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Résidence Cécil,

Rue du Château,

La Tour de Peilz (Vaud),

Suisse.

20 August.

‘My dear Lizzie,’ (she wrote),

‘No doubt you will be surprised to hear from me after all this time, and from such a strange place. Not that it is so very strange: indeed, it is extremely civilized, but you probably think of us still, if you think of us at all, in that house in Wellington Square which you once knew so well, though not perhaps in the happiest of circumstances. However, those days are now to be consigned to the past. I have had a great deal of time since then in which to reflect, and although I have reached no very firm conclusions I do know what courage is needed to see one through a life. You, my dear Lizzie, have always had that sort of courage. I was always impressed by you, even when you were a tiny child. But of course one does not say these things to a child.

‘The point of this letter is to ask you whether you would like to spend a little holiday here. I know how hard you work – my own short working life was frivolous in comparison – and the air of this place would do you so much good. There are not many distractions for a girl of your age, but if you like to walk the countryside is beautiful, and if you like to read, as I remember you always did, there is an excellent bookshop. Come at any time; there is snow in the winter, and the flowers are quite beautiful in the spring. And it is very pretty. I have grown quite fond of the place. I doubt if I shall ever go home now.

‘You see, we came to Switzerland when my husband’s health began to fail. He had enormous faith in the clinic here; one of his colleagues had benefited from similar treatment, swore he was a new man after a month’s stay. There was nothing really wrong with Freddie, but he was old and tired, and of course his heart was broken. In the first instance we only came for advice, but the moment he left Professor Lecoudray’s consulting room he said he felt better. He was not better, but it seemed only decent to help him to maintain that illusion. His final illness lasted six months; we found it convenient to take this rather nice flat, which Freddie liked, on a long lease. We both hated hotels. And there was room in the flat for Freddie’s nurse, Madame Irène. She stayed with me until he died, and still looks in from time to time. A nice woman, a good woman. And I have a very charming neighbour, Monsieur Papineau, so I am not at all lonely.’

(Such lies, she thought.)

‘Dear Lizzie, I am rather rich. There is no inoffensive way of saying this, but your holiday would be entirely at my expense. In addition to getting you away from London, I should like to spoil you a little. When we last met I thought you were looking very pale and thin (but you were always thin, even as a baby), and yet you seemed hardy. You singularly failed to take after your father, and you did not even look very much like your mother, although of course she was also fair, much fairer as a girl, when I knew her, than after you were born. Her hair seemed to darken then; it often happens. She was my dearest friend. My more serious purpose in wanting to see you is to tell you what I remember of her. You were only a child when she died. How long ago it seems! We were dear, dear friends. I still miss her.

‘You would be entirely free to come and go as you pleased here. If you wanted to spend an evening at home with me I could tell you about those early days, when your mother and I were girls. It is important that you should think of her as a strong healthy woman, and not as you remember her. You see, I know you a little. I know the shock you had, and I don’t want it to have had a permanent effect.

‘You are young, and you have your future before you. Dear Lizzie, don’t let an impression of sadness dim your love of life, which is too precious to be wasted. I have always felt that you had it in you to be something remarkable, and I should like, if I may, to help you towards whatever you see as your goal.

‘So, all I need is a telephone call or a postcard to say when you are coming. I will send your air ticket (Geneva, terribly quick) and await you here with the most eager anticipation. Forgive this long letter: letter-writing is the exile’s main occupation. Dear Lizzie, do come soon.

‘There is just one thing I ought to say before we meet. One name must never be mentioned. I know that you, who were always so sensitive, will understand.

‘With love, as always,

‘Your old friend Harriet (Lytton).’
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She addressed her letter to Miss Elizabeth Peckham, 59 Judd Street Mansions, Judd Street, London WC1, Grande Bretagne, and thought about Lizzie finding it when she returned home in the evening from her job at the Staveley Press, where she worked as a picture researcher. She thought about the flat, which she had visited twice. The first occasion had been entirely memorable; the second, inevitably, less so. She had been oddly anxious about the girl, who seemed so cold, so self-contained. The pretext for that second visit (but was it already three years ago?) was the return of a cardigan, which had somehow found its way to the house in Wellington Square; it had been kept in a carrier bag, until, in the great clearing up that had taken place, she had made her way to Judd Street in the darkening evening, through the rush-hour crowds, in the chance of finding Lizzie at home.

The building, Lizzie’s home now, had been gloomy, badly lit, with a black and white tiled floor and a huge caged lift. Once inside the flat she had had an impression of dimness, although lamps were lit, one with its shade turned up to give a better light. Lizzie must have got up from her desk to open the door; on the blotter was an empty carton of low-fat yoghourt. An open volume of Vuillard reproductions lay on a depressing brown sofa. The girl had been polite, as if not really surprised at seeing her, although she could not have been expected. She was always polite, or rather patient, as if waiting to get on with her own thoughts, willing to put up with distractions, but not willing to prolong them. Everyone knew that Lizzie was clever. ‘Have you thought of what you want to do later?’ Freddie had asked her when she was a silent adolescent. ‘I’m going to write,’ said the girl unhesitatingly. ‘But not straight away, not until I’m old.’ ‘How old?’ they had persisted. ‘Forty,’ was the answer. Freddie, behind a newspaper, had laughed; he was already long past retirement. But Harriet had taken her seriously. ‘You will have to travel, I suppose, and have lots of interesting experiences.’ ‘Oh, no,’ Lizzie had said. ‘It will all come out of my head.’ That was all that she would say. Prudently, she would divulge no more of her plans. In any case she seemed to be guarding her self-imposed designs, was already wedded to austerity and self-management. She gave the impression that no one would understand what she already understood so well herself.

Helpless, and not helped by any normal social noises, Harriet had glanced round the pitiless room, large, cold, dominated by the desk. A very small electric fire remained unlit. Lizzie had been wearing a sweater and jeans: Harriet had supposed that she changed into them when she came home, but in fact Lizzie had worn them to work like everyone else.

‘Is there anything you need, Lizzie?’ she had asked. ‘You see, we are going away for a while. I thought I should let you know.’

‘Oh, yes,’ said Lizzie politely.

‘I don’t like to think of you so much on your own. Of course, you have your work, I do see that. And you must have many friends.’

‘Friends? Yes, I suppose so. But my work keeps me quite busy.’

‘And you are still in touch with Elspeth, of course?’

‘I see her sometimes,’ said the girl indifferently.

‘And your father is still in America? Washington, isn’t it?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well then, dear.’ She paused. She had the feeling that Lizzie was waiting for her to leave. ‘I hope you are eating properly,’ she said. ‘Nutrition is so important at your age.’

‘I have lunch,’ said Lizzie. ‘I don’t want much in the evening.’ She registered politeness, even resignation, but remained standing.

‘Then I will let you get on with your work,’ said Harriet, as much to let the girl out of an impasse which she had no means of negotiating herself, as to admit to defeat. Perhaps Lizzie was unused to company, she thought. But she had always been reticent.

‘Goodbye then, dear. I will be in touch when we return.’

‘Goodbye. Thank you for bringing the cardigan.’

‘I was always Harriet to you in the old days. Do you remember?’

‘Of course,’ said Lizzie, turning to the door.

Out in the street Harriet had thought of the peculiar anxiety surrounding the girl, anxiety which she did nothing to disseminate, as if it were her protection, wariness her weapon. Pale, slight, she seemed as childlike now as she had done seven years earlier, when she was fourteen, when the conversation about her future profession had taken place. Harriet supposed that she had forgotten all about it, but this was not the case.

Lizzie Peckham’s decision was intact. Harriet Lytton’s visit had not affected her one way or the other, apart from an underlying annoyance, although she rather wished she had got rid of the empty yoghourt carton, and made a resolution to do so in future as soon as she had finished her supper. Otherwise she felt no misgivings about herself, although she was aware that other people found her difficult. This did not upset her. She accepted herself totally.

Harriet, in the street, was thinking along similar lines. I suppose I have become difficult to get along with, she mused. Living so long with my thoughts has made me awkward, unmanageable. I may have been intrusive, asking all those questions. Politeness was her own armour, against the world, but also against what was within herself. She would be grateful, for once, to get home, and once home, to get away. This darkness usually found her standing at the window, looking out on to the dimly lit street, until she turned with a sigh to Freddie and the task of tempting him to eat. Food was always on her mind: another anxiety.

And now, in the Résidence Cécil, when all that could have happened had already happened, she turned again from the window, where, unknown to herself, she stood each evening to catch the last glimpse of animation in the little street, the room behind her warm, bright, empty, waiting for a presence which she herself could not bestow. She thought about dinner, but felt a distaste for the meal she had no wish to eat. I could walk round to the Beau Séjour, she thought, as she so often did. Yet once in the flat she found it difficult to leave – and knew that when the time came she would heat some milk and go to bed. Evenings were very long.

On an impulse she moved to the telephone.

‘Joseph? Je vous dérange? Venez boire un verre.’

‘En anglais, Harriet, en anglais.’

‘Your English is perfect, as you know. It is my French that needs improving. You are quite heartless, Joseph.’

She could hear his eager steps on the stairs while she was still tidying her hair. This was quite unnecessary, she knew, for Monsieur Papineau did not find her attractive, although he seemed to delight in her company. They were indeed both past the age of romance: indeed, romance had not been much in evidence in her own life at any time. And Monsieur Papineau – Joseph – was the very antithesis of romance, although his approach to life was comprehensively amorous. Monsieur Papineau, quite simply, loved. A man of serenity, naïve, hopeful, childlike, he relished what the day brought him as only the very innocent can afford to do. His delightful rotundities spoke of the care which he devoted to his diet; Harriet saw him every morning, with his string bag, alert in the entrance, sniffing the air appreciatively, before stepping forth to begin the day’s consultations with shopkeepers. Sometimes he devised a treat for himself, lunch in one of the fine restaurants in Geneva, or perhaps a day going round the shops in Lausanne. He was pleasantly wealthy, or at least she supposed he was, and passionately Anglophile. On Saturdays he would go to the station bookstall in Geneva and buy the English magazines: Vogue, Country Life, The Economist. He had been at Oxford, had held a post at the Swiss Embassy in London, but remained, after a lifetime of presumably honourable activity, like a boy, pre-sexual. He dressed floridly, in coloured waistcoats, with a silk handkerchief cascading from his breast pocket. Harriet, from her window in the morning, could see the top of his tartan cap, or the voluminous beret he wore when it was damp.

He had been marvellous when Freddie was ill. ‘Allons-y, avançons,’ he had joked, supporting the bent figure as it crept up the stairs. He had had more patience with Freddie than Harriet had had herself, regarded an afternoon spent in Freddie’s largely wordless company as a treat in itself, just one of the many that filled his pleasant days. She remained drily grateful to him for his ministrations, yet aware that he could never share her own dark thoughts.

He beamed at her in the open doorway.

‘Ah.’ She sniffed. ‘Monsieur Rochas?’

‘No,’ he said happily. ‘Gentleman, de Givenchy.’

Never very expertly shaved – unusual, she thought, in a diplomat, although he was now a private citizen – he exuded bonhomie and waves of scent, as he followed her into the salon, rubbing his hands with enjoyment.

‘Such an interesting day,’ he said, in his faultless English. ‘I went through my photographs. All the early albums, you know. Father and I on holiday at Bembridge. We went there every year when I was a boy. Father had the yacht then, of course.’

‘Your mother died young, I think you told me?’ said Harriet, pouring out the Muscadet. She had heard this story before, many times, but it served as a subject for conversation in this strange place.

‘I never knew her,’ he said. ‘She died when I was a baby. But I have photographs. A beautiful woman. Father never forgot her, never thought of marrying again.’

‘And how did you grow up to be so contented? One would think you had had a great deal of love to be so, well, so happy, so satisfied … I don’t know how to put it. You always strike me as a very fulfilled person.’

‘Fulfilled!’ He took a handful of peanuts, a couple of which came to rest on his canary-yellow tie. ‘I am fulfilled, Harriet! But I owe that entirely to Missy.’

‘Of course, Missy,’ said Harriet. The beloved governess, with whom he had certainly been in love, as a child, as a boy, perhaps even as a man.

‘I cannot remember life without Missy,’ he went on. ‘She was with me until she died, you know.’ As always, at this point in his recital his eyes filled with tears. ‘She kept house for me, when I was working.’

‘Where did you live?’ she asked.

‘Hyde Park Gate. A flat, just big enough for the two of us. When she died I came back here: I couldn’t have stayed on. In any event I had already retired. There was nothing to keep me.’ His face fell into the pouches and folds characteristic of old age. For a moment he looked almost mature.

‘So we both ended up in the Résidence Cécil.’

‘But you will go home, Harriet! Once you have recovered your spirits. And what shall I do without you?’

She smiled at him. ‘I shall have to go back to London at some point, I suppose. The house is still there. But that is what I cannot face – the empty house.’

His face sprang into an energetic grimace of sympathy.

‘Ah, yes. The empty house. Without Freddie. I understand.’

She was silent, as always, when this matter arose, not quite knowing how to convey the fact that Freddie’s death was the last link in the chain that had once bound her to her own life, that she had in more ways than one outlived him, even before he died, and that she now functioned in ghostly form, as if all the living substance had been withdrawn, and only her strong and obstinate heart, beating away imperviously, held her on this earth.

‘Have you no one left?’ he ventured.

‘Why, yes. My parents are still alive, incredibly enough. I don’t know why I say that, but they always strike me as too young to be old. They are in their late seventies now, but still very active. They’ve always been popular, sociable. They used to love dancing. Well, those days are past, perhaps. They have aged, recently. Since my daughter died,’ she said steadily.

There was a silence. ‘Ma pauvre amie,’ he said finally, stretching out a mottled hand to her. But she got up, took the bottle, and poured him another glass of wine.

‘I do not like the past, Joseph,’ she said. ‘I am not like you. Nothing in my story appeals to me. And yet, as a girl, I was happy. Happy in a very simple sense. It goes with youth, or it did in my case. Not in yours,’ she smiled at him. ‘Now that I look back I see a sort of progressive darkening. Paradise lost. And yet it was a very humble paradise. I was a good but silly girl,’ she said. ‘And I have been a good and excessively foolish woman.’

‘You are still young,’ he protested.

‘Young? I am fifty-four. And I feel very old.’

Her tone frightened him. He did not know how to counter such bleakness, having always to hand the consolation of easy tears. Seeing this, she smiled at him.

‘But I haven’t told you my news!’ she said. ‘I may be having a young friend to stay. I have known her since she was a child; she is my god-daughter, or as good as. Her mother always said that I was to be her godmother, but in fact she had so much on her mind that matters got a little confused. But I have always thought of myself as … Well, I have tried to be close. Such a talented girl. Perhaps we could come with you on one of your days in Geneva or Lausanne. She may find it dull here; I hadn’t thought of that. I shall rely on you, Joseph. You always have such good ideas.’

His face brightened. It usually did, she reflected, plumping up cushions after he had gone. Mention a treat, an outing, a festivity, however modest, and he was a child again. But she wished he would not always talk of the past. The past to him was his golden treasure, all love, all happiness. Fortunate man to possess such capital! In comparison, her own past – she meant the past before, the pre-historic past – had been drab but dreamy, the sort of past that someone with no ascertainable history or parentage has, someone in whom the illusions of childhood outwit circumstance. With parents like children, frail, demanding, fearful, restless, as if some pleasure were being withheld from them. Only recently had she begun to think of them as adults, feeling pity for lives so haphazard, feeling gratitude that at last they were happy, that their old age was in some miraculous way their youth restored, that they no longer thought much of her, she who had interrupted their idyll so many years ago, and had more recently dealt them a terrible blow, just when they were beginning to think that life had been merciful to them, that at last – at last – they might make some concession to reality and admit that they were perhaps growing older, not old, not yet, but able in good conscience, and with due deference to their legendary youth, to relax, and with little more than a backward glance, to settle down.
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Unlike Monsieur Papineau, her only friend in this curious aftermath to a life, she could not recall her childhood with anything like the quality of affection which he lavished on the past. And yet she had been quite happy, although always aware that her advent in the lives of her parents had not been entirely welcome. But parents like hers were not destined to become parents, had been too young, too feckless, too irresistible to each other to bestow themselves on a child, particularly the kind of child she had turned out to be, so, as they said when they contemplated her, unlike themselves.

What she knew of those parents she had had to reconstruct later, for they, understandably enough, only spoke of themselves in glowing cinematic terms. She could not, they thought, take in their wonderful romance; they had remained too close, two brave (they thought) people against the world. All their daughter knew was that they had always been good-looking. That was their birthright and their charm. As lovers they were picturesque, notable. She had been brought up on the legend of their beauty, although it was already diminished by the time she knew them. Her mother, Merle, had been a ravishingly pretty girl in the fashion of the time, petulant, provocative. As Merle Harrap she had been trained in pretty ways: singing and dancing lessons, deportment, nothing practical, for she was expected to marry young. She met Hughie Blakemore in London, just before Hughie went to Oxford. Both knew immediately that they were meant for each other, that Oxford was an interval wished on them by outside forces, that he would break free in order to spend his time with her. In any event he was restless, weak-willed, evidently not a scholar, though handsome, dashing, and conventional in every other respect. He broke his widowed mother’s heart by leaving at the end of his fourth term in order to live with Merle, who was then taking elocution lessons, prior, as she thought, to a career on the stage. They lived like birds, on Hughie’s allowance, enjoying their youth. They married, to everyone’s relief, soon after, at a scandalously young age (a fact they exaggerated in later life). Harriet was born when war was already rumoured, by which time Hughie had joined the RAF. They were so young, so dashing, that Harriet’s birth passed almost unnoticed. Except, ‘Oh, Lord,’ said Merle, when shown the baby. ‘It may fade as she gets older,’ said the nurse, pulling the shawl a little tighter round the baby’s face, where the red mark appeared so incongruous beneath the wide innocent eyes. Merle felt for her, as well as love, a kind of reluctant pity, almost a distaste. She was glad to leave the child with her nurse and to put on the little black dress, the fur cape, and the cocktail hat, to go off to her young husband, equally dashing in his air force uniform, with the officer’s cap pushed back from his forehead, and the white silk scarf draped carelessly round his neck. How they drank! How they danced! In smoky basements, in hotel ballrooms, very occasionally in the officers’ mess when he wanted to show her off. And she did him proud, with her neat figure and her high heels, and her red, red lipstick which she renewed frequently, lifting her eyes provocatively from her mirror to gaze into his. He adored her, she him, although she was not having as good a time as she suspected he was. He had the gift, had always had it. But after she got a job as a mannequin at Marshall and Snelgrove things got a bit brighter. Then there was a bad period when she did not hear from him, and then came the news that his plane had been shot down over Osnabrück and he had been taken prisoner.

When she got him back he was different. The absence in his eyes frightened her; he seemed docile yet distracted. She resolved never again to let him out of her sight. With what she had saved, and his full disability pension and gratuity, she rented a little shop in William Street, filling it with the kind of smart black dresses that she herself liked to wear, and later with the dark greens and navies favoured by what she privately thought of as the old trouts in Pont Street. These splendid women were puzzled by the Labour government and the outbreak of an unspectacular peace. ‘We held the fort,’ they assured one another, disappointed when no one asked them how they had done it. Hughie sat in the room at the back of the shop, glad to be safe. As time went on he grew more confident, emerging for a chat with the old ladies – he was still very handsome – opening the door, carrying their parcels to the car, making coffee. The arrangement worked, well enough. The flat above the shop was small, which meant that the nurse had to go, and the landlord was somehow shady, lavish with extra clothes coupons, and perpetually mentioning that the rent would have to be reviewed. Merle grew very thin, smart, haggard, brilliant-eyed. Harriet went to school.

There were moments of peace, of unity, of something like sweetness. After school Harriet would sit with Hughie in the room behind the shop and do her homework. Hughie would place before her, with slightly shaking hands, a cup of weak tea, and later, even more tremulously, a doughnut on a cracked plate. He would subside into his chair with a sigh of contentment and address himself to his own tea, but sometimes his hand shook so violently that he could only raise his cup to his lips with a visible effort at control. After this he would wink at Harriet. ‘Everything okay, sweetie?’ he would ask. His slang dated from before the war. ‘Everything tickety-boo?’ Yes, she would nod, for she was a stoic in her way. ‘Merle means blackbird,’ she might say, looking up from her French homework. ‘Blackbird, eh?’ he would reply. ‘To me she’s Helen of Troy.’ And he would get up and go into the shop, as if unable to be parted from her for another minute. And the old ladies from Pont Street would smile as he put his arm round her waist, although Merle herself was now too tired and too busy for this kind of thing. ‘I can get it for you, Mrs Armstrong,’ she would be saying. ‘I saw the material the last time I went to Maddox Street.’ In Maddox Street something mysterious went on once a month and resulted in the exchange of scarce cloth for illegal coupons. Merle gave the material to an outworker, and everyone was precariously satisfied.

It was demanding, it was even hazardous, but they managed. Regularly a car drew up and out stepped their landlord, Mr Latif, a sharp-eyed Lebanese businessman, come to pick up the post-war pieces in the form of derelict property. Those were the days when the Lebanese were rich, active, and influential, a merchant class of infinite resource. ‘Hughie! Harriet!’ Merle would call, agitation in her voice. They would present a smiling front, coffee and cakes would be brought out, and Mr Latif would lay aside his hat and his coat with the razored lapels and relax a little. Few people welcomed him these days, and he liked the girl, with her eyes flowering candidly above the birthmark. She did not wince when he patted her cheek, seeing no harm, as indeed there was none. He liked her for that perception. She was perhaps young for her age; he liked that too. ‘Eh bien, ma petite, comment allez-vous ces jours-ci?’ he would say, in order to see how she was doing in French. ‘Très bien, merci, Monsieur Latif,’ she would reply. It was all he could get out of her, but all the same he was quite pleased. He was sorry for her, doing her lessons at the back of the shop, with only the impotent father for company, for so he thought of him. It was perhaps pity for Harriet (or was it for Merle, who accepted his embraces?) that kept him from raising the rent: the shop did not interest him, although he had his eye on the flat, which he intended to repossess. But he was in no hurry, and in his way he was glad of the welcome they gave him. He thought them doomed, but hoped that the girl would be all right. At Christmas he brought her a large box of crystallized fruits. She thanked him and put them on one side. Hughie’s shaking fingers seized on them with delight. He craved sweet things, as well as sweet thoughts, sweet words, sweet music. There was not enough sweetness in the world to satisfy Hughie, who aged only physically, and that barely at all: his mind retained the ardour and goodwill he had possessed as a boy. Merle, seeing him smile with satisfaction as he performed some small task – a cup to be washed, a parcel to be tied – asked herself whether she had the strength to maintain this household all on her own, and then told herself that she not only could but must.

Sometimes it was manageable. The little back room was warm in winter, when the rain lashed the windows. Merle, taking a break, would kick off her high-heeled shoes, and Hughie would massage her feet. Harriet would close her books and run next door for coconut macaroons. Tea would be brewed and cigarettes smoked. When she saw her mother relaxed Harriet would open her book again. They asked nothing of her, seemed glad of her presence, did not enquire into her thoughts. It was in many ways a sheltered upbringing, so much so that Harriet had no longing for the outside world. The shop and the back room, so warm, so peaceful, and her simple father and her brave mother were company enough for her. And then there was school, which she also loved, and the public library. She was quite happy.

She had a friend, whom she worshipped, Tessa Dodd, a cut above her, indeed a cut above the rest. The Dodds lived in Cadogan Square. Colonel Dodd, a solid invincible-looking man, went to Whitehall every day and did something patriotic. Mrs Dodd had her own dressmaker and did not patronize ‘Merle’. Tessa was tall and fair and commanding, a heroine to her contemporaries. Harriet would be invited for tea, along with Pamela Harkness and Mary Grant, whom she also thought of as her friends, although there was an indefinable difference. They were kind enough, though the three of them were occasionally distracted by laughter which left Harriet puzzled. Skirts would be tried on in Tessa’s bedroom after tea, blouses exchanged. The blouses were unbuttoned at the top, to judge the effect. ‘Tessa, you can’t!’ Mary would shriek, and they would collapse. After that, exhausted, and perhaps a little disgusted, they would kindly include Harriet in their conversation. ‘What are you doing tonight, Hattie?’ Mary or Pamela would ask. ‘Washing my hair’ or ‘Reading’, she would say, and be aware of a giggle suppressed. But they were kind, and she was always asked again.

(Oh, my companions, thought Mrs Lytton, in her exile. My lost companions.)

Yet of the four of them she was the first to marry, although there was little sign of this. She went to a secretarial school in Oxford Street, where again she was perfectly happy, happy above all after her day’s typing, when she walked home in the darkening evening, at one with the home-going crowd. Even at the age of twenty she perceived the beauty of this, the virtue of doing a day’s work and receiving the reward, the legitimate reward, of the lighted streets and the buses, and the girls – like herself – in their smart cheap clothes. In the summer she walked through the park and thought that this was all she needed, or indeed knew, of wider spaces and of fresher air. Tessa she still saw occasionally, but Tessa was busy most evenings, and in the daytime attended a cookery course with Mary and Pamela. But though distracted and high-spirited Tessa was still kind. The others she did not see, nor did she particularly want to, since Pamela had advised her to cover her birthmark – now largely faded, but still visible – with heavy make-up. Harriet overlooked this, but could not quite forget it. ‘I must rise above it,’ she said to herself in her bedroom that night, after shedding a few tears. ‘I must simply live on a higher plane.’

She got a job typing invoices in a bookshop, which she also loved. Again, she was perfectly happy. From the back of one shop to the back of another seemed to her a logical progression, and a satisfactory one. She had no ambition. She still walked home, from Cork Street now, and still perceived the beauty of the procedure. One evening there was a visitor sitting with her father, a man who had been in his squadron and who had thought to look him up. He stood up when Harriet entered, and was introduced as Freddie Lytton. Both Merle and Hughie seemed excited and gratified by his presence, although Mr Lytton appeared taciturn in comparison. To judge from the fine sheen on his hair and his complexion he was wealthy. He seemed contained, thoughtful, a dry laugh merely escaping him from time to time. A man good at keeping his own counsel, making his way. He was with an oil company, he said: his large car stood at the door. Harriet, flushed from the evening air, was grateful to him for making her father laugh. There was a bottle of whisky on the little desk, and next to it the visitor’s fine black gloves. He was perhaps forty-five or forty-six, elderly. ‘Your father showed me how to make up my bed,’ he told her. ‘I hadn’t a clue.’ Merle and Hughie laughed. Harriet joined in politely.

‘Can I take you all out to dinner?’ he asked.

‘No, my dear,’ said Merle quickly. ‘It’s sweet of you, but after a day on my feet I’m whacked. But I’m sure Hattie would love to go.’

She went, again moved by a strange politeness, the quality that stood her in such good stead in the bookshop. He made her drink a glass of wine, and ordered for her. She found him agreeable, if a little uninteresting. But kind, very kind. Encouraged, she talked about her job, about the books she was reading. She was flattered by his attention, reminding herself to make this the main item of her weekly telephone call to Tessa. She was happy as she thought about this, her small contribution to the great game. After paying the bill he said to her, ‘I have enjoyed myself. Would you like to do this again?’

‘Oh, yes,’ she said enthusiastically. ‘I should love to.’

He walked her back through the beautiful evening, and rang the bell at the street door beside the shop. Merle appeared looking exhausted, but with a radiant smile, her feet encased in incongruous pink slippers.

‘Here she is,’ said Mr Lytton. ‘Safe and sound.’

‘Freddie, you are an angel. Did you thank Freddie, darling? Now we want to see you again. You’ve done Hughie so much good. And my poor Hattie doesn’t get out as much as I’d like her to. Say you’ll come again.’

‘Oh, I’ll come again, now that I’ve found you,’ said Mr Lytton. He raised his hat and kissed Merle on the cheek, then held out his hand to Harriet.

‘Goodnight, Harriet. Thank you for a very pleasant evening.’ And he melted away into the night, forgetting that his car was still at the door. Five minutes later they heard him drive off.

In the dark hallway at the bottom of the stairs leading up to the flat Merle looked tensely at her daughter, then nodded.

‘Go to bed now, darling,’ she said. ‘I’ve put one or two things in your room. A couple of dresses I brought home from Maddox Street. I think it’s time you took a bit more care of yourself.’

Harriet heard her parents talking on the other side of the thin bedroom wall for what seemed like a long time. The wine had made her sleepy, and she gave no further thought to her evening. If she thought about it at all on the following day it was in connection with Tessa, for whom she had at last an item of news.

And Tessa was intrigued, as were Mary and Pamela, all gathered together for once at Gunter’s on a Saturday afternoon.

‘Freddie Lytton?’ asked Pamela sharply. ‘My father knows him. He’s been to our house. He’s rich.’

‘But if your father knows him he must be pretty old,’ said Mary.

‘He is. He’s ancient. How on earth did you get hold of him, Hattie? He’s been married. His wife left him, or something. He’s divorced.’

‘I always blame the man if the wife leaves,’ said Tessa, with a worldly air.

‘Oh, so do I,’ they concurred, but Harriet, bewildered, said, ‘I thought he was rather nice.’

All were alerted to the event while she was still in ignorance. New dresses awaited her in her bedroom when she returned from the bookshop, and sometimes Mr Lytton was downstairs, sitting with her father. Harriet thought her mother might be attracted to Mr Lytton, so excited did she seem. In a dress which she privately disliked, Harriet prepared to go out with Mr Lytton, rather reluctantly, as she was tired and a little depressed. She was looking at her face in the mirror when Merle entered her room and stood with her back conspiratorially to the door, her hands spread out on either side of her. There was a smudge of cigarette ash on the bodice of her black dress.

‘I hope you know what this is all leading up to, Hattie,’ she said.

‘Yes,’ said Harriet, even more tired and depressed. ‘I suppose I do.’

‘Well, all I ask is that you do the right thing. Daddy and I aren’t getting any younger, you know. We’d like to enjoy life while we still can. I’ll soon be fifty, Harriet.’

‘So will Freddie,’ said Harriet, which was ignored, though registered.

‘I can’t work for ever,’ Merle went on. ‘And Latif definitely wants the flat. We can get a good price from him. We want out, darling, don’t you see?’ She began to cry. ‘He’s a good man. And he’s besotted, although he doesn’t show it. And not everyone … Although it’s faded a lot …’ She was crying in earnest now, ashamed of herself, bitter with impatience. ‘Oh dear,’ she sobbed. ‘I can’t go down like this. I’ll have to stay up here. Don’t keep him waiting, darling.’ She took Harriet in her arms and kissed her, leaving a smear of damp on the girl’s cheek. Then she sank down on to the bed, put her head in her hands, and wept.
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Her parents, no longer Mother and Father, but Merle and Hughie, in deference to their almost exact contemporaneity with her husband, released the flat and the shop to Latif, were largely compensated, and decamped to Brighton. Why Brighton? It was a place they remembered from the old days, when weekends were spent at the races, or taking a spin along the coast to Rottingdean, or dancing at the Grand. They were unprepared for the stony wind-blown shopping precinct, and the greatly increased traffic, and the conference centre where they remembered a skating-rink. But Brighton meant so much more to them than its new and odd appearance: it meant youth, their own youth, and their little car, and the lights going on in the blue evening. It meant the last years before the war, when there was nothing to spoil their pleasure. They had decided on Brighton before going down to see it, fearful perhaps of any changes that might remind them that they were no longer young. Eventually they hired a chauffeur-driven car. The auspices were good: the sun shone from a clear autumn sky, and their driver was cheerful. It was wonderful to see how Hughie recaptured some of his old confidence away from the shop, how he bought them all gins and tonic at the Grand, shot his cuffs and surveyed the promenade. The driver, Norman, a good-hearted man, guided them through the afternoon, waited for them outside shops, conveyed estate agents to and from properties which they rejected with a moue as old-fashioned.

Finally, just as the light was going, they found the flat, in a new block overlooking the promenade and the now mysterious sea, so placid, so uninteresting under the extinguishing darkness that covered it. Both exclaimed with delight at the dainty kitchen, the two, admittedly small, bathrooms, the balcony, the glass doors. ‘We’ll take it,’ they said simultaneously, were driven back to the office, signed the cheque with the assurance of their new-found solvency, and insisted on vacant possession within the month. They wanted to be in by Christmas, which they dreaded. They dreaded change, and Harriet’s leaving, for she was a dear good girl, and her marriage, which might well turn them into grandparents before they were ready, was, although an accomplishment of a sort, still something of a surprise. They knew so few people. But they would join a bridge club, even if it meant their having to play bridge, and they would find a few restaurants, and get themselves known somehow. They usually managed to be on friendly terms with barmen: that at least was what had happened in the old days. And they were both determined to make a go of things, for Harriet had been bound to leave sooner or later. Merle felt sorry for her, knowing that she was too young for her age, knowing that Freddie was probably too old. But what was she to do? It was not as if their way of life
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