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Julia died. I read it in The Times this morning. There was quite a substantial obituary, but what immediately fixed my attention was the photograph, one of those studio portraits of the late 1930s or early 1940s, all huge semi-transparent eyes, flat hair, and dark lipstick. I never liked her, nor did she like me; strange, then, how we managed to keep up a sort of friendship for so long. Had our husbands not been partners I doubt whether we should ever have exchanged more than a few words, or seen each other on more than a few formal occasions, although we were, for quite some time, in the same line of work. As things turned out we were in fairly close contact and even spent a couple of holidays together, after the war. I can see us now, strolling along Riviera esplanades in white pleated skirts, our husbands chatting behind us. It must be years since I was last in Nice; it holds no pleasant memories for me. Julia was older than me by nearly eleven years, although she never looked it, and had become very arthritic while still in her fifties. Arthritis is a disorder I associate with her particular aquiline beauty, as if there is too little flesh to protect the bones. After Charlie died nobody saw much of her: she stayed at home, in that spacious but chilly flat of hers in Onslow Square, where I visited her sometimes, perhaps not as often as I should have done. She was never pleased to see me: why should she be? In the end I tried to stay away, unsuccessfully, as I did most things. I telephoned her from time to time, out of a dragging sense of duty, and also out of something more complicated, more timorous than pity – grief, perhaps. I realize now that I had not seen her for at least five years. That was why the photograph gave me such a shock.

She had been quite famous in her youth, when presumably the photograph was taken. She had won a reputation as a diseuse and appeared regularly in intimate revues until these things went out of style. People were amused that so obvious an aristocrat should condescend to entertain the public in this manner. That element of condescension in her performances commanded respect, but not in every quarter: when she tried to entertain women in factories in the war years her manner was found to be too snobbish for popular taste. She looked anachronistic in her long dresses, with the chiffon handkerchief tied to the little finger of her left hand: this was an affectation of hers, but it did not go down well when the fashion was for sausage curls shoved under a turban and overalls that tied round the waist. Although she had had a number of lovers, some of them prestigious, others quite shady, Julia never achieved the sort of informality that would have put her on a par with other women and invited the confidences that amused her so much when they came her way. Latterly she was tended by a devoted and rather sickly-looking woman called Maureen who had originally come to interview her for the local paper. Julia never said no to an interview: interviews were her natural mode of communication. There was plenty of room in the flat: no problem there. And Maureen was undoubtedly useful with the shopping and general maintenance of the household. Otherwise, I think I should have called more often. As it was I saw quite a lot of her. In the end Julia gave up doing anything for herself and treated Maureen as a slave. She treated most people like that.

She was not a very nice woman, but then neither am I. We were able to get along because we had a few things in common, principally our husbands, while they were alive, and our experience in the profession, although I always deferred to her on that score. She expected a certain amount of deference. And then we were both good at summing people up: we warmed into life when discussing acquaintances, and she was an excellent mimic. Basically, I found her alarming and she found me boring, yet in our heyday, when we were both married and healthy, it was natural for us to telephone each other two or three times a week. Such conversations as we had were almost entirely inconsequential and in time became more rare. Neither wanted to hear about the other’s aches and pains, and widowhood does not exactly increase the number of things one has to talk about. Julia was a stickler for amusement, although she had absolutely no sense of humour: she wanted to be amused all the time. Her category of amusing topics was mainly marital or sexual, who was having an affair with whom, who was divorcing, and why – that sort of thing. She could usually say something scurrilous about all the parties involved, this being her idea of amusement. I found such talk distasteful, which was why she found me boring. Most people to her were an audience, and out of a sense of noblesse oblige she would deign to entertain them, but then they were under an equal obligation to entertain her. She would say, ‘Let’s have a discussion,’ when what she meant was, ‘Let’s have an argument,’ for she was restless most of the time. And she liked danger, which was why I found her alarming. Although I had known her for so long I was a little afraid of her, never at ease in her company. And in the end there was every reason why I should feel this way.

Julia was very beautiful, but she was devoid of softness. Her beauty was of a dry immaculate kind, the kind that never deteriorates. She was strikingly tall and slim, and always remained so. Her feet were so narrow that she had always had to have her shoes made. Over the pale blue eyes the eyelids were heavy, and capable of conveying multiple innuendoes, of an unvaryingly derogatory nature. Those eyelids featured prominently in her performances and were the focus of every caricature. I believe – I have reason to believe – that she was far from sensual by nature, yet she had a number of hard sexy mannerisms: the eyelids, of course, and the bad language that fell constantly from her chiselled lips. I always felt that somewhere in the remote fastness of her being, a long way behind the eyelids, and the ringed hand clutching a glass of whisky, she was a girl, but a girl of a rather lost variety, dreaming, unawakened, incurious, almost pure. Two clues to this: her animation in the presence of her mother (both of them drinking whisky, yet laughing together like schoolgirls) coupled with her devotion to her brother, who had let himself down in various ways, ‘poor darling’, and who was working as a car salesman; and her habit of placing her underclothes on a chair in her bedroom and covering them with a square of silk reserved for this purpose. Where had such an archaic habit come from? It was common to my mother’s generation, but it has rarely survived to the present day, when women treat their bathrooms as their dressing-rooms, and in any event do not leave their clothes lying around.

But then Julia was a strikingly old-fashioned woman. Even at the height of her fame, in the late 40s and early 50s, she appeared to me mature, worldly wise, even perverse, although by today’s standards she was still quite young. She dressed like a middle-aged woman, in beautiful severe clothes by Lelong and Patou. She made her comeback, most successfully, in a white dress and turban by Mme Grès. Such elegance inspired respect in those shabby days before the country was on its feet again: one only saw well-dressed women on the stage, which was why so many people went to the theatre. Yet she appeared out of date even to the faithful, the lonely men out of the war, the young hairdressers. That was part of her attraction: she incarnated a style which had vanished. In fact Julia was always out of date. She blamed everyone but herself, yet the only time I ever felt pain on her behalf was when I saw those beautiful eyelids lowered and knew – in a flash – that what she felt was not disdain, as she thought, but incomprehension. The next moment she would be sweeping one into her bedroom, flinging open her many wardrobes and demanding to be told what to wear. She had already made up her mind on this point, and she was never wrong, but she liked to deplore one’s own lack of taste in hazarding what she perceived to be a laughable suggestion. This exchange, which was frequently repeated, was one of a number of rituals by which she reinforced her ascendancy. She was famous for it, as she was famous for most things. ‘Oh, Julia,’ her friends would laugh. ‘Why not go mad for once and make a mistake?’ But she never did. She never ever did.

She was Margaret Julia Wilberforce, and she always referred to herself as Wilberforce, although to her mother she was Meg. On stage, of course, she was simply Julia. Yet it meant almost as much to her to be a Wilberforce as to be Julia, and I was given to understand that to be a Wilberforce was to have access to a certain magnificence. This was never made explicit. The only reason she regretted not having children was that there was no one to carry on the name, for the unfortunate brother was unlikely to marry, being given to all the excesses except those pertaining to love and responsibility. The magnificence of the Wilberforces, now reduced to that of Julia herself, resided in those great-grandfathers, grandfathers, and uncles in the army, together with the cherished memory of her father, also in the army, whose photograph, in a silver frame, had pride of place both in the drawing-room and on the table by Julia’s bed. This honour was awarded to neither of her two husbands, Simon Hodges, always referred to as Hodge, and Charlie Morton. When Julia’s father was mentioned, both she and her mother would have tears in their eyes, after which, shakily, they would pour themselves more whisky. Hodge, whom I never met, had also been in the army but had otherwise proved unsatisfactory, and had been fairly summarily divorced. ‘We were too young,’ Julia would say, with a rueful self-indulgent smile: somehow one gathered that the interlude – for it had been an interlude rather than a true marriage – had meant very little to her.

Charlie was different. ‘Charlie is my prop and mainstay,’ Julia would say, and it was neither less nor more than the truth. Soft-voiced, soft-footed, bulky, vague, and charming, Charlie was the ideal husband for a woman like Julia, though, not being a Wilberforce, he remained somewhat marginal when in the presence of Julia and her mother. I suspected him of maintaining the mother, in her service flat somewhere off Sloane Avenue: he certainly kept the entire household supplied in Onslow Square, for if ever Julia went to a shop, which was rarely, it was to produce a hopelessly shattered clock to be mended (‘But you must! It was Granny’s! Promise me that you’ll try’) or, very occasionally, to visit the hairdresser if her regular man, who came to her at home, was on holiday. She insisted that her wants were immaterial, so it was Charlie who telephoned Harrods or Selfridges with a quite substantial order, or, his jacket off, cooked Julia an omelette in the evening. She lived on omelettes and whisky, maintaining that she liked neither, and appeared none the worse for it.

I was indignant that she should make Charlie wait on her, but he accepted it as a natural obligation. I think he was always conscious of having married a great beauty, of having taken her out of the running, as it were, and therefore had in a sense to enter her service. She treated him as her suitor, was all reminiscence of how he had waited for her at the stage door, had sent flowers night after night, and had finally written a letter, to be delivered to her dressing-room, saying, ‘You are the woman of my life. There will be no other.’ This was recalled several times in my hearing. I thought it overdone, beneath the dignity of a man like Charlie, who was, after all, a reasonably eminent and certainly fashionable solicitor, with offices in Hanover Square, where my own husband, Owen Langdon, was a junior partner. Yet he would acquiesce uncomplainingly in Julia’s little performances, as if he were conscious of being somehow not quite up to the mark, would sometimes pad round unobtrusively with a duster, although a Mrs Wheeler was supposed to clean thoroughly every morning. He was a nice-looking man, tall, broad, perhaps a little plump, with warm brown eyes and a cheerful expression, always ready to break into a smile. Occasionally his face would take on a faraway look, as if he might welcome a change of subject, but he was too good-hearted ever to feel irritation, and it was more natural, even pleasant, for him to smile and to concur than to strike out on his own. It occurred to me to wonder whether he were lonely, or whether he felt the burden of not being a Wilberforce. I never believed that Julia had much of an inner life. She was quite extraordinarily self-sufficient and therefore had a natural authority. She depended on no one, not even Charlie, for all that he was her prop and mainstay. Her brain, I sometimes thought, was perhaps sharper than his, and he was a very intelligent man, certainly more subtle than his wife. They were a handsome couple. He always stood a little behind her, throwing her into relief. It was only fitting that his greying hair should show off her own dark auburn bob. Artfully wrought, and a subject of intense discussion with Bobby, her hairdresser, her short sleek dark pageboy (also old-fashioned, now that I come to think of it) remained a fixed feature of her appearance until the end of her life.

Charlie was a darling. When he died Julia remained in control, was undoubtedly desolate, yet never shed the sort of tears that the memory of her father summoned up. She remained dry-eyed, but she must have suffered, or at least registered the heaviness of the blow, for she rarely went out after that. She hardly needed to, for Maureen had moved in by then, but it struck me as odd. Julia was not infirm, although she was very stiff, and she was only in her sixties. It was simply that she felt more in control in Onslow Square than she would have done in the street, where she would have been just another widow.

We rallied round. I was called on to do quite a bit for her in those days, although what I did never quite met with her approval. ‘Never mind,’ she would say. ‘My standards are probably too high.’ Maureen, and Julia’s former dresser, Pearl Chesney, would laugh sympathetically, for they were nearly always in attendance, together, incredibly, with her mother, now aged eighty-four. It looked as if Julia would also be long-lived: she was protected from the manifold stresses of this life by her reclusiveness and her own steely resolve. I can see her now, sitting in her acid yellow and white drawing-room in Onslow Square, whisky in hand. Through all her various ages she appeared to me unchanged, slender, fine, sardonic, hieratic, heartless. ‘I hear Nigel’s run off again,’ she would say. ‘Well, you can hardly blame him. That wife of his … Did you ever meet such a boring woman?’ She was never on the side of the woman in such a situation. I felt there was something almost masculine in her solidarity with men who behaved badly. One had to be very tough to qualify with Julia, or even to gain her attention. That was why she had so little time for me, although fate had bound us together in a way that my nature could hardly tolerate or withstand.

I would come into that drawing-room, with flowers, or some little trifle – one always brought an offering – which she would take from me with a gesture of palpitating gratitude, and then pause to consider. ‘Oh,’ she would say, on a note of dwindling enthusiasm, pretending to examine it or them more closely. ‘Oh. How charming.’ She would mark a pause, and then the eyelids would fall to half-mast, at which anyone in attendance – her manicurist, Maureen, Pearl Chesney, Mrs Wilberforce – would burst into delighted laughter. ‘Quite charming,’ she would go on, losing interest. ‘Put them there, would you? I’ll see to them later.’ Any flowers I brought her, and I brought her many, always ended up on a side table, sometimes to be put, much later, into a vase, sometimes to stay there until they ended up in the wastepaper basket.

It was all a long time ago. She was nearly eighty when she died, and I am getting on for seventy. She never came to terms with age: in a sense she never had to, for she never lost her power. For myself things have been different. I was always hapless, timid. Yet age has dealt with me kindly so far. I keep well, and although I have put on a little weight my figure is still quite trim. I make the most of my appearance, follow the fashions, abide by my mother’s rule: brown in the autumn, navy in the spring. One or two people still remember me from the time when I sang on the wireless. I was Fay Dodworth, quite a favourite in those early days. I did the lighter sort of ballad, the serious spot on various comedy shows, before they all became too sophisticated. I had a pretty voice. Some said I was a pretty girl, although standards were lower then: one could be admired for such things as wavy hair or high cheekbones or a small waist or even a straight back. I was not sorry when it all came to an end; I never had the temperament for a performer. But I made a little comeback when I read the serial on ‘Woman’s Hour’: my voice was still musical, and my diction had always been good. That brought me quite a few letters from people who had listened to me in the early days. I felt quite bucked. Nothing of note has happened since then, but I keep busy, and cheerful. I have been complimented on my high standards. I do try to keep them up.

Of course, I know the truth of how I really look, at night, with my hair down. I watched, almost objectively, the emergence of the asexual body, the body that must be treated with care, until it finally takes over, at the end. As my figure lost its definition, became subject to greater gravity, I knew that love was gone for ever. But it is the same for everyone, I told myself; everyone is bound by the law of change. One evening, I remember, I looked in puzzlement at my long hair, from which nearly all the colour had gone, and felt the softness at my waist. I wept then, briefly. But I slept that night as usual, and in the morning I woke and thought how foolish I had been. I am always light-hearted in the mornings. The late afternoon is my bad time, when the light goes. I get nervous then, and long for someone to come. At those times I feel fatally like my mother, waiting in the dusk for me to wave to her as I approached the house. But after a while I get up and make a cup of coffee and switch on for the news. There is absolutely no point in giving way to melancholy. There is always another day, or so I like to think.

‘Arcady’ was my song. ‘Arcady, Arcady is always young.’ I sang it at the end of the programme, sometimes as an encore. Such a pretty song. And I sang ‘Only Make-Believe’, and ‘You Are My Heart’s Delight’, and ‘I’ll Be Loving You Always’. Beautiful songs, all of them. Sometimes the words come back to me, even now, but I try not to think about the melodies, which, since I have grown older, strike me as unbearably sad, plaintive, modest, wistful, redolent of everyday disappointments, even tragedies. I try not to brood, although I suppose I have as much to brood over as anyone else. So much gone. So much lost. But then I rally again, somehow or other. I have been lucky, really: nothing drove me off balance, which is so important if one at least tries to keep one’s dignity. On the whole my life has been very easy, very pleasant. I was a pretty girl, I married well … It all seems a long time ago. But what most women want I once had. I try to remember that.
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My father, Jimmy Dodworth, was a cinema manager, in the days when cinema managers stood in the foyer every evening in dinner jackets, dress shirts and bow ties. We lived in Camberwell, in one of those narrow Georgian houses now sought after by the sons and daughters of merchant bankers. We thought the house was just an ordinary house, rather dark, with too many stairs, and not much of a garden. My mother, who was highly strung and tired easily, disliked it: she dreamed of a modern flat, in a suburb like Ealing or Golders Green, with a fitted kitchen and central heating. I loved the house, which was the only one I had ever known. I played quite happily, as a child, on the landings or in my small bedroom, bounced a ball against the wall in the garden, which also contained a coal shed and an outhouse. There was an elderberry tree at the end, where the garden overlooked a narrow alley which ran out into the main road, and I would take my chair and sit underneath the tree, pretending I was in the country. I had no notion of what the country was like, for I rather think we never took a holiday: Father made a point of being on duty, as he called it, and Mother was a nervous traveller. Although restless and over-imaginative, it suited her to stay at home, to leave the house only when necessary, to do her shopping or to see a film. The cinema satisfied her cravings for a better life, revealing to her a world of possibilities, of luxury and extravagance, in which all one needed was a pair of dancing feet, a pretty face, or a singing voice which would captivate the man of one’s dreams and secure one’s heart’s desire. My mother believed in these things, and I did too.

Our lives were shaped by the cinema, both in a physical and a moral sense. The appeal of the cinema in those days was its classlessness. The heroine was, more often than not, a plucky orphan, at most a modest dancer on a chorus line, or a shop-girl with blonde curls and a gift for repartee. The convention was that the hero should be of more elevated rank, that he should be astonished, beguiled, and finally swept off his feet by this spirited little nobody, who nevertheless was always impeccably turned out, spruce and provocative in her puffed sleeves and her silk stockings, as very few real working girls had the energy or the resources to be in those hard times. In virtually every Hollywood comedy there would be a villainous comic chorus of snobs, with cigarette holders and archaic hats – usually the hero’s mother and a discarded fiancée or two – all of whom would be vanquished by the heroine’s pertness and the hero’s sincerity. There would, inevitably, be an offer of marriage, for they were very moral tales. A girl won through by charm, or personality, not by influence, while if the hero ever had any base idea of seduction he was soon reformed by the virtue demonstrated by the object of his fascination – it was never, ever, passion – until such time as the knot was tied, to the accompaniment of a full-blown song and dance extravaganza.

Those innocent films of the late 30s and early 40s influenced the outlook and the behaviour of a generation or two of young men and women. Girls with no experience whatever learned to be provocative, and boys, with even less experience, to be dashing. In reality they were fledglings, playing at desire, and finding the game delightful, arguably more delightful than the real thing, which they learned about much later, sometimes with bitterness, sometimes for life – for divorce was thought to be a disgrace, something not even to be contemplated – and without any sign of singing or dancing. Women with small children always appeared to me to be middle-aged when I was a child, while the cinema was the world of eternal youth. I learned, when I grew older, that eternal youth is too precious a delusion ever to be relinquished: it has to find a place somewhere, be enshrined in a myth, an ideal, even a fantasy. In those days before the war we lived a dream of innocence that the war years did not entirely shatter, even when we had seen sights which should never be seen by anyone, man or woman. It seems to me now, looking back, that one’s chances of happiness pertained only to youth, that one avoided adulthood for as long as possible. Adulthood came abruptly with marriage, and middle age with children. People rarely seemed to be as happy as they had hoped to be, before they grew up.

I dare say it is all different now. The young people I meet, the daughters and sons of friends, seem incredibly experienced, although their faces are still tender. Studying these sons and daughters, all hard work and practical endeavour, all high standards and high achievement, and thinking back to my own young days I see myself, when I was their age, as totally unawakened, and not only unawakened but protected. I had no conception of worldliness other than what I saw on the screen or read about in Mother’s library books. Worldliness was quite simply for other people. Except that in the cinema one could gain one’s heart’s desire (without losing one’s head, of course) simply by possessing a pair of dancing feet or a pretty singing voice. Mother’s ambition for me was born in those early days, and although I should have been happier sitting under the elderberry tree, dreaming, or bouncing a ball against the side of the house, I was made to learn the piano, to take dancing lessons, and, when, to my mother’s disappointment, I revealed myself to be lacking in the sort of petulance and spirit then thought necessary in a dancer, to learn to sing, under the direction of Mme Mojeska, who was a real Polish lady, of some distinction, living on a small pension of mysterious origin and the fees of a few stolid little English girls, and probably the greatest stroke of luck I ever had in my young life. She taught me to sing, and not only to sing but to breathe and to hold myself properly: I learned to walk tall and to strengthen my chest and diaphragm, which is probably why I kept my figure for so long.

In addition to being a cinema manager, my father was a Freemason and a poker player, which I thought enormously sophisticated of him. Throughout my childhood my father was a hero to me: did he not wear evening dress? I see now that he was an easy-going sort of man, indulgent, cheery, probably undistinguished. He had a sort of bonhomie that I have always appreciated in a man, an ability to put himself and others at ease, to impart a feeling of goodwill and whole-heartedness. Amiability: too few men possess the gift. I realize now that this amiability compensated for a certain weakness of character, and then I remind myself that even his weaknesses were amiable. No women in his life except my mother; only cards, and a certain amount of drink. Mother grew agitated when she saw him sitting in his shirt sleeves and braces, a glass of beer to hand, the dinner jacket discarded until the following evening. She always had more ambition than he had, more desire, I should now say, although it was a desire that was never satisfied. Father was too amiable to feel desire: what he wanted was an easy life, without challenges or impossible dreams, and with a certain provision of popularity and entertainment. Standing in the foyer, greeting patrons with a dignified and welcoming smile, he was a far more impressive figure than the man who later sat in his shirt sleeves and braces, wiping the froth of the beer from his brown moustache. Mother would hiss at him to put his jacket back on: he would simply pour himself another glass of beer. Sometimes Mother would leave the room in a huff; sometimes there would be tears as she saw the prospect of the modern flat in Finchley or Acton receding, saw herself condemned to pressing her husband’s evening trousers at the ironing board in the dark scullery for the rest of her life. And no lift, no jazzy carpet, no landscaped forecourt to compensate her for her labours. She grew haggard even in my lifetime as a child. But always dutiful, always obedient, a good wife. This was all the more remarkable since they were not very well matched. My mother should have had a chance at a more glamorous existence, not the harassed timid routines she repeated in our house. She was a fine looking woman, with great dark eyes, but she lost her looks too soon, when she was still young, although I never thought of her as young. She was simply my mother, who needed my protection when she went to the cinema, in case anyone should grow bold enough to speak to her; she was the woman who scolded my father, whose side, of course, I took; the woman who walked me to my singing lessons and waited for me so that she could walk me home after them. Something in her was appeased by those lessons. She seemed softer, quieter, as we strolled back, through the modest streets, looking at the modest shops. ‘Stop a minute, Fay,’ she would say. ‘I’ll just get one of those brown loaves for Father. He does so enjoy fresh bread.’ I loved her all the more at those times.

I wanted my parents to love each other, as I dare say all children do, but really I loved my father best. I wanted him to go out and enjoy himself, even when Mother raised objections. The Freemasons were just about all right, although she felt nothing but contempt for the mysteries men got up to among themselves. I think she felt that men had no business to exclude or ignore women. But the Freemasons did good work, supported hospitals and schools, which in part satisfied her sense of propriety. What she could not stand were the all-night card games, which was why they never took place in our house. My father had a number of cronies who were keen poker players, and on a Saturday night he would change his evening clothes for a pair of grey flannels, a clean shirt, and a pullover, kiss my mother goodnight and go to the pub, where, because one of his partners was the publican, and because the publican’s wife was an easy-going sort of woman, he would join up with Harry and Joe and Paddy in a back room and stay there after hours, playing poker and drinking beer, until about three o’clock in the morning. On Sundays he rarely got up before noon. But he was a careful man, and I never saw him neglected or shabby, and he was always good-humoured. He loved my mother without ever understanding her, while I was the pride of his life. And whatever Mother had against his card-playing friends it was through the good offices of one of them, Harry, a small-time theatrical agent, that I got my first engagement. But this is to look into the future, and to the times that were beginning to be more grown-up, when what I like to remember is the golden days when we were a family, and, despite everything, loved each other so much.

I grew up thinking that the world could be won with a pair of dancing feet or a pretty singing voice, and that all one had to do was to keep one’s white collars fresh and one’s hair regularly shampooed. And so it proved for me. But that came later; later too came information of a more unwelcome kind. What I remember, and what influenced me for so long, was the ritual that was enacted on Sunday afternoons in that narrow house, which now, I suppose, belongs to someone far wealthier than my parents ever dreamed of being. On Sundays, in the dying afternoon, we were at peace. Mother would have changed into one of her nice dresses – she was always well-dressed – and Father would fold up his newspaper and lay it aside with a sigh of contentment. ‘My girls,’ he would say. ‘My two beauties.’ Mother would briefly smile, her irritations forgotten. When I went to Paris on my honeymoon I saw that Mother was one of nature’s Frenchwomen, restless and active, with high social aspirations and a sense of style, both available and potential, and not much given to relaxation. But on Sunday afternoons we seemed to blend into one another, to form one dreaming unit, while the light faded outside and the fire shifted in the grate. I would sit on a stool at Father’s feet: Mother would be knitting. Or we would be reading, the simple honest stories which Mother brought home from Boots Lending Library and which were for us a source of endless pleasure, an integral part of Sunday, with nothing harsh or disturbing to tell us, and always a happy ending. Few people nowadays would be content with such diversions, yet that interval before it got too dark to read seemed to me – still seems to me – magical. I could not recreate it now, no matter how hard I tried, and part of the desolation of my last days will stem from the knowledge that I have never managed to replace it with anything of equal weight. But I was never destined for a happy ending, although I was so very happy at the beginning. I still wonder how this came about, although I am now in full possession of the facts.

They wanted me to be happy, to be admired, to be a success. And I suppose they wanted me to be married, although they hoped that this would be in the far distant future. They never spoke of grandchildren: I was enough for them. And they were so good to me. There was no fuss when I moved out, into the little flat in Foubert’s Place which I shared with a girl I met when I was working with the orchestra. We broadcast in the mornings at eleven o’clock: Millie was the mezzo and I was the lyric soprano, and we sang on alternate programmes. I’ve kept in touch with her, although we see each other only rarely; she lives in the country now, a widow like myself. She comes to town to do her Christmas shopping and we meet for lunch. She is much heavier now, but still sweet-natured, still smiling. She was a lovely girl, older and more experienced than I was, and very kind. The kindness of Millie prolonged my innocence for even longer than was natural, I suppose, although it seemed natural to me. She was out nearly every night, and I was happy to wake her the following morning with a cup of tea. Mother was pleased for me: she felt that her ambitions had been fulfilled when she had a daughter living in the West End, sharing a flat as bachelor girls were supposed to do, and being busy and bonny and hopeful. She never missed one of our programmes. And Father would forgo his Sunday morning rest to bring over some of the good china that Mother never used and some new pots and pans. Which was silly, when I come to think of it, because I always went home on Sunday afternoons and could have brought them back myself. But really he wanted to see how we were living and whether we were keeping the flat clean and tidy. Mother came too, but not on the same day. This was an enormous adventure for her; she hated to go out. She would bring a cake and I would make tea for her, and afterwards I would show her the shops in Regent Street and walk her to the bus stop. ‘Wait a bit, Fay,’ she would say. ‘Is there a shop where I could buy something for Father? A little loaf, perhaps?’

My father collapsed in the foyer of his cinema one night in early December. An ambulance was called, although it was quite obvious that he was dead: it was unthinkable that he should be found on the premises. Mother had him brought home, and the following day I was sent for. I remember standing at the window, looking out at the black skeletal trees, and wondering how such sadness was to be borne. My grief was literally painful to me: I could hardly breathe. I have had other sorrows since then, and maybe the virtue of growing older is that one is more stoical; one accepts the burden of life, knowing that the alternative is simply death, non-existence, non-feeling. And it is inherent in the organism to want to endure for as long as possible, even for ever, so that one becomes willing to take on all the mishaps, all the tragedies, if they are the price to be paid. But I only learned this much later, and even now I have to learn the lesson every day. At that time, looking out of the window at the bare frightening leafless trees, I simply wondered if life could ever be the same again. And it never was; time had passed over it, and change was now the rule.

I laugh at people who tell me, now, that life will never be the same: perhaps I am too cheerful with the widows I meet. And, as I say, I have had other sorrows since then. But life never was the same after that. I was young; I recovered. Mother never did. Immediately after the funeral she lost the will to live. She had been intermittently furious with my father for as long as I could remember, but now that his chair was empty her agitation disappeared, and she sat for hours, unwilling to move, her eyes full of fear. Even with me she was fearful. Her only brave reaction was to send me back to the flat and to Millie, although I wanted to stay with her. ‘You’re no good to me here,’ she said. ‘I’ll manage. There’s not much to do. And I’m not going to let you ruin your life for me. I’ll manage,’ she repeated. ‘He’s with me all the time, Fay. I feel him near me. You go, dear. My place is here. Not yours.’ I thought that magnificent of her, but I left only because I felt myself to be excluded, knowing nothing then of the nature of married love. I left, and took a taxi back to Foubert’s Place, where Millie was waiting for me with hot tea. She was such a good friend to me, and Mother had been so impressive, so dignified, that I felt very lucky and was soon myself again. So I think now. But then it was different, in the long dark days of that winter. There was a place in my heart that could never be filled, and I felt the pain of it for many years, years in which I enjoyed an apparently happy and successful existence, years in which, gradually, my heart died, until at last it was brought to life again.
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Lavinia Langdon, the woman who was to become my mother-in-law, instructed me to address her as Vinnie at our first meeting, which took place in her flat in Swan Court, Chelsea Manor Street, on an unnaturally hot spring day in late April. I remember being dazzled by the many cut glass mirrors and decanters in her tiny over-furnished sitting-room, but not too dazzled to notice a fine bloom of dust. Vinnie herself had something of the same glitter and dustiness. She was a small, very thin woman with a blatantly made-up face; lustreless dark curls were confined under one of those little spotted veils which were so fashionable in the 50s, and lipstick seeped from her pursed mouth to the deep, bitterly indented lines at the corners. The eyes were fine, dark and haunted, set in a landscape of blue shadow and ornamented with quill-like lashes. She was wearing a pink tweed suit which looked as if it had been made for a child; even so it seemed too big for her, but the effect was deliberate, for it showed off her slim and astonishingly girlish legs, of which she was obviously proud, for she habitually crossed and uncrossed them, and made as if to pull down the skirt with a freckled hand loaded with rings.

It was four o’clock in the afternoon and she was drinking gin. She looked as if she had taken up residence in her dark blue button-backed chair for the evening, although I was to learn that she was rarely in, but, rather like my father, went out to play cards – in her case bridge – in one or other of the Swan Court flats, which seemed an ideal haven for widowers and divorcees of a gin-drinking and bridge-playing kind. Their games could, and did, go on uninterrupted by any domestic obligations, for there was a restaurant on the ground floor, and I believe one could even have food sent up, as if one were in an hotel. This suited Vinnie, who was incompetent on many levels. Her daily routine was to get up at about ten-thirty, smoke the first cigarette of the day, take a bath and dress, and then apply the heavy make-up, without which she looked like a seamed and battered twelve-year-old. She would eat lunch in the restaurant, take a short walk to buy gin and cigarettes, and then settle down in her sitting-room with a drink to await the daily visit of her son, whom she worshipped and indulged, as did every woman with whom he came into contact. After he had gone she would make a few telephone calls, heave herself from her chair, apply a new layer of powder, and take the lift to another flat for an evening of bridge.

This seemed to satisfy her perfectly. Her life, though restricted, had the merit of being self-contained, and apart from her painful love for her son she had no passions that could not be satisfied. If there were
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