doesn’t she look extraordinary?’

I looked at the photograph: it was new to me, and Constance did, indeed, look extraordinary. It was, as Vickers said, highly artificial, very much in the fashion of its time, and quite unlike his later work. The young Constance lay, posed on what appeared to be a bier, draped in heavy white material, perhaps satin. Only her hands, which clasped a flower, and her head were visible; the rest of her body was wrapped and draped as if in a shroud. Her black hair – long then; I had never seen Constance with long hair – had been combed out, and artfully arranged, so it fell in snaking tresses away from her face. Shocking in its luxuriance, as Vickers had no doubt intended, it brushed the floor. Constance lay in profile; a band of contrived light sharpened the strong planes of her face, so her features, undeniably arresting even then, became a painterly composition, a pattern of light and dark. Black lashes made a crescent against a wide, high, almost Slavic cheekbone. Oddly, since her eyes – they were almost black – were Constance’s most famous feature, Vickers had chosen to photograph her with them shut.

‘La Belle Dame sans Merci,’ Vickers, who was recovering, gave a high whinnying laugh. ‘That was what I called it. Well, one did things like that then. Constance on a bier, the Sitwells on biers – nothing but biers, for a whole year, which went down terribly badly, of course, because it was the middle of the first war, and people said it was decadent. Useful, though, all that outrage …’ He gave me a small glance. ‘It made me into an enfant terrible, always the best way to start. People forget I was ever that, now I’m a grand old man. So I thought I’d use this in the exhibition – just to remind them. Oh, and her wedding photographs, of course. They’re too divine …’

He riffled through the pile of photographs. ‘Oh, they’re not here; they’re down at the museum, I think. But look at this; now, this will interest you …’

The photograph he held out was an informal one, the kind of picture Vickers used to call a ‘family snap’.

I recognized it at once. It had been taken in Venice in 1956. Constance and a group of her friends stood by the Grand Canal; behind them, you could just discern the buttress of a church – it was Santa Maria della Salute. An elegant group, in pale summery clothes. It included the legendary Van Dynem twins, both now dead. A moment before the picture was taken, I remembered, there had been some horseplay between the twins, with a panama hat.

On the edge of the group, a little separated from them, were two younger figures. Caught in that golden Venetian light, with the shadows of the church just to their side: a tall, dark-haired man, his expression preoccupied, a man of striking appearance, who might have been taken for an Italian, but who was not, and a young woman, at whom he was looking.

She, too, was tall. Her figure was slender. She wore a greenish dress, with bare legs, and flat sandals. Her most striking feature was her hair, which she wore long and loose. It waved about her face: the Venetian light intensified its colour to red gold or auburn. A strand of hair, blown across her face, obscured her features. She looked away from the camera, and away from the dark-suited man. She looked, I thought, poised for flight – this young woman, who had once been myself.

I had been twenty-five then, not quite twenty-six. I was not yet in love with the man standing next to me; but I had sensed, that day, a possibility of love. I did not want to look at this photograph, at the man, or at myself. I put it down without comment and turned back to Vickers.

‘Conrad,’ I said, ‘where is Constance?’

He prevaricated. He twisted and turned. Yes, he had made some calls, just as he had promised, but – to his great surprise – had drawn a blank. No one seemed to know where Constance was, which was unusual – but surely no cause for alarm. Constance, he suggested, would pop up suddenly, just as she always did. After all, hadn’t she always been unpredictable?

‘One of Constance’s fugue states, isn’t that the term? You know how she likes to take off. There’s probably a man behind it, somewhere …’

He then showered me with suggestions. The apartment was closed up? How strange. Had I tried East Hampton? What, it was sold? He had had no idea … He rushed away from that one very fast, leaving me quite sure he knew the house had been sold, for all the energy with which he denied it.

‘She’ll be in Europe,’ he cried, as if the idea had just come to him. ‘Have you tried the Danieli, the Crillon? What about Molly Dorset, the Connaught?’

When I explained that I had tried all these familiar ports of call, and others, Vickers gave a good impression of profound mystification.

‘Then, I’m afraid I can’t help. You see, I haven’t set eyes on her, not for almost a year.’ He paused, gave me an appraising look. ‘She’s been getting very strange, you know – almost reclusive. She doesn’t give parties any more – hasn’t for ages. And if you invite her… well, you can never be sure she’ll turn up—’

‘Reclusive? Constance?’

‘Perhaps that’s the wrong word. Not reclusive exactly. But odd – definitely odd. Plotting something, I’d have said, the last time I met her. She had that rather gleeful, secretive look – you remember? I said to her: “Connie, I know that face. You’re up to something. You’re up to no good.”’

‘And what did she reply?’

‘She said I was wrong – for once. She laughed. Then she said she was taking a leaf from my book – embarking on her own retrospective. I didn’t believe her, of course. And I said so. I knew a man must be involved, and I asked her who it was. She didn’t tell me, naturally. She just sat there, smiling her Sphinx smile, while I played guessing games.’

‘No hints? That’s not like Constance.’

‘Not one. She said I’d find out in the end – and when I did I’d be terribly surprised. That’s all.’ Vickers hesitated. He looked at his watch. ‘Heavens! Is that the time? I’m afraid in a minute I’ll have to rush—’

‘Conrad …’

‘Yes, dah-ling?’

‘Is Constance avoiding me? Is that it?’

‘Avoiding you?’ He gave me a look – an unconvincing look – of injured surprise. ‘Why should you say that? Obviously, you quarrelled – well, we all know that. And I must say I did hear some rather titillating rumours – a certain man’s name bandied about, you know how it is …’ He gave me an arch smile. ‘But Constance never discusses that. And she always speaks most warmly of you. She loved your recent work. That red drawing-room you did for Molly Dorset – she adored that.’

In his efforts to convince me, he had made a lapse. I saw the realization in his eyes at once.

‘The Dorset’s drawing-room? That’s odd. I finished that room four months ago. It was the last work I did before Steenie was ill. I thought you said you hadn’t seen Constance for almost a year?’

Vickers clapped a hand to his brow; a stagey gesture.

‘Heavens, what a muddler I am! It can’t have been the Dorsets’ then. It must have been some other room. Age, you know, dah-ling. Advancing senility. I do it all the time now, muddle names, dates, places; it’s a positive scourge. Now, you mustn’t be cross, but I’m going to have to shoo you away. I’m due down in the Village in half an hour – just a gathering of old friends but you know how the traffic will be. The whole city, quite clogged up with the most dreadful people – tourists, you know, car-salesmen from Detroit, housewives from Idaho, grabbing every available cab …’

He was steering me, a firm grip above the elbow, in the direction of the hall. There, the Japanese house-boy hovered.

‘Love you in that blue – too wonderful with the Titian hair,’ he chirruped, and since Vickers often used flattery to secure a quick escape it was no surprise to find myself, a moment later, out on the sidewalk.

I turned back, but Vickers, so famous for his charm in certain circles, had never been afraid to be rude.

A white hand waved. The Japanese house-boy giggled. The aubergine door of the smart little town house shut in my face.

I found that interesting. Such a precipitate departure. I was then quite sure that Vickers, loyal to Constance if not to my Uncle Steenie, had been lying.

Before going to Conrad Vickers’s house, I had spent a disappointing and frustrating day, much of it on the telephone. The rest of the evening was similar. It had been a mistake to drink champagne, which left me with a thirst and renewed jet-lag. It had been a mistake also, to discuss with Vickers those three months I had spent with Steenie at Winterscombe. Above all, it had been a mistake to look at that Venetian photograph, to see myself as I used to be and was no longer.

There were people I might have called, had I wanted company, but I did not. I wanted to be alone. I wanted to decide, I suppose, whether to continue my search, or abandon it and return to England.

I persuaded one of the windows in my hotel room to open. I stood there, with the warm urban air on my face; I watched Manhattan. The transition hours, between day and night. I felt myself in transition, too, poised just this side of decisive change – and, perhaps for that reason, I became obstinate again. I would not be beaten this easily. I knew Constance was here; the sensation that she was close was more intense than it had been the day before. Come on, said her voice, if you want to find me.

Before I went to bed, I telephoned Betty Marpruder again. I telephoned three times. I checked with Directory Assistance. I checked there was no fault on the line. I dialled a fourth time. Still no reply. I found that very curious.

Betty Marpruder – ‘Miss Marpruder’ to everyone except Constance and me – we were allowed to call her ‘Prudie’ – was quite unlike the other women Constance employed, since she was neither young nor decorative, and no member of her family had ever adorned the Social Register. Constance, like many decorators, was careful to employ women – and men – whose accents, clothes and demeanour would impress her clients. She did so with a certain scornful pragmatism – ‘window-dressing’, she called it – but she did so none the less. Miss Marpruder, therefore, with her chain-store necklaces, her jaunty mannerisms, her brightly coloured slacks, her ageing invalid mother, her defiant yet sad air of spinsterhood, was always confined to a back-room. There, she ruled the roost: she supervised the books, she tyrannized the workshops on Constance’s behalf, she put the fear of God into manufacturers, and she never – under any circumstances – met the clients. Constance had always supplied the inspiration within the company; but it was Miss Marpruder, compensating for Constance’s undeniable capriciousness, who did all the practical work.

In return for this, she had been granted certain favours. I was sure she would enjoy them still. Chief of these was that knowledge of hers of Constance’s whereabouts. Miss Marpruder alone would be given the address of the villa or the number of the hotel suite; she would be entrusted with the details of the flights. She was given these privileged pieces of information because Constance knew how jealously she guarded them: Miss Marpruder, a worshipper at Constance’s temple, was also Constance’s high priestess.

In any decorating business there are constant crises. People relish them. In Constance’s workplace they happened daily. Her clients were very rich; their riches made them whimsical. Costly material, a year on order, would arrive and fail to please. Rooms hand-lacquered with sixteen coats of paint would be completed and would disappoint. A drama would ensue. Assistants would scurry back and forth. Telephones would shrill. Clients would insist, demand, to speak with Constance, no one else.

In the midst of this mêlée, secure in her little back-room, Miss Marpruder would wait. No, Miss Shawcross could not be contacted; no, she was not available; no, she would not telephone Venice or Paris or London or the airline – not just yet.

‘Prudie has a perfect nose,’ Constance would crow. ‘When it comes to crises, she’s a Supreme Court judge.’

I listened to Miss Marpruder’s telephone. I could see it, quite clearly, this instrument, as I listened to it ring. I could see the lace doily, on which it stood, the rickety table beneath, all the details of that sad room which Prudie, in her jaunty way, liked to refer to as her bachelor den.

I was parked with Prudie often, as a child. She would take me down to Thirty-second Street, bring me through to say hello to her invalid mother, install me in her small sitting-room, bring me little treats – home-made cookies, glasses of real lemonade; Prudie would have liked children of her own, I think.

Her sitting-room was garish and brave. It had an air of scrimping, of insufficient money stretched to the limit by medical bills. There was a defiant couch, in an unhappy shade of red, draped with a shawl in a manner designed to imitate Constance’s expensive, throwaway techniques. In Constance’s rooms, the shawl would have been a cashmere throw or an antique Paisley; in Miss Marpruder’s it was Taiwanese silk.

She was exploited by Constance. When had I first understood that? To be loyal, and indispensable, yet not to be well paid, or even adequately paid – how old was I when I first saw that as wrong? Whatever the age I was, when liking fused with pity, it must have been in that small sitting-room of Prudie’s that my doubts about my godmother began.

There was the telephone, still ringing: there was its little lace doily which Constance would have shuddered to see. It had been made for Miss Marpruder by her mother. Whenever she used the telephone, she would smooth it into place.

‘I love nice things,’ she said to me once, and I must have been in my teens, because her tone had made my heart ache. ‘Cushions, mats, doilies – it’s the little touches that count, Victoria. Your godmother taught me that.’

The memory made me angry. I went to sleep disliking Constance, rehearsing to myself the damage she did. But when I slept, I dreamed – and in my dreams, my godmother came to me in a different guise. I woke to a sense of my own disloyalty. There had been reasons to love Constance, once.

A new direction to this search. I rose, showered, dressed. It was still very early. I telephoned Miss Marpruder one more time; and when there was no reply, impatient with the confinement of the room, I went outside to the heat of the streets. Brilliant light and clammy air. I hailed a cab. I think I decided where to go only when I climbed into it. I gave the driver the address.

‘Queens?’ Signs of reluctance, possibly of resentment.

‘Yes, Queens. Take the Triborough, then I’ll direct you.’

‘Green Lawns?’

‘That’s the place.’

‘Some kinda house?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘It’s a pet cemetery.’

It was eight years since I had been there, and it took some time to find Bertie’s grave. I walked past neat white tombstones, memorials to dogs, cats and – in one case – a mouse.

Absent thee from felicity a while, it read. I turned and almost fell over Bertie’s iceberg.

There it was, just as I remembered, a grieving caprice on Constance’s part, an attempt to re-create, at Bertie’s final resting-place, the landscape Constance saw as his ancestry. Bertie was a Newfoundland dog; Constance’s knowledge of Newfoundland itself was poetic, also vague. Bertie dreamed of icebergs, she used to say. Let an iceberg mark the place.

A stone had been designed. A stone had been carved. There had been arguments with the Green Lawns administrators, who liked neat tombstones and found icebergs unseemly. Constance, as usual, had triumphed, and there the iceberg was. From most angles the resemblance to ice of any kind was marginal; it helped if you knew what it was.

I had loved Bertie. I had grown up with Bertie. He was huge, black, as majestic as a bear. I read the inscription: To Bertie, the last and the best of my dogs. I looked at the dates of his birth and his death, faithfully recorded. Then I looked at something else.

Beneath the peaks of the iceberg, which was white, were runnels of green marble, intended to represent a northern sea. These runnels extended from the base of the iceberg by at least one foot. Resting upon them, wrapped in a sheet of white paper, was a small bunch of flowers.

Someone had chosen these flowers with care; this was no ordinary bouquet. It was as beautiful and as carefully arranged as the flowers I had seen the day before in Conrad Vickers’s drawing-room.

There were freesias, white roses, tiny side-sprigs of blue delphinium, pinks, pansies, lily of the valley: flowers in season and flowers out of season, the kind of flowers it would be easy enough to pick in a garden like Winterscombe’s, the kind of flowers which could be obtained in New York from very few florists.

I bent to smell the sweetness of their scent. I stepped back and considered them. It was by then mid-morning. Bertie’s grave was unshaded; the temperature, in the sun, was at least eighty degrees. The flowers were unwilted: they must have been placed there – at the very most – an hour before. There was only one person in New York who would mourn Bertie, only one person who would bring flowers to the grave of a dog twenty-four years dead.

I scanned the lawns, the tombstones. No one in sight. I turned away, began to run.

Constance was in the city; compassion brought her close. All my love for my godmother came back, gripping my heart with an astonishing strength. Just like the old days, when Constance raced ahead and I panted to keep up. In pursuit, but – and I felt a moment’s triumph – this time, I was catching up.

I did something I had never done before in my life. I bribed a doorman. Not the doorman who had confronted me the day I arrived, and not the doorman I remembered – he would have retired. No, a new doorman, young, spruce, knowing and amenable, who eyed me in a way his forebears would never have done.

‘They’re not answering.’ He replaced the telephone receiver. ‘I told you. Apartment’s closed up.’

I might have tried flirtation, I suppose. I preferred the twenty-dollar bill. I was expecting rebuff. To my astonishment, it slipped from my palm to his with the greatest of ease and disappeared into a pocket of his smart maroon uniform.

‘OK.’ He gave a shrug. ‘Go right on up. They won’t answer. Fifth floor—’

‘I know it’s the fifth floor. I used to live here.’

‘If anyone asks …’ He shrugged. ‘You sneaked past, OK? I didn’t see you.’

This was patently ridiculous. This was not the kind of apartment-building in which people slipped past the doorman.

‘Who else didn’t you see today – apart from me?’

‘What’s that?’

‘Miss Shawcross, for instance. Have you seen her?’

‘No way. Not in weeks. I told you …’

I was making him nervous, I could see that. One more question, and despite the twenty-dollar bill he might change his mind, refuse to admit me.

I took the elevator to the fifth floor. I walked along quiet red-carpeted corridors. Without a great deal of hope, I pressed the bell for Constance’s apartment. To my astonishment, the door at once swung back.

I looked in, to my old home, to Constance’s celebrated hall of mirrors. The glass on the right wall reflected the glass on the left; it created an illusory passage of space, reflections to infinitude.

‘Count,’ Constance had said to me, that first day I came here. ‘Count. How many Victorias can you see? Seven? Eight? There are more than that – look more closely. You see? They go on for ever.’

‘Constance,’ I said, thirty years later, and stepped forward. ‘Constance, it’s me, Victoria—’

‘No here. No here.’

From behind the tall door, a figure emerged. A lilliputian maid, Filipino, dressed in a neat grey uniform. She stared in apparent astonishment, as if she had expected someone else. Then she barred my way with an anxious ferocity.

‘No here,’ she said again, shaking her head from side to side. ‘Miss Shawcross – gone away – all closed up – no visitors.’

She gave me a tiny push.

‘No, look, please – wait,’ I began. ‘I just want to ask – when did Constance leave? Where can I reach her?’

‘No number. No address. No visitors.’ Another tiny push. ‘All closed up now. Closed for the … for the summer.’

‘Then, may I just leave a note? Please? It won’t take a moment. Look, if you’d just let me in. Constance is my godmother. It’s urgent I see her—’

At the word ‘godmother’, clearly misunderstood, the maid’s tiny features became very fierce.

‘No children here. Never any children here—’

‘No, not now. But there used to be. I lived here as a child with Constance. Look, surely you must have some number, some address—’

‘Police.’ She gave me a more effective push. ‘You go right away now, or I call police, call them very quick. Look, alarm button, right here.’

She leaned back a little as she spoke. She kept one hand on the door-jamb; the other reached for a small box on the wall.

‘Panic button – now you see?’ The
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