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The taxi-driver thought he had offended me. I pushed a five-pound note through the opening in the glass panel and said to stop and let me out. The lights were changing from red and as he pulled in to the side he said in a truculent way,

‘I’ve a right to my own opinion.’

He had been talking about forcible sterilization of the unfit, a subject resulting from some newspaper controversy, and he was all for it, voraciously and passionately for it. I might have been offended, I especially might have been offended – if I had been listening, if I had taken in more than the gist of it.

‘I didn’t even hear you,’ I said, realizing as I said it that this would only make things worse, and I risked the truth, though I knew it wouldn’t help, ‘I saw a woman I know, a woman I used to know. On the crossing. I have to see her.’ Out on the pavement, I shouted back at him, ‘Keep the change!’

‘What change?’ he said, though there was some, a reasonable tip. He was one of those men who think women are mad, or tell themselves women are mad, this being the only way to explain otherwise inexplicable behaviour, the only way to defend themselves against the threatening regiment. ‘You want to get yourself seen to,’ he shouted, and – who knows? – perhaps he was reverting to his original subject.

It wasn’t malice that had made him set me down on the south side of the Green. It only seemed like it as I stood there, imprisoned by the flow, the running tide of traffic, that at the same time had the effect of a door constantly slamming in my face. All the while the lights remained at green Bell was slipping away farther and farther from me. The metal tide, the slamming door, bore a great exodus out of Wood Lane and the Uxbridge Road, from the West End by Holland Park Avenue, out of the West Cross Route, and the emerald light pulled it on, summoned it to a swifter onslaught, a more tumultuous roar. It cut off my view of the Green on which she must now be – walking which way?

Through the taxi’s windscreen I had seen her on this crossing. With her characteristic gliding walk unchanged, back straight, head held high as if she carried an amphora balanced on it, Bell had passed northwards from the Hammersmith side. I gasped, I know I did, I may even have let out a cry, which to my cab-driver had sounded like a protest at his words. She disappeared from my sight towards Holland Park so quickly that she might have been an hallucination. But I knew she wasn’t. I knew that strange though it was to find her in this unlikely place, it had been Bell I saw and I had to follow her even after all these years and after all the terrible things.

Enforced waiting when you are in a desperate hurry, that is one of life’s worst small stings. It didn’t seem small to me then. I jogged up and down, bouncing on my feet, praying, begging the lights to change. And then I saw her again. Buses moved, a red wall of them, and I saw her again, crossing the green, a rapidly retreating figure, tall and erect and looking straight ahead of her. She was in black, all black, the kind of bunchy clustered clothes only the very tall and thin can wear, the waist that looks breakable contained by a wide black belt as if to keep it from snapping in two. From the first sight of her I had noticed something startlingly different. Her hair, which had been very fair, had changed colour. Although I could no longer make it out across the expanse of grass and paths as the figure of Bell grew smaller, I understood with a sense of shock, with a kind of hollow pang, that her hair was grey.

The lights changed and we streamed across in front of the impatient, barely stationary, waiting cars. Or fled in my case, fled on to the Green and across it in pursuit of Bell whom I could no longer see, who had disappeared. I knew of course where she had gone, into the tube station, down into the tube. A 50p ticket out of the machine and I was going down on the escalator, forced now to face alternatives and make a choice, the ancient but everlasting choice of which of two paths to take, in this case westwards or eastwards? Bell had been a Londoner once. Before she disappeared from all our lives into the limbo years, into no man’s land, the cloister fort et dure, she had been a Londoner who, in spite of sojourns in exile, boasted she would lose her way west of Ladbroke Grove or east of Aldgate. West of Ladbroke Grove (simply The Grove to her and all of us then) she had been this evening but visiting only, I thought. Somehow I knew she was going home.

So I turned to the platform going east and the train came in at the same time, but before I got into it I saw her again. She was a long way along the platform, walking towards the opening doors, and her hair was as grey as ashes. It was ash grey and done up like Cosette’s had once been, done in the very precise style of hers, piled loosely on her head in the shape of a cottage loaf with a knot in the centre like a bun of dough, the way it had been when first Cosette came to the House of Stairs.

There was something dreadfully disturbing about this, so upsetting indeed that I felt a real need to sit down and rest, close my eyes and perhaps breathe deeply. But of course I dared not sit down. I had to station myself just inside the doors so that I could see Bell when she left the train and walked past my carriage to the way out. Or even briefly go out on to the platform at each station in case her exit took her the other way and I missed her. I was very afraid anyway that I was going to lose her, but not so preoccupied that I couldn’t examine the situation as I stood close up against those doors. For the first time I wondered if Bell would want to see me and I wondered what we would say to each other, at least to begin with. I couldn’t imagine that Bell blamed me, as for instance Cosette had blamed me. But would she expect me to blame her?

I was thinking along these lines when the train came into Holland Park. The doors opened and I leaned out, looking along the length of the train, but Bell didn’t emerge. It was about half past seven by this time and although a lot of people were about, the crowds had gone. Doing what I was doing, or trying to do, would have been impossible in the rush hours. The next station would be Notting Hill Gate and I was almost certain Bell wouldn’t alight there, for this was the station we had all of us used in those days, all of us that is except Cosette, who went everywhere by car or taxi. Bell, for all that she had loved these particular parts of west London, wouldn’t have been so insensitive as to choose a return to those streets and that tube station when she came out of prison.

There it was, I had said it, silently and to myself, in my own head, but I had uttered the word. Not cloister nor limbo nor no man’s land, but prison. It made me feel weak, dizzy almost. And this thought was succeeded by another, very nearly equally tumultuous: I hadn’t expected her to be free, I had thought another year at least, I am not prepared for this. Had I expected her ever to be freed? But I had to be prepared, I had to get out of the train in case I was wrong, in case Bell was not living here but only visiting and was obliged to use this station. I stood on the platform, watching for her, but again she did not appear.

She left the train at Queensway. I got out and followed her, certain now that I must catch up with her in the crowd that stopped to wait for the lift. But when the lift came it could accommodate only so many of the waiting passengers. I saw Bell get into it, her fine ashen head held high above all but two of the others, but had to take the second lift myself. However, before I did so, before the doors of the first lift closed, Bell turned to face this way and looked straight at me. I don’t know whether she saw me or not, I have been puzzling about this but still I can’t say, though I think she didn’t. The lift doors closed and the lift rose up, bearing her away.

It was sunset when I came out into the Bayswater Road, the sky a pale red but tumbled with ranges of cloud that were rust-coloured and crimson and nearly black. The skies of cities are so much finer than anything you see in the country and London has the best of them, though I know Americans would make that claim for New York and I will gladly give it second place. T. H. Huxley used to look down Oxford Street at sunset and see apocalyptic visions, and that evening I too seemed to see wonderful configurations above the Park and Kensington Palace Gardens, great swollen masses of cloud stained with the colours of ochre and dried blood, dividing in the wind to lay bare little limpid lakes of palest blue, closing again in vaporous surges dark as coal. But Bell I couldn’t see, Bell I had lost.

I walked back and looked up Queensway. I looked along the Bayswater Road in both directions. There was a tall woman in black a long way ahead, walking westwards, and I think even then I knew in my heart it wasn’t Bell, though her waist was small and her hair was grey. I deceived myself because what else was I to do? Go home empty-handed and empty-hearted? I should have to do that sooner or later, but not now, not yet. And the moment the woman had turned out of the Bayswater Road into St Petersburgh Place my conviction that it was Bell, it must be Bell, returned – for how could she have escaped and hidden herself so fast? – and I pursued more eagerly, up St Petersburgh Place, past the synagogue and St Matthew’s, along Moscow Road and into Pembridge Square, across Pembridge Villas. By then, of course, we were nearer Notting Hill Gate tube station than Queensway and I was telling myself that Bell deliberately avoided it, took this long way round to her home because it was as hard for her as it was for me, or harder, to face the old associations.

I lost her somewhere this side of the Portobello Road. I say ‘somewhere this side’ as if I didn’t know the place like the palm of my own hand, as if I could have been indifferent to any inch of it, forgotten any yard of it. It was in Ledbury Road that I lost her and found her again on the corner of the Portobello Road where she had met a friend and stopped to talk. And then I saw it wasn’t Bell, as that part of me which would recognize her blindfold had always known. It was an older woman than Bell, who would now be forty-five, that I had been following and the girl she was talking to on the corner was a small dumpy blonde, her shrill laughter echoing in that empty ugly glamorous street. I walked on past them and saw the red sky was no longer red but a wild stormy grey of heavy jostling clouds and black with thunder over Kensal Town.

Few people were in the streets. It had been different when first I came here nearly twenty years ago and all the youth of England was on fire, and most it seemed to me, in Notting Hill. Now there were cars instead, cars which swallowed up the people and transported them in protective capsules. The houses here have gardens and in May they are full of blossoming trees so that the place smells of engine oil and hawthorn, honeysuckle and petrol fumes. It was French cigarettes it smelt of in Cosette’s day, any old cigarettes come to that, French and English and Russian and Passing Clouds even, and marijuana in the Electric Cinema. I walked along, not the way I had come, but further south than that, along Chepstow Villas, and I knew where I was going, there is no possibility I can claim I was tending that way by chance, that I didn’t know Archangel Place lay in that direction.

But it was of Bell that I was thinking as I walked, wondering who there was that I could find to lead me to her; who would know. My certainty remained that she had been going home, was very likely home by now. It was the sight of me from the lift at Queensway station which had sent her hurrying, hiding even. She had only to slip inside the entrance of the Coburg Hotel or even into Bayswater tube station, just a few yards along Queensway, to have eluded me. And of course she didn’t live in Notting Hill, but somewhere in Bayswater. There must be someone I could find who would tell me where. But that she should have wanted to elude me …? I who never walk anywhere if I can help it had been walking fast and running in pursuit of the real and the false Bell and my legs began to ache.

It is inescapable always the feeling that this may be it, this time it is no ordinary tiredness but the early warning itself, and the usual unease touched me, the usual quiver of panic. I am not old enough yet to be out of danger, I am still within the limit. But oh, what a bore it all is, how dreary and repetitive and simply boring after all these years, yet how can something be a bore and a terror at one and the same time? I have told no one, ever, but Bell and Cosette. Well, Cosette knew already, naturally she did. Does Bell remember? When she saw me in the station did she remember then and wonder if it had caught me yet or passed me by and left me safe?

I told myself, as I always do, your legs ache because you’re not fit (the muscle in your chin jumps because you are tired, carelessness made you drop that glass) and I thought what a fool I was to go out in high heels, in pointed shoes that pinched my toes. It scarcely helped, nothing helps except the ache, the tic, the weakness, going away. I thought I would hail the next taxi that came round one of those narrow leafy corners, out of a crescent or a terrace, for this region of West Eleven is a tight-knit confusion, a labyrinth of alleys and mewses, blown fields and flowerful closes, green pleasure and grey grief.

No taxi came and I was fooling myself when I said I would have taken it if it had. I had come to the narrow lane that leads into the mews and thence into Archangel Place, a lane which, for all its overhanging tree branches and dense jostling hedges, could never be in the country. Slates, polished by the passage of town shoes and their friction, pave it, and there is privet in the hedge and catalpa among the trees. It smells of a city, of staleness and use, and underfoot is dust rather than earth. Between the mews and the street stands the church called St Michael the Archangel, Victorian Byzantine, unchanged, not closed and boarded up, not transformed by one of those vaguely blasphemous conversions into a block of flats, but just the same and with its doors flung wide to show the archangel in the sanctuary with his outspread wings.

I paused on the corner, bending down to rub the muscles in my calves, then looked up and stood up, stood there looking down the narrow, straight and rather short street. From there the House of Stairs also appeared unaltered. But it was dusk now, the long London summer dusk, gloomy and cool, and changes might be hidden. Slowly and deliberately, as if out for a stroll, I walked down on the opposite side. On summer evenings when Cosette lived there people used to sit on doorsteps and when it was hot sunbathe stretched out on the flat roofs of porches. But Archangel Place has come up in the world and I suspect that behind the varied façades, Dutch, Victorian Baroque, neo-Gothic, Bayswater Palladian, are rank upon rank of neat flats that are called ‘luxury conversions’, with close carpeting and false ceilings and double glazing. It was soon clear to me that number fifteen was such a one, for where Cosette had a twisted wrought-iron bellpull is a row of entryphone buzzers with printed cards above each one.

How could I have had the bizarre idea that Bell’s name might be on one of them? It was this at any rate that made me cross the road and look. The House of Stairs has become six flats, from basement to attic every floor economically used by occupants with Greek names and Arab names, a Frenchman by the sound of him, an Indian, a woman who might be German-Jewish or just an American, but no Bell. Of course not. The colour of the house had changed. From the corner of the street this had not been discernible, but now it was, this new, doubtful shade that might be quite different in broad day from what the lamplight showed me, a darkish buff. When Cosette bought it the house was painted the dull green of a cabbage leaf but the stonework remained its natural cream colour, as it still is now. The windows, five sets of them above ground level and one below, you can see for yourself in Ruskin’s The Stones of Venice, the plate that shows the arch masonry in the Broletto of Como. Whether the architect went there to see for himself or simply copied these windows from Ruskin’s drawing I don’t know, but they are very faithful renderings, each consisting of three arches with a knot like a clove-hitch half-way up the two double shafts which are surmounted by Corinthian capitals. You can get a better idea from the picture.

There were lights on in these windows and not all the curtains were drawn. I retreated across the road and stood under one of the plane trees that line the street. It was shedding from its dying flowers the pale fluffy stuff that Perpetua used to say gave her hay fever. The new owners or the builders had changed the front door which when Cosette lived there would also have been to Ruskin’s taste, having a pointed arch and its woodwork ornamented with ears of corn and oak leaves enclosed by fillets. The new one was a neo-Georgian monstrosity and the arched top of the architrave had been filled in with a pane of ruby-coloured stained glass. But no one had changed the garden – the front garden, that is, for the back was invisible from where I stood.

It is a very small area of garden, between the pavement and the deep recess that separates it from the basement window. What always made back and front gardens remarkable was that they were grey gardens of grey flowers and grey foliage, cinerarias and sea holly, rabbit’s ears, lavandula lanata, the silver dwarf lavender, lychnis coronaria with leaves like felt, cardoons that are sisters of the globe artichoke, artemisia with its filigree foliage, ballotas and senecios. I who knew nothing of gardening learnt the names of all the plants in Cosette’s garden. Jimmy the gardener taught me, was delighted to find someone who cared enough to learn, and those names have stuck with me. Did Jimmy still come? He used to say that lanata was frail and would scarcely survive without his care. The plants looked thriving to me and the pale silver irises were in full bloom, their papery petals gleaming in the greenish lamplight.

Without being able to see it, aware that I couldn’t have borne to see it, I knew that the back garden would be different, would have undergone some tremendous change. Whoever had the house after Cosette, and after I refused it, must have known, must have been discreetly told and have decided to accept the facts and live with them. But along with this decision would have come a need to alter the garden, change the positions of things, perhaps plant trim box bushes and sharp-pointed conifers, bright-coloured flowers. All this would be designed to exorcise the ghosts that some say derive from the energy left behind after an event of violent terror.

I tried to see between the houses, to make my eyes penetrate brick wall and high hedge, black, nearly solid, masses of evergreen foliage. But if the eucalypt had still been there its thready branches with fine pointed grey leaves would by now far exceed in height the hollies and the laurel, for gum trees, as Jimmy once told me, grow tall quickly. If it were still there it might even by now have reached close to that high window. It wasn’t there, it couldn’t be, and before I turned my eyes away I imagined its felling and its fall, the powerful medicinal scent that must have come from its dying leaves and severed trunk.

There are two balconies only on the façade of the House of Stairs, on the windows of the drawing-room and principal-bedroom floors, and they are copies of the balconies on the Ca’ Lanier, bulbous at the base, somewhat basket-like. This disciple of Ruskin was not averse to a hotch-potch of styles. As I stood there the central window on the drawing-room floor opened and a man came out on to the balcony to take in a plant in a pot. He didn’t look in my direction but down at his plant and, re-entering, swept aside the curtain to afford me a glimpse of a gold-lit interior, mainly a tiny twinkling chandelier and a dark red wall no more than ten feet inside the window, hung with mirrors and pictures in white frames. It was a shock of a physical kind, clutching at the centre of my body. And yet of course I knew the drawing room must have been sub-divided; must, for it had been thirty feet deep, now comprise the whole flat. The curtain fell and the window was closed once more. I had a sudden vivid memory of returning from some time away, some visit to Thornham perhaps, and of climbing the first flight of stairs to open the drawing-room door and seeing Cosette seated there at the table, her head at once turning towards me, that radiant smile transforming her wistful face, her arms out as she rose to receive me into her unfailing welcoming embrace.

‘Darling, did you have a good time? You don’t know how we’ve all missed you!’

A gift for me there would be from that clutter on the table, a homecoming present carefully chosen, the strawberry pincushion perhaps or one of the gemstone eggs. And she would have wrapped it in paper as beautiful as William Morris fabric, tied it with satin ribbon, perfuming it as she did so by chance contact with her own skin, her own dress …

My eyes were tightly shut. Involuntarily I had closed them when the tenant or owner of the first-floor flat allowed me a sight of his living room, and I conjured up Cosette where the red wall now was. I opened my eyes, took a last look at the changed, re-ordered, spoiled house and turned away. It was dark by then and as I began walking towards Pembridge Villas, refusing for some melodramatic reason to look back, a taxi came out of one of the mewses and I got into it. Leaning back against the slippery upholstery, I felt curiously tired and worn. You will think I had forgotten all about Bell, but she had only temporarily been pushed out of my mind by remembering Cosette and by all the other emotions the House of Stairs awakened. What I had truly forgotten was the pain in my legs and this had gone, I was reprieved, the bore and the terror would be gone for a week or two.

Of Bell I now thought in a new mood of tranquillity. Perhaps it was all for the best that I had lost her, that there had been no confrontation. Again I wondered if she had seen me over the heads of those people in the lift and again I couldn’t make up my mind. Had she fled from me or, innocent of my presence behind her, left the station and gone directly into one of the Queensway shops? It might even be, and this was disturbing, that, emerging, she had followed me, unaware of who I was. Or indifferent? That too had to be faced.

Perhaps she would want to know no one from those old days but start afresh with new friends and new interests, and that (as I now decided must be the case) was borne out by her living in Bayswater or Paddington, areas of London I believed she had never lived in before.

But all this made no difference to my decision to find her. I would find where she was and how she lived and what she now called herself, and obtain a sight of her, even if I took it no further than that. My heart sank a little when I contemplated the prison years, insofar as I could imagine them, the waste of life, the loss of youth. And then, just as I had had a kind of vision of Cosette at that drawing-room table, loaded as it always was with books and flowers, sheets of paper and sewing things, the telephone, glasses for seeing through and glasses for drinking from, photographs and postcards and letters in their envelopes, so I seemed to see Bell as she was almost the first time I ever saw her, walking into the hall at Thornham to tell us that her husband had shot himself.
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I was fourteen when they told me. They were right, they had to tell me, but perhaps they could have waited a few more years. What harm would it have done to wait four years? I wasn’t likely to have married in those four years, I wasn’t likely to have had a baby.

Those were the words I used to Bell when I told her this story. She is the only one I have ever told, for Elsa doesn’t know, even my ex-husband Robin doesn’t know. I confided it all to Bell on one dark winter’s day in the House of Stairs, not up in the room with the long window, but sitting on the stairs drinking wine.

It wasn’t that my mother’s illness was apparent. They weren’t even sure she was ill, not physically that is. Mental changes, which is how the books describe her condition, could be attributed to many causes or to none in particular. But they had set fourteen as the age and they stuck to it and told me, not on the birthday itself, which is what happens to the heroes and heroines of romance initiated into family rituals and family secrets on some pre-set coming of age, but two months later, on a wet Sunday afternoon. They must have known it would frighten me and make me unhappy. But did they understand what a shock it was? Did they realize they would make me feel as much set apart from the rest of humanity as if I had a hump on my back or was destined to grow seven feet tall?

I understood then why I was an only child, though not why I had been born at all. For a while I reproached them for giving me birth, for being irresponsible when even then they knew the facts. And for a while, a long while, I no longer wanted them as parents, I no longer wanted to know them. The rapid progress of my mother’s illness made no difference. There is no time in our lives when we are so conspicuously without mercy as in adolescence. I turned from them and their secret, her distorted genes, his watchful eyes and suspenseful waiting for the appearance of signs, to someone who was kind and didn’t cause me pain. I turned to Cosette.

Of course I had known Cosette all my life. She was married to my mother’s cousin Douglas Kingsley and because we are a small family – naturally, we are – the few of us in London gravitated towards each other. Besides, they lived near us or near enough, a walk away if you didn’t mind long walks and I can’t have done in those days. Their house was in Wellgarth Avenue, which is Hampstead – almost Golders Green. It faced the ponds and Wildwood Road, a thirties Tudor place, huge for two people, which was meant to resemble, but didn’t quite, a timbered country farmhouse. When people told Douglas that Garth Manor was very large for just two people he used to reply simply and not in the least offensively, ‘The size of a man’s home doesn’t depend on the size of his family. It’s a matter of his status and position in the world. It reflects his achievement.’

Douglas was an achiever. He was a rich man. Every morning he was driven down to the City in his dark green Rolls-Royce to join the queue of cars, even then, in the fifties and sixties, rolling ponderously down Rosslyn Hill. He sat in the back going through the papers in his briefcase, studying them through the thick lenses of glasses in dark solid frames, while his driver contended with the traffic. Douglas had iron-grey hair and an iron-grey jowl and the shade of his suits always matched hair and jowl, though sometimes with a thin dark-red or thin dark-green stripe running vertically through the cloth. He and Cosette led a life of deep yet open and frank upper middle classness. When I was older and more interested in observing these things I used to think it was as if Douglas had at some earlier stage of his life compiled a long list or even a book of upper-middle-class manners and pursuits and chosen from them as a life’s guide those of the more stolid sort, those in most frequent popular usage and those most likely to win reactionary or conventional commendation.

All this was reflected in the magazines that lay on Cosette’s coffee table, The Tatler, The Lady, Country Life, in the food they ate – I have never anywhere else known such an enormous consumption of smoked salmon – the clothes from Burberry, Aquascutum and the Scotch House, his Rolls-Royce, her Volvo, their holidays in Antibes and Lucerne and later, as the sixties began, in the West Indies. But at fourteen I didn’t of course see it like this, though I couldn’t help being aware of their wealth. If I thought about it at all, I saw this lifestyle as the choice of both of them, willingly and happily entered into. It was only later that I began to understand that their way of living was Douglas’s choice, not Cosette’s.

I began going to see her in those summer holidays after my parents told me of my inheritance. She had invited me while on one of her visits to our house. I was a child still, but she talked to me as to a contemporary, she always did this to everyone, in her smiling, vague, abstracted way.

‘Come over next week, darling, and tell me what to do about my garden.’

‘I don’t know anything about gardens.’ I must have said it sullenly, for I was always sullen then.

‘My lilies are coming out, but they’re not happy and it seems a shame, because they have such lovely names. Gleaming Daylight and Golden Dawn and Precious Bane. It says in the catalogue, “thriving in all garden soils, tolerant of both moisture and drought, they can be grown in full sun or partial shade …” but I must say I haven’t found it so.’

I just looked at her, bored, not responsive. I had always liked Cosette because she took notice of me and never fussed or inquired, but on that day I hated all the world. The world had been injuring me without my knowing it for fourteen years and I had a lot of revenge to take on it.

‘We won’t have to do anything,’ said Cosette, evidently seeing the offer of idleness as a great inducement. ‘I mean we won’t have to dig or plant or get our hands dirty. We’ll just sit and drink things and make plans.’

They had told her I had been told and she was being tender with me. After a while she wanted my company for myself and kindness didn’t come into it. But at that time I was just a young relative who had been given a terrible burden to bear and whom she felt she could uniquely help. Cosette was like that. She welcomed me to Garth Manor and we sat outside that first time on the kind of garden furniture the other people I knew didn’t have, chintz-upholstered sofas that swung gently under canopies, cane chairs with high backs that Cosette called ‘peacocks’.

‘Because they are supposed to look like the Peacock Throne but without all the jewels and everything. I wanted to have a pair of peacocks to strut up and down here – imagine the cock bird’s lovely tail! But Douglas didn’t think it would be a good idea.’

‘Why didn’t he?’ I said, already resentful of him on her behalf, already seeing him as an oppressive, even dictatorial, husband.

‘They screech. I didn’t know that or of course I wouldn’t have suggested it. They screech regularly at dawn, you could set your clock by them.’

There was a glass-topped table of white rattan, sheltered by a big white sunshade. Perpetua brought us strawberries dipped in chocolate and lemonade made out of real lemons in glasses that by some magical means had been coated with actual frost. Cosette smoked cigarettes in a long tortoiseshell holder. She told me how much she liked my name. She would have called a daughter of her own by it if she had ever had a daughter. It was she who told me how it was that Elizabeth became a perennially popular name in England. Since then, though not at the time of course, I have often thought of the trouble she must have been to, gathering this information and a great deal more, just to please me and put me at my ease.

‘Because if you say it over and over to yourself, darling, it really is quite a strange-sounding name, isn’t it? It’s just as strange as any other from the Old Testament, Mehetabel or Hephsibah or Shulamith, and any of them might have got to be as fashionable as Elizabeth if a queen had been called by them. Elizabeth became popular because of Elizabeth I and she was called Elizabeth because of her great-grandmother Elizabeth Woodville, that Edward IV married – so you see! Before that it was as rare as those others.’

‘Cosette must be very rare,’ I said.

‘It means “little thing”, it’s what my mother always called me and it stuck. Unfortunately, I’m not a little thing any more. I’ll tell you my real name, it’s Cora – isn’t that awful? You must promise never to tell anyone. I had to say it for everyone to hear when I got married, but never, never since.’

I wondered why Douglas hadn’t given her an engagement ring and a wedding ring made of something superior to silver, not knowing then that the element was platinum, the latest fashion when Cosette was married. The big diamonds looked sombre in their dark grey setting. At that time Cosette’s only excursion into cosmetics was to paint her nails, and these were the bright reddish-pink of one of the clumps of lilies. The gesture she made when she pointed was peculiarly graceful, and somehow swan-like – only that is absurd. Swans don’t point. But we think of them as moving with a slow fluidity, a delicate poise, and this too was Cosette.

The flowerbed she indicated was shaped like a crescent moon and the lilies in it looked perfect to me with their red flowers and yellow flowers and flowers snow-white printed with a coffee smudge. The gardener had planted them and ever since tended them. Cosette might direct operations here and in the house, but I never saw her perform with her own hands any domestic task. I never heard anyone, not even my father who was rather carping, call her lazy, and yet lazy she was with an unruffled, easy idleness. She had a tremendous capacity for doing absolutely nothing, though her sewing was exquisite and she could draw and paint, but she preferred to sit for hours in quietude, not reading, without a pen or needle in her hand, her face gentle and serene in repose. For in those days, and she must have been rather older than I am now, something over forty, the sadness I have spoken of had not come into her expression. Simone de Beauvoir, in some memoir, laments age which causes the face to droop and therefore take on a sad look. It was this sagging of the facial muscles which later gave Cosette an almost tragical appearance, except when she smiled.

To me, then, she was old, so old as almost to seem of a different species. Unimaginable that I might live to be as old as that – and unlikely too, as I sometimes thought with bitterness. She was then a large fair woman, overweight, fat even, though in those days she never showed signs of minding about her weight. Her eyes were a pale greyish-blue that seemed to look at you uncertainly, with a wistful and perhaps timid regard. For there was shyness in Cosette as well as confident generosity.

‘You think my hemerocallis is quite happy there then, darling?’ she said. The names of plants presented her with no difficulty. She might never plant them or pull out the weeds that threatened them but she knew exactly what each one was called. I said nothing, but that did not deter her. ‘I suppose I’m being unduly impatient, expecting great things when the poor dears have only been there six months.’

Even I, young as I was, miserable as I was, couldn’t help smiling at the notion of Cosette as an impatient person. Her tranquillity was the essence of her. In her company, because of this almost oriental placidity, I – and others – inevitably felt eased of burdens, curiously enfolded by a sweet meditative calm. It made you think in a strange way of its opposite, of the restless briskness so many women of one’s mother’s generation had and which made people of my age feel nervous and inadequate. She was always the same and always there, always interested, always with nothing better to do.

I soon began visiting her three times a week at least, then staying overnight. I was at school in Hampstead Garden Suburb and it was easy to explain that it was far more convenient for me to live at Cosette’s during the week than to go home to Cricklewood. Or that was how I did explain it, an explanation which would sound absurd to anyone aware of the distance between the Henrietta Barnett and Cricklewood Lane. Only the existence and frequent presence of Douglas stopped me attempting to live at Garth Manor. Everyone knows couples of whom one is congenial, the other unsympathetic. For me the return home of Douglas each evening, heralded by the sound of the Rolls’s wheels on the gravel drive, cast a blight over the companionship I enjoyed with his wife. He was so male, so stiffly elderly, so stockbroker-ish, much of his talk incomprehensible, and he seemed, without actually asking for it, to require a measure of grave silence in his house while he was in it. And at the weekends he was there all the time.

Cosette changed not at all in her husband’s company. She was the same sweet, smiling, calm yet effusive creature, the same woman whose great gift was as a listener. To his accounts of deals and negotiations she would listen with the same rapt attention that she gave to my own outpourings, the retailing of my dreams, visions, frustrations and resentments. And she really listened. It was not that she closed off her mind and wandered in thought to other regions. I marvelled at the intelligent replies she made to his mysterious diatribes and looked with suspicion and lack of comprehension when, getting up from her chair to move swanlike across the room, she allowed one plump white hand to rest softly against the side of his face. When she did this he would always turn his face into it and kiss the palm. This caused me a furious embarrassment. I know now that I didn’t want Cosette to have any life of her own, any private life, that was not directly concerned with making mine easier and happier.

She didn’t mention the terror and the bore but waited for me to do so. Cosette seldom raised subjects or showed curiosity. I spoke of it – it burst out of me in a passion rather – after a neighbour of hers, a woman called Dawn Castle, had been in the garden with us on a warm October day when the lily flowers were dead and gone and it was the late dahlias that Cosette and I were admiring. Dawn Castle was always talking about her children, what a worry they were, the youngest had just been expelled from school, something like that, and another one had failed an exam. She finished, as she always did, with the old cliché.

‘Still, I suppose I wouldn’t be without them.’

It never occurred to me that this often-repeated remark might be hurtful to Cosette. I saw it only as profoundly silly and said rudely, ‘Why not if they worry you so much?’

She looked shocked, as well she might. ‘One day you’ll have a baby of your own and then you’ll feel differently.’

‘I shall never have a baby, never.’

I had spoken very abruptly, and I felt Cosette’s eyes on me.

‘I’d like a pound for every girl who has told me that,’ said Mrs Castle with her hard little laugh, and after that she went home, being one of those people who are only at ease in an atmosphere of small talk and are quickly frightened away by what they call ‘unpleasantness’. Cosette said, ‘That was fierce.’

‘It’s cruel,’ I said. ‘People ought to think before they speak. If she doesn’t know about me surely she knows about you, she knows Douglas is my mother’s cousin.’

‘In my experience no one ever remembers about other people’s family relationships.’

‘Cosette,’ I said. ‘Cosette, is that why you never had any children? Didn’t you want children?’

She had a way of smiling in reply to a question she intended not to answer in words. It was a slow, mysterious smile that overspread her face, vague and gentle, but it somehow always put an end to further probing. I got it into my head then, for no reason, that Douglas had married Cosette without telling her of his inheritance. There was no foundation for this belief, you understand; I read it or thought I read it in her rueful eyes, in a kind of resignation. Adolescents do that, weave impossible romances around the lives of their older friends. I taught myself to believe Douglas had deceived Cosette, denied her children when it was too late for her to retreat, had attempted to compensate by showering her with opulence. That winter they went to Trinidad and I went home, where I found myself watching my mother in an almost clinical way. One day she dropped a wineglass and I screamed. My father came up to me and smacked my face.

It was a light slap, not painful, but I received it as an assault.

‘Never do that again,’ he said.

‘And you never do that again to me.’

‘You had better learn to control yourself. I have had to. In our position you have to.’

‘Our position? What position? You’ve got one position and I’ve got another. I’m the one people are going to scream about, not you.’

Strong stuff for a fifteen-year-old. In the spring I went back to Cosette and Garth Manor from where I could walk to school across the Heath Extension and where I had in my large bedroom with its view of the woodlands of North End such luxuries as my own television and electric blanket and bedside phone. Though I must say, in my own defence, that it was not these things which attracted me. Why do young girls, at this particular stage of their development, enjoy the company of an older woman? I should like to think it wasn’t stark narcissism on my part, it wasn’t that Cosette, very nearly thirty years my senior, presented no competition, or that my own good looks showed up more delightfully by contrast to her ageing face and body. For as ageing I certainly saw her, aged in fact, past hope as a woman and sexual being. The truth was that I had made Cosette into another mother for myself, the mother I had chosen, not had thrust upon me, the mother who listened and who had infinite time to spare, was prodigal with a flattery I believed and still believe sincere.

In those days she never seemed to mind being taken for my mother. That came later, in Archangel Place, when though she might not express it aloud, the pain she felt and a kind of humiliation at the frequent assumption made that I (or Bell or Birgitte or Fay) was her daughter, showed in her eyes and the wry twist of her mouth. But Mrs Kingsley of the Townswomen’s Guild, the Wellgarth Residents’ Association, school governor, purveyor of Meals on Wheels and occasional volunteer social worker, had no such vanities. Sometimes, in the holidays or on Saturdays, we would go shopping together and in Simpson’s or Swan and Edgar, then still dominating the corner between Piccadilly and Regent Street at the Circus, an assistant would sometimes refer to me as her daughter. The same thing happened in the restaurants we dropped into for the cups of coffee Cosette seemed to need every half hour in order to survive.

‘That would suit your daughter,’ said an assistant in the Burlington Arcade, and across Cosette’s face would come an almost adoring look of appreciation and pleasure.

‘Yes, that would suit you wonderfully, Elizabeth. Why not try it on?’ And then, as happened so often, ‘Why not have it?’ which meant she would buy it for me.

I had no impression then that she wanted to appear younger than she was. But would I have had, at fifteen? She dressed in suits which she had made by a tailor, an unheard-of thing today, and something which was old-fashioned even then. They were formal suits, ‘costumes’ made of cloth very like that which Douglas himself wore, with square shoulders and box-pleated skirts, the kind of garments least suited to someone of Cosette’s type. She should have worn floaty dresses, cloaks and draperies. Later on, of course, she did, and not always to happy effect. On the shopping expeditions it was underwear she bought for herself, cruel ineffective girdles and slips of shiny pastel satin, clumping lace-up shoes with two-inch heels, blouses with big bows at the neck to show between the lapels of those worsted suit jackets.

As I grew older I, who had never judged Cosette, but loved her in a simple unquestioning way, became critical of her appearance. I never put this into words, or at least not into words I uttered to her. Sometimes, though, I am afraid I would make these comments to my friends and there would be giggling in corners. Cosette was one of those people whom others laugh at secretly, behind their backs. How cruel that it should be so, how painful! I wince as I form the words. But I am trying to tell the whole truth and it was true that when I brought a friend home (you see how I was then thinking of Garth Manor as ‘home’) and Cosette appeared, flushed and hot perhaps, untidy as she often was, that bird’s nest of greying gold hair a mass of fluff and strands, collapsing and shedding pins, the hem of a silk blouse escaping from the waistband of a tailored skirt too tight over her jutting stomach – then we would glance at each other and giggle with sweet soft contempt.

Quite often, and especially when Douglas was away on a business trip, Cosette would take me and the friend out to dinner in Hampstead. First, though, a preening session took place in her huge and sumptuous bedroom (white four-poster with organza covered tester, curtains festooned and window seat cushioned, dressing-table with organza petticoat and triptych mirrors) and there in her admiring presence we tried on, like little girls, the clothes Cosette no longer wore, her fur capes and stoles and scarves, belts and artificial flowers and jewels, I always taking care never verbally to admire, for I knew from experience what the result would be. But my friend, out of ignorance or concupiscence, exclaimed, ‘Oh, I love it! Isn’t it lovely? Doesn’t it look nice on me?’

And Cosette would say, ‘It’s yours.’

It was among these treasures of Cosette’s that I first saw the bloodstone. It was a ring, the dark green stone flecked with red jasper embedded in a setting of densely woven gold strands. A ring for a strong hand with long fingers, Cosette said it was, and when she put it on it looked clumsy on her very feminine hand with the shiny pink nails.

‘It belonged to Douglas’s mother,’ she said. I knew what had become of Douglas’s mother and the cause of her premature death, but said nothing. I only smiled, the smile that grows stiff as the lips are held unwillingly stretched. ‘She was born in March,’ said Cosette, ‘and heliotrope is the birthstone for March.’

‘I thought heliotrope was a flower,’ said my friend.

And Cosette smiled and said, ‘Heliotrope is anything that turns to face the sun.’

I may not have been as kind to her as she was to me but I loved her, I always loved her. The nastiness of adolescence is ironed out as the senior teens are reached and, just as I now regret with a kind of agony the lack of compassion I had for my mother, so then I looked back with shame on my laughter and contempt. I was able to feel relief that Cosette had never known. For she asked nothing from those she loved except to be able to trust them. Perhaps that is not nothing, perhaps it is a great deal. I don’t know, I can’t say. She only wanted to feel she could surrender herself, her heart and mind, into the loved person’s keeping and be safe there, not be betrayed. Years later, when I saw a college production of The Maid’s Tragedy, two lines especially struck me, reminding me of her: ‘Those have most power to hurt us, that we love. We lay our sleeping lives within their arms.’

Douglas she could trust. Whatever earlier doubts about that I had manufactured, he had never deceived her. He had loved her and made her safe and in exchange she had only to accept the way of life he had imposed on her: the neighbours to dinner and dinner with the neighbours, meetings of the Wellgarth Society in her dining room, Perpetua coming daily to clean, Maggie to cook, and Jimmy to weed the lilies, a view of North End in one direction and the Heath Extension in the other, inexhaustible money and unending placidity, Dawn Castle running in to drop platitudes from clacking lips, a surrogate child and six bedrooms. Of course it was not unending, nothing is. Cosette was fond of a story supposedly about the dying Buddha and I often heard her tell it in that soft unhurried voice.

‘His disciples came to him and said, “Master, we can’t bear to lose you, how can we live when you’ve left us? At least give us some word of comfort to help us after you have gone.” And the Buddha said, “It changes.” ’

I used to smile because nothing ever changed for Cosette. Or so it seemed in those years while I lived most of the time with her and Douglas, her life an unvarying round of small, pleasant tasks, the high spots those holidays in conventionally exotic places, her excitements the dressmaker’s delivery of a new evening gown for some livery-company dinner or, I selfishly flattered myself, my own satisfactory A-level results. It changes, but in some lives change is a long time coming.

One autumn morning, when the traffic was particularly heavy in Hampstead and the Rolls-Royce stationary in the queue above Belsize Park station, Douglas looked up from the document he had been reading, laid his head back against the seat and died.

The driver knew nothing about it. Douglas was not in the habit of talking to him unless something untoward happened and a traffic jam would not qualify as that. He had heard a sigh from the back of the car and a sound like throat-clearing, which was later how they were able to pinpoint the time at which death came. When they were down in the City, in Lombard Street, the driver came round to open the door and saw him reclining there with his head back as if asleep. He touched him and the skin of his face already felt unnaturally cool.

Douglas was fifty-three and therefore had almost certainly passed the time when his inheritance could have appeared in him. His death had nothing to do with this particular hereditary disease, for it was quick and merciful, not the long drawn-out torture that awaited my mother. Some kind of vascular catastrophe had wrecked his heart. The doctor told Cosette it happened so fast he would have known nothing about it.
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They stood in the rain, Cosette and her brothers and their wives, a reception line of mourners under black umbrellas. Douglas, naturally, had had no brothers or sisters. We shook hands with the brothers and sisters-in-law and kissed Cosette on her cheek. I saw everyone else do this, so I did it too. I was there at Golders Green Crematorium with my father, my mother being past going to funerals by that time, or indeed going anywhere. A great many relatives of Cosette’s were pointed out to me, but there was only one member of Douglas’s family there apart from myself, his and my cousin Lily, an unmarried civil servant, who at the age of fifty was so deliriously happy at realizing she must now have escaped the scourge that even on an occasion like this she could scarcely suppress bubbling high spirits. She came up to my father and laid a hand on his arm.

‘Tell me, how is poor Rosemary?’

No one ever asked a man after the health of his dying wife in more cheerful tones. Me she eyed with unconcealed speculation, for she knew, none better, that you can’t get it unless one of your parents has it, that if the parent who carries the gene reaches fifty without it, you too will never get it.

Perpetua, who was there with a grown-up son, had told me when I called to see Cosette that she had screamed and sobbed at the news of
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