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         The social worker was older than she had expected; perhaps the nameless official who arranged these matters thought that greying hair and menopausal plumpness might induce confidence in the adopted adults who came for their compulsory counselling. After all, they must be in need of reassurance of some kind, these displaced persons whose umbilical cord was a court order or why had they troubled to travel this bureaucratic road to identity? The social worker smiled her encouraging professional smile. She said, holding out her hand:

         ‘My name is Naomi Henderson and you’re Miss Philippa Rose Palfrey. I’m afraid I have to begin by asking you for some proof of identity.’

         Philippa nearly replied: ‘Philippa Rose Palfrey is what I’m called. I’m here to find out who I am,’ but checked herself in time, sensing that such an affectation would be an unpropitious beginning to the interview. They both knew why she was here. And she wanted the session to be a success; wanted it to go her way without being precisely clear what way that was. She unclipped the fastening of her leather shoulder bag and handed over in silence her passport and the newly acquired driving licence.

         The attempt at reassuring informality extended to the furnishing of the room. There was an official-looking desk, but Miss Henderson had moved from behind it as soon as Philippa was announced, and had motioned her to one of the two vinyl-covered armchairs on each side of a low table. There were even flowers on the table, a small blue bowl lettered ‘a present from Polperro’. It held a mixed bunch of roses. These weren’t the scentless, thornless buds of the florist’s window. These were garden roses, recognised from the garden at Caldecote Terrace: Peace, Superstar, Albertine, the blossoms overblown, already peeling with only one or two tightly furled buds, darkening at the lips and destined never to open. Philippa wondered if the social worker had brought them in from her own garden. Perhaps she was retired, living in the country, and had been recruited part-time for this particular job. She could picture her clumping round her rose bed in the brogues and serviceable tweeds she was wearing now, snipping away at roses which were due for culling, might just last out the London day. Someone had watered the flowers over-enthusiastically. A milky bead lay like a pearl between two yellow petals and there was a splash on the table top. But the imitation mahogany wouldn’t be stained; it wasn’t really wood. The roses gave forth a damp sweetness; but they weren’t really fresh. In these easy chairs no visitor had ever sat at ease. The smile which invited her confidence and trust across the table was bestowed by courtesy of section twenty-six of the Children Act 1975. She had taken trouble with her appearance, but then she always did, presenting herself to the world with self-conscious art, daily re-making herself in her own image. The aim this morning had been to suggest that no trouble had in fact been taken, that this interview had induced no special anxiety, warranted no exceptional care. Her strong corn-coloured hair, bleached by the summer so that no two strands were exactly the same gold, was drawn back from a high forehead and knotted in a single heavy plait. The wide mouth with its strong, curved upper lip and sensuous droop at each corner was devoid of lipstick, but she had applied her eyeshadow with care, emphasising her most remarkable feature, the luminous, slightly protuberant green eyes. Her honey-coloured skin glistened with sweat. She had lingered too long in the Embankment Gardens, unwilling to arrive early, and in the end had had to hurry. She wore sandals and a pale green open-necked cotton shirt above her corduroy trousers. In contrast to this casual informality, the careful ambiguity about money or social class, were the possessions which she wore like talismen: the slim gold watch, the three heavy Victorian rings, topaz, cornelian, peridot, the leather Italian bag slung from her left shoulder. The contrast was deliberate. The advantage of remembering virtually nothing before her eighth birthday, the knowledge that she was illegitimate, meant that there was no phalanx of the living dead, no pious ancestor worship, no conditioned reflexes of thought to inhibit the creativity with which she presented herself to the world. What she aimed to achieve was singularity, an impression of intelligence, a look that could be spectacular, even eccentric, but never ordinary.

         Her file, clean and new, lay open before Miss Henderson. Across the table Philippa could recognise some of the contents: the orange and brown Government information sheet, a copy of which she had obtained from a citizen’s advice bureau in north London where there had been no risk that she would be known or recognised; her letter to the Registrar General written five weeks ago, the day after her eighteenth birthday, in which she had requested the application form which was the first document to identity; a copy of the form itself. The letter was tagged on top of the file, stark white against the buff of bureaucracy. Miss Henderson fingered it. Something about it, the address, the quality of the heavy linen-based paper apparent even in a copy, evoked, Philippa thought, a transitory unease. Perhaps it was a recognition that her adoptive father was Maurice Palfrey. Given Maurice’s indefatigable self-advertisement, the stream of sociological publications which flowed from his department, it would be odd if a senior social worker hadn’t heard of him. She wondered whether Miss Henderson had read his Theory and Technique in Counselling: A  Guide for Practitioners, and if so, how much she had been helped in bolstering her clients’ self-esteem – and what a significant word ‘client’ was in social-work jargon – by Maurice’s lucid exploration of the difference between developmental counselling and Gestalt therapy.

         Miss Henderson said:

         ‘Perhaps I ought to begin by telling you how far I’m able to help you. Some of this you probably already know, but I find it useful to get it straight. The Children Act 1975 made important changes in the law relating to access to birth records. It provides that adopted adults, that is people who are at least eighteen years old, may if they wish apply to the Registrar General for information which will lead them to the original record of their birth. When you were adopted you were given a new birth certificate, and the information which links your present name, Philippa Rose Palfrey, with your original birth certificate is kept by the Registrar General in confidential records. It is this linking information which the law now requires the Registrar General to give you if you want it. The 1975 Act also provides that anyone adopted before the twelfth of November 1975, that is before the Act was passed, must attend an interview with a counsellor before they can be given the information. The reason for this is that Parliament was concerned about making the new arrangements retrospective since over the years many natural parents gave up their children for adoption and adopters took on the children on the understanding that their natural parentage would remain unknown. So you have come here today so that we can consider together the possible effect of any enquiries you may make about your natural parents, both on yourself and on other people, and so that the information you are now seeking, and to which you have, of course, a legal right, is provided in a helpful and appropriate manner. At the end of our talk, and if you still want it, I shall be able to give you your original name, the name of your natural mother, possibly, but not certainly, the name of your natural father and the name of the court where your adoption order was made. I shall also be able to give you an application form which you can use to apply to the Registrar General for a copy of your original birth certificate.’

         She had said it all before. It came out a little too pat. Philippa said:

         ‘And there’s a standard charge of two pounds fifty pence for the birth certificate. It seems cheap at the price. I know all that. It’s in the orange and brown pamphlet.’

         ‘As long as it’s quite clear. I wonder if you’d like to tell me when you first decided to ask for your birth record. I see that you applied as soon as you were eighteen. Was this a sudden decision or had you been thinking about it for some time?’

         ‘I decided when the 1975 Act was passed. I was fifteen then and taking my O-levels. I don’t think I gave it a great deal of thought at the time. I just made up my mind that I’d apply as soon as I was legally able to.’

         ‘Have you spoken to your adoptive parents about it?’

         ‘No. We’re not exactly a communicative family.’

         Miss Henderson let that pass for the moment.

         ‘And what exactly did you have in mind? Do you want just to know who your natural parents are, or are you hoping to trace them?’

         ‘I’m hoping to find out who I am. I don’t see the point of stopping at two names on a birth certificate. There may not even be two names. I know I’m illegitimate. The search may all come to nothing. I know that my mother is dead so I can’t trace her, and I may never find my father. But at least if I can find out who my mother was I may get a lead to him. He may be dead too, but I don’t think so. Somehow I’m certain that my father is alive.’

         Normally she liked her fantasies at least tenuously rooted in reality. Only this one was different, out of time, wildly improbable and yet impossible to relinquish, like an ancient religion whose archaic ceremonies, comfortingly familiar and absurd, somehow witness to an essential truth. She couldn’t remember why she had originally set her scene in the nineteenth century, or why, learning so soon that this was a nonsense since she had been born in 1960, she had never updated the persistent self-indulgent imaginings. Her mother, a slim figure dressed as a Victorian parlour-maid, an upswept glory of golden hair under the goffered cap with its two broderie Anglaise streamers, ghost-like against the tall hedge which surrounded the rose garden. Her father in full evening dress striding like a god across the terrace, down the broad walk, under the spray of the fountains. The sloping lawn, drenched by the mellow light of the last sun, glittering with peacocks. The two shadows merging into one shadow, the dark head bending to the gold.

         ‘My darling, my darling. I can’t let you go. Marry me.’

         ‘I can’t. You know I can’t.’

         It had become a habit to conjure up her favourite scenes in the minutes before she fell asleep. Sleep came in a drift of rose leaves. In the earliest dreams her father had been in uniform, scarlet and gold, his chest beribboned, sword clanking at his side. As she grew older she had edited out these embarrassing embellishments. The soldier, the fearless rider to hounds had become the aristocrat scholar. But the essential picture remained.

         There was a globule of water creeping down the petal of the yellow rose. She watched it, fascinated, willing it not to fall. She had distanced her thoughts from what Miss Henderson had been saying. Now she made an effort to attend. The social worker was asking about her adoptive parents:

         ‘And your mother, what does she do?’

         ‘My adoptive mother cooks.’

         ‘You mean she works as a cook?’ The social worker modified this as if conscious that it could imply some derogation, and added: ‘She cooks professionally?’

         ‘She cooks for her husband and her guests and me. And she’s a juvenile court magistrate but I think she only took that on to please my adoptive father. He believes that a woman should have a job outside the home, provided, of course, that it doesn’t interfere with his comfort. But cooking is her enthusiasm. She’s good enough at it to cook professionally, although I don’t think she was ever properly taught except at evening classes. She was my father’s secretary before they married. I mean that cooking is her hobby, her interest.’

         ‘Well, that’s nice for your father and you.’

         Presumably that hint of encouraging patronage was by now too unconsciously acquired to be easily disciplined. Philippa gazed at the woman stonily, noted it, took strength from it.

         ‘Yes, we’re both greedy, my adoptive father and I. We can both eat voraciously without putting on weight.’

         That, she supposed, implied something of an appetite for life, not indiscriminate since they were both appreciative of good food; perhaps a reinforcement of their belief that one could indulge without having to pay for indulgence. Greed, unlike sex, involved no commitment except to one’s self, no violence except to one’s own body. She had always taken comfort from her discernment about food and drink. That, at least, could hardly have been caught from his example. Even Maurice, convinced environmentalist that he was, would hardly claim that a nose for claret could be so easily acquired. Learning to enjoy wine, discovering that she had a palate, had been one more reassuring affirmation of inherited taste. She recalled her seventeenth birthday; the three bottles on the table before them, the labels shrouded. She couldn’t recall that Hilda had been with them. Surely she must have been present for a family birthday dinner, but in memory she and Maurice celebrated alone. He had said:

         ‘Now tell me which you prefer. Forget the purple prose of the colour supplements, I want to know what you think in your own words.’

         She had tasted them again, holding the wine in her mouth, sipping water between each sampling since she supposed that this was the proper thing to do, watching his bright challenging eyes.

         ‘This one.’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘I don’t know. I just like it best.’

         But he would expect a more considered judgement than that. She added:

         ‘Perhaps because with this one I can’t distinguish taste from smell and from the feel of it in the mouth. They aren’t separate sensations, it’s a trinity of pleasure.’

         She had chosen the right one. There always was a right answer and a wrong answer. This had been one more test successfully passed, one more notch on the scale of approval. He couldn’t entirely reject her, couldn’t send her back; she knew that. An adoption order couldn’t be revoked. That made it the more important that she should justify his choice of her, that she should give value for money. Hilda, who worked for hours in the kitchen preparing their meals, ate and drank little. She would sit, anxious eyes fixed on them as they shovelled in their food. She gave and they took. It was almost too psychologically neat. Miss Henderson asked:

         ‘Do you resent them for adopting you?’

         ‘No, I’m grateful. I was lucky. I don’t think I’d have done well with a poor family.’

         ‘Not even if they loved you?’

         ‘I don’t see why they should. I’m not particularly lovable.’

         She hadn’t done well with a poor family, of that at least she could be certain. She hadn’t done well with any of her foster parents. Some smells: her own excreta, the rotting waste outside a restaurant, a young child bundled into soiled clothes on its mother’s lap pressed against her by the lurch of a bus, these could evoke a momentary panic that had nothing to do with disgust. Memory was like a searchlight sweeping over the lost hinterland of the self, illuminating scenes with total clarity, the colours gaudy as a child’s comic, edges of objects hard as blocks, scenes which could lie for months unremembered in that black wasteland, not rooted, as were other childish memories, in time and place, not rooted in love.

         ‘Do you love them, your adoptive parents?’

         She considered. Love. One of the most used words in the language, the most debased. Héloïse and Abelard. Rochester and Jane Eyre. Emma and Mr Knightly. Anna and Count Vronsky. Even in the narrow connotation of heterosexual love it meant exactly what you wanted it to mean.

         ‘No. And I don’t think they love me. But we suit each other on the whole. That’s more convenient, I imagine, than living with people that you love but don’t suit.’

         ‘I can see that it could be. How much were you told about the circumstances of your adoption? About your natural parents?’

         ‘As much, I think, as my adoptive mother could tell me. Maurice never talks about it. My adoptive father’s a university lecturer, a sociologist. Maurice Palfrey, the sociologist who can write English. His first wife and their son died in a car crash when the boy was three. She was driving. He married my adoptive mother nine months afterwards. They discovered that she couldn’t have children so they found me. I was being fostered at the time so they took over the care of me and after six months applied to the county court and got an adoption order. It was a private arrangement, the kind of thing your new Act would make illegal. I can’t think why. It seems to me a perfectly sensible way of going about it. I’ve certainly nothing to complain of.’

         ‘It worked very well for thousands of children and their adopters, but it had its dangers. We wouldn’t want to go back to the days when unwanted babies lay in rows of cots in nurseries so that adoptive parents could just go and pick out the one they fancied.’

         ‘I don’t see why not. That seems to me the only sensible way, as long as the children are too young to know what’s happening. That’s how you’d pick a puppy or a kitten. I imagine that you need to take to a baby, to feel that this is a child that you want to rear, could grow to love. If I needed to adopt, and I never would, the last thing I’d want would be a child selected for me by a social worker. If we didn’t take to each other I wouldn’t be able to hand it back without the social services department striking me off the books as being one of those neurotic self-indulgent women who want a child for their own satisfaction. And what other possible reason could there be for wanting an adopted child?’

         ‘Perhaps to give that child a better chance.’

         ‘Don’t you mean, to have the personal satisfaction of giving that child a better chance? It amounts to the same thing.’

         She woudn’t bother to refute that heresy, of course. Social-work theory didn’t err. After all, its practitioners were the new priesthood, the ministry of unbelievers. She merely smiled and persevered:

         ‘Did they tell you anything about your background?’

         ‘Only that I’m illegitimate. My adoptive father’s first wife came from the aristocracy, an earl’s daughter, and was brought up in a Palladian mansion in Wiltshire. I believe that my mother was one of the maids there, who got herself pregnant. She died soon after I was born and no one knew who my father was. Obviously he wasn’t a fellow servant; she couldn’t have kept that particular secret from the servants’ hall. I think he must have been a visitor to the house. There are only two things I can remember clearly about my life before I was eight; one is the rose garden at Pennington, the other is the library. I think that my father, my real father, was there with me. It’s possible that one of the upper servants at Pennington put my adoptive father in touch with me after his first wife died. He never speaks about it. I only learned as much as that from my adoptive mother. I suppose Maurice thought that I’d do because I was a girl. He wouldn’t want a boy to bear his name unless he were really his son. It would be terribly important to him to know that a son was really his own.’

         ‘That’s understandable, isn’t it?’

         ‘Of course. That’s why I’m here. It’s important for me to know that my parents really were my own.’

         ‘Well, let’s say that you think it important.’

         Her eyes dropped to the file. There was a rustle of papers.

         ‘So you were adopted on the seventh of January 1969. You must have been eight. That’s quite old.’

         ‘I suppose they thought it was better than taking a very young baby and having broken nights. And my adoptive father could see that I was all right, physically all right, that I wasn’t stupid. There wasn’t the same risk as with a young baby. I know that there are stringent medical examinations, but one can never be quite sure, not about intelligence anyway. He couldn’t have borne to find himself saddled with a stupid child.’

         ‘Is that what he told you?’

         ‘No, it’s what I’ve thought out for myself.’

         One fact she could be sure of, that she came from Pennington. There was a childhood memory more clear even than that of the rose garden: the Wren library. She knew that she had once stood there under that exuberant seventeenth-century stuccoed ceiling with its garlands and cherubs, had stared down that vast room at the Grinling Gibbons carvings richly spilling from the shelves, at the Roubiliac busts set above the bookcases, Homer, Dante, Shakespeare, Milton. In memory she saw herself standing at the great chart table reading from a book. The book had been almost too heavy to hold. She could still recall the ache in her wrists and the fear that she might drop it. And she was certain that her real father had been with her; that she had been reading aloud to him. She was so sure that she belonged at Pennington that sometimes she was tempted to believe that the Earl had been her father. But the fantasy was unacceptable and she rejected it, faithful to the original vision of the visiting aristocrat. The Earl must have known if he had fathered a child on one of his servants, and surely, surely he wouldn’t have rejected her totally, left her unsought and unrecognised for eighteen years. She had never been back to the house, and now that the Arabs had bought it and it had become a Moslem fortress she never would. But when she was twelve she had searched in Westminster reference library for a book on Pennington and had read a description of the library. There had been a picture too. The confirmation had jolted her heart. It was all there, the plaster ceiling, the Grinling Gibbons carvings, the busts. But her memory had come first. The child standing beside the chart table holding the book in her aching hands must have existed.

         She scarcely heard the rest of the counselling. If it had to be done, she supposed that Miss Henderson was making a good enough job of it. But it was no more than a statutory nuisance, the way in which uneasy legislators had solved their consciences. None of the arguments so conscientiously put forward could shake her resolve to track down her father. And how could their meeting, however delayed, be unwelcome to him? She wouldn’t be coming empty-handed. She had her Cambridge scholarship to lay at his feet.

         She said, wrenching her mind back to the present:

         ‘I can’t see the point of this compulsory counselling. Are you supposed to dissuade me from tracing my father? Either our legislators think I have a right to know, or they don’t. To give me the right and at the same time officially try to discourage me from exercising it seems muddled thinking even for Parliament. Or do they just have a bad conscience about retrospective leglislation?’

         ‘Parliament want adopted people to think carefully about the implications of what they’re doing, what it could mean for themselves, for their adoptive parents, for their natural parents.’

         ‘I have thought. My mother is dead, so it can’t hurt her. I don’t propose to embarrass my father. I want to know who he is, or was if he’s dead. That’s all. If he’s still alive, I should like to meet him, but I’m not thinking of bursting in on a family party and announcing that I’m his bastard. And I don’t see how any of this concerns my adoptive parents.’

         ‘Wouldn’t it be wise, and kinder, to discuss it first with your adoptive parents?’

         ‘What is there to discuss? The law gives me a right. I’m exercising it.’

         Thinking back on the counselling session that evening at home, Philippa couldn’t remember the precise moment when the information she sought had been handed to her. She supposed that the social worker must have said something: ‘Here, then, are the facts you are seeking’ was surely too pretentious and theatrical for Miss Henderson’s detached professionalism. But some words must have been said, or had she merely taken the General Register Office paper from the file and passed it over in silence?

         But here it was at last in her hands. She stared at it in disbelief, her first thought that there had been some bureaucratic muddle. There were two names, not one, on the form. Her natural parents were shown as Mary Ducton and Martin John Ducton. She muttered the words to herself. The names meant nothing to her, stirred no memory, evoked no sense of completeness, of forgotten knowledge resurrected at a word to be recognised and acknowledged. And then she saw what must have happened. She said, hardly realising that she spoke aloud:

         ‘I suppose they married my mother off when they found out that she was pregnant. Probably to a fellow servant. They must have been making that kind of tactful arrangement for generations at Pennington. But I hadn’t realised that I was placed for adoption before my mother died. She must have known that she hadn’t long to live and wanted to be sure that I would be all right. And, of course, if she were married before I was born the husband would be registered as my father. Nominally I suppose I’m legitimate. It’s helpful that she did have a husband. Martin Ducton must have been told that she was pregnant before he agreed to the marriage. She may even have told him before she died who my real father was. Obviously the next step is to trace Martin Ducton.’

         She picked up her shoulder bag and held out her hand to say goodbye. She only half heard Miss Henderson’s closing words, the offer of any future help she could give, reiterated advice that Philippa discuss her plans with her adoptive parents, the gently urged suggestion that if she were able to trace her father it should be done through an intermediary. But some words did penetrate her consciousness:

         ‘We all need our fantasies in order to live. Sometimes relinquishing them can be extraordinarily painful, not a rebirth into something exciting and new, but a kind of death.’

         They shook hands, and Philippa, looking into her face for the first time with any real interest, seeing her for the first time as a woman, detected there a fleeting look which, had she not known better, she might have mistaken for pity.
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         She posted her application and cheque to the Registrar General that evening, 4 July 1978, enclosing, as she had done previously, a stamped addressed envelope. Neither Maurice nor Hilda was curious about her private correspondence but she didn’t want to risk an officially labelled reply falling through the letter-box. She spent the next few days in a state of controlled excitement which, for most of the time, drove her out of the house, afraid that Hilda might wonder at her restlessness. Pacing round the lake in St James’s Park, hands deep in her jacket pockets, she calculated when the birth certificate might arrive. Government departments were notoriously slow, but surely this was a simple enough matter. They had only to check their records. And they wouldn’t be coping with a rush of applications. The Act had been passed in 1975.

         In exactly one week, on Tuesday 11 July, she saw the familiar envelope on the mat. She took it at once to her own room, calling out to Maurice from the stairs that there was no post for him. She carried it over to the window as if her eyes were growing weaker and she needed more light. The birth certificate, new, crisp, so much more imposing than the shortened form which had served her, as an adopted person, for so long, seemed at first reading to have nothing to do with her. It recorded the birth of a female, Rose Ducton, on 22 May 1960 at 41 Bancroft Gardens, Seven Kings, Essex. The father was shown as Martin John Ducton, clerk; the mother as Mary Ducton, housewife.

         So they had left Pennington before she was born. That, perhaps, wasn’t surprising. What was unexpected was that they should have moved so far from Wiltshire. Perhaps they had wanted to cut themselves off entirely from the old life, from the gossip, from memories. Perhaps someone had found him a job in Essex, or he might have been returning to his home county. She wondered what he was like, this spurious accommodating father, whether he had been kind to her mother. She hoped that she could like or at least respect him. He might still live at 41 Bancroft Gardens, perhaps with a second wife and a child of his own. Ten years wasn’t such a long time. She used the telephone extension in her room to ring Liverpool Street Station. Seven Kings was on the eastern suburban line and in the rush hour there were trains every ten minutes. She left without waiting for breakfast. If there were time, she would get coffee at the station.

         The 9.25 train from Liverpool Street was almost empty. It was still early enough for Philippa to be travelling against the commuter tide. She sat in her corner seat, her eyes moving from side to side as the train racketed through the urban sprawl of the eastern suburbs; rows of drab houses with blackened bricks and patched roofs from which sprang a tangle of television aerials, frail crooked fetishes against the evil eye; layered high-rise flats smudged in a distant drizzle of rain; a yard piled high with the glitter of smashed cars in symbolic proximity to the regimented crosses of a suburban graveyard; a paint factory, a cluster of gasometers; pyramids of grit and coal piled beside the track; wastelands rank with weeds; a sloping green bank rising to suburban gardens with their washing lines and tool-sheds and children’s swings among the roses and hollyhocks. The eastern suburbs, so euphoniously and inappropriately named, Maryland, Forest Gate, Manor Park, were alien territory to her, as unvisited and remote from the preoccupations of the last ten years as were the outer suburbs of Glasgow and New York. None of her school friends lived east of Bethnal Green, although a number, unvisited, were reputed to have houses in the few unspoilt Georgian squares off the Whitechapel Road, self-conscious enclaves of culture and radical chic among the tower blocks and the industrial wasteland. Yet the grimy, unplanned urban clutter through which the train rocked and clattered struck some dormant memory, was familiar even in its strangeness, unique despite its bleak uniformity. Surely it wasn’t because she had been this way before. Perhaps it was just that the scenery flashing by was so predictably dreary, so typical of the grey purlieus of any large city, that forgotten descriptions, old pictures and newsprint, snatches of film jumbled in her imagination to produce this sense of recognition. Perhaps everyone had been here before. This drab no man’s land was part of everyone’s mental topography.

         There were no taxis at Seven Kings Station. She asked the ticket collector the way to Bancroft Gardens. He directed her down the High Street, left down Church Lane, then first on the right. The High Street ran between the railway and the shopping arcade of small businesses with flats above, a launderette, a newsagent, a greengrocer and a supermarket with shoppers already queuing at the check-points.

         There was one scene so vividly recalled, validated by smell and sound and remembered pain which it was impossible to believe she had imagined. A woman wheeling a baby in a pram down just such a street. Herself, little more than a toddler, half stumbling beside the pram, clutching at the handle. The square paving stones speckled with light, unrolling beneath the whirling pram wheels, faster and faster. Her grip slipping on the moist warm metal and the desperate fear that she would lose hold, would be left behind, trampled and kicked under the wheels of the bright red buses. Then a shouted curse. The slap stinging her cheek. A jerk which nearly tore her arm from its socket, and the woman’s hand fastening her grip once more on the pram handle. She had called the woman auntie. Auntie May. How extraordinary that she should remember the name now. And the child in the pram had worn a red woolly cap. Its face had been smeared with mucus and chocolate. She remembered that she had hated the child. It must have been winter. The street had been a glare of light and there had been a necklace of coloured bulbs swinging above the greengrocer’s stall. The woman had stopped to buy fish. She remembered the slab, bright with red-eyed herrings shedding their glistening scales, the strong oleaginous smell of kippers. It could have been this street, only there was no fishmonger here now. She looked down at the paving stones, mottled with rain. Were these the ones over which she had stumbled so desperately? Or was this street, like the terrain each side of the railway, only one more scene from an imagined past?

         Turning from the High Street into Church Lane was stepping from drab commercial suburbia into leafy privacy and cosy domesticity. The narrow street, its verge planted with plane trees, curved gently. Perhaps before the First War it had indeed been a lane leading to an ancient village church, a building long since demolished or destroyed by bombing in the Second War. All she could see now was a distant stunted spire which looked as if it had been fabricated from slabs of synthetic stone, and topped by a weather-vane instead of a cross because of some understandable confusion about the building’s function.

         And here at last was Bancroft Gardens. Stretching out of sight on either side of the road were identical semi-detached houses, each with a path running down the side. They might, she thought, be architecturally undistinguished, but at least they were on a human scale. The gates and railings had been removed and the front gardens were bounded with low brick walls. The front bay windows were square and turreted, a long vista of ramparted respectability. But the uniformity of the architecture was broken by the individuality of the residents. Every front garden was different, a riot of massed summer flowers, squares of lawn meticulously cut and shaped, stone slabs set about with urns bearing geraniums and ivy.

         When Philippa reached number 41 she stopped, amazed. The house stood out from its neighbours by a garish celebration of eccentric taste. The yellow London bricks had been painted a shiny red outlined with white pointing. It looked like a house built with immense toy bricks. The crenellations of the bay were alternately red and blue. The window was curtained with net looped across and caught up with satin bows. The original front door had been replaced by one with an opaque glass panel and was painted bright yellow. In the front patch of garden an artificial pond of glass was surrounded by synthetic rocks, on which three gnomes with expressions of grinning imbecility were perched with fishing rods.

         As soon as she had pressed the doorbell – it let out a musical jingle – Philippa sensed that the house was empty. The owners were probably at work. She tried once more, but there was no reply. Resisting the temptation to peer through the letter-box, she decided to try next door. At least they would know whether Ducton still lived at 41 or where he had gone. The house had no bell and the thud of the knocker sounded unnaturally loud and peremptory. There was no reply. She waited a full minute and was lifting her hand again when she heard the shuffle of feet. The door was opened on a chain, and she glimpsed an elderly woman in apron and hairnet who gave her the unwelcoming suspicious stare of someone to whom no morning visitor at the front door bodes other than ill. Philippa said:

         ‘I’m sorry to disturb you, but I wonder if you can help me. I’m looking for a Mr Martin Ducton who lived next door ten years ago. There isn’t anyone at home there and I thought you might be able to help.’

         The woman said nothing, but stood transfixed, one brown claw-like hand still on the door-chain, the only visible eye staring blankly at Philippa’s face. Then there were more steps, firmer and heavier but still muffled. A male voice said:

         ‘Who is it, Ma? What’s up?’

         ‘It’s a girl, she’s asking for Martin Ducton.’

         The woman’s voice was a whisper, sibilant with wonder and a kind of outrage. A chubby male hand released the chain, and the woman stood there, dwarfed by her son. He was wearing slacks topped with a singlet. On his feet were red carpet slippers. Perhaps, thought Philippa, he was a bus driver or conductor relaxing on his rest day. It hadn’t been a good time to call. She said apologetically:

         ‘I’m sorry to trouble you, but I’m trying to trace a Mr Martin Ducton. He used to live next door. I wondered whether you might know what happened to him.’

         ‘Ducton? He’s dead, isn’t he? Been dead best part of nine years. Died in Wandsworth Prison.’

         ‘In prison?’

         ‘Where else would he be, fucking murderer? He raped that kid, and then he and his missus strangled her. What’s he to do with you then? You a reporter or something?’

         ‘Nothing. Nothing. It must be the wrong Ducton. Perhaps I’ve mistaken the name.’

         ‘Someone been having you on more likely. Ducton he was. Martin Ducton. And she was Mary Ducton. Still is.’

         ‘She’s alive then?’

         ‘As far as I know. Coming out soon, I shouldn’t wonder. Must’ve done near ten years by now. Not that she’ll be coming back next door. Four families have had that place since the Ductons. It always goes cheap, that house. Young couple bought it six months ago. It’s not everyone fancies a place where a kid’s been done in. Upstairs in the front room it was.’

         He nodded his head towards number 41, but his eyes never met Philippa’s face. The woman said suddenly:

         ‘They should’ve been hung.’

         Philippa, astonished, heard herself reply:

         ‘Hanged. The word is hanged. They should have been hanged.’

         ‘That’s right,’ said the man.

         He turned to his mother.

         ‘Buried the kid in Epping Forest didn’t they? Isn’t that what they did with her, Ma? Buried her in Epping Forest. Twelve years old she was. You remember, Ma?’

         Perhaps the woman was deaf. His last words were an impatient shout. She didn’t answer. Still staring at Philippa, she said:

         ‘Her name was Julie Scase. I remember now. They killed Julie Scase. But they never got as far as the forest. Caught with the kid’s body in the car boot they was. Julie Scase.’

         Philippa made herself ask through lips so stiff that she could hardly form the words:

         ‘Did they have any children? Did you know them?’

         ‘No. We weren’t here then. We moved here from Romford after they were inside. There was talk of a kid, a girl, weren’t it, who was adopted. Best thing for the poor little bugger.’

         Philippa said:

         ‘Then it’s not the same Ducton. This Ducton had no children. I’ve been given the wrong address. I’m sorry to have troubled you.’

         She walked away from them down the road. Her legs felt swollen and heavy, weighted bolsters which had no connection with the rest of her body, yet which carried her forward. She looked down at the paving stones, using them as a guide like a drunkard under test. She guessed that the woman and her son were still watching her, and when she had gone about twenty yards she made herself turn round and gaze back at them stolidly. Immediately they disappeared. Alone now in the empty road, no longer under surveillance, she found that she couldn’t go on. She stretched her hands towards the brick wall bordering the nearest garden, found it and sat. She felt faint and a little sick, her heart constricted like a hot pulsating ball. But she mustn’t faint here, not in this street. Somehow she must get back to the station. She let her head drop between her knees and felt the blood pound back into her forehead. The faintness passed but the nausea was worse. She sat up again, shutting her eyes against the reeling houses, taking deep gulps of the flower-scented air. Then she opened her eyes and made herself concentrate on the things she could touch and feel. She ran her fingers over the roughness of the wall. Once it had been topped with iron railings. She could feel the coarse grain of the cement-filled holes where they had pierced the brickwork. Perhaps the railings had been taken away in the war to be melted down for armaments. She gazed fixedly at the paving stone under her feet. It was pricked with light, set with infinitesimal specks, bright as diamonds. Pollen from the gardens had blown over it and there was a single flattened rose petal like a drop of blood. How ordinary that a paving stone should be so varied, should reveal under the intensity of her gaze such gleaming wonders. These things at least were real, and she was real – more vulnerable, less durable than bricks and stones but still present, visible, an identity. If people passed, surely they would be able to see her. A youngish woman came out of the house two doors down and walked towards her, pushing a pram with an older child trotting beside it and holding on to the handle. The woman glanced at Philippa, but the child dragged his steps then turned and gazed back at her with a wide, incurious gaze. He had let go of the pram handle and she found herself struggling to her feet, holding out her arms towards him in warning or entreaty. Then the mother stopped and called to him and the child ran up to her and grasped the pram again.

         She watched them until they turned the corner into the High Street. It was time to go. She couldn’t sit here all day fastened to the wall as if it were a refuge, the one solid reality in a shifting world. Some words of Bunyan came into her mind and she found herself speaking them aloud:

         ‘“Some also have wished that the next way to their father’s house were here, and that they might be troubled no more with either hills or mountains to go over, but the way is the way and there is an end.”’

         She didn’t know why the words comforted her. She wasn’t particularly fond of Bunyan and she couldn’t see why the passage should speak to her confused mind in which disappointment, anguish and fear struggled for mastery. But as she walked back to the station she spoke the passage over and over again as if the words were in their own way as immutable and solid as the pavement on which she trod. ‘The way is the way, and there is an end.’
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         When he was working, and that was most of the year, Maurice Palfrey used his room at college. The sociology department had swelled since his appointment as senior lecturer, borne on the sixties’ tide of optimism and secular faith, and had overflown into an agreeable late eighteenth-century house owned by the college in a Bloomsbury square. He shared the house with the Department of Oriental Studies, colleagues notable for their unobtrusiveness and for the number of their visitors. A succession of small, dark, spectacled men and saried women slid daily through the front door and disappeared into an uncanny silence. He seemed always to be encountering them on the narrow stairs; there were steppings back, bowings, slant-eyed smiles; but only an occasional footfall creaked the upper floor. He felt the house to be infected with secret, mice-like busyness.

         His room had once been part of the elegant first-floor drawing-room, its three tall windows and wrought-iron balcony overlooking the square gardens, but it had been divided to provide a room for his secretary. The grace of the proportions had been destroyed and the delicately carved overmantel, the George Morland oil which had always hung in the business room at Pennington and which he had placed above it, the two Regency chairs looked pretentious and spurious. He felt the need to explain to visitors that he hadn’t furnished his room with reproductions. And the conversion hadn’t been a success. His secretary had to pass through his room to get to hers and the clatter of the typewriter through the thin partition was so irritating a metallic obbligato to his meetings that he had to tell Molly to stop working when he had visitors. It was difficult to concentrate during meetings when he was aware that she was sitting next door glowering across her machine in sullen, ostentatious idleness. Elegance and beauty had been sacrificed for a utility which wasn’t even efficient. Helena, on her first visit to the room, had merely said: ‘I don’t like conversions’ and hadn’t visited again. Hilda, who hadn’t appeared to notice or care about the room’s proportions, had left the department after their marriage and had never come back.

         The habit of working away from home had begun after his marriage to Helena when she had bought 68 Caldecote Terrace. Walking hand in hand through the empty echoing rooms like exploring children, folding back the shutters so that the sun came through in great shafts and lay in pools on the unpolished boards, the pattern of their future together had been laid down. She had made it plain that there would be no intrusion of his work into their domestic life. When he had suggested that he would need a study she had pointed out that the house was too small, the whole of the top floor was needed for the nursery and the nanny. She was prepared, apparently, to wash and cook with the aid of daily help, but not to look after her child. She had enumerated their necessities, the drawing-room, dining-room, their two bedrooms and the spare bedroom. There had been no study at Pennington; the suggestion seemed to her eccentric. And there could hardly be a library. She had been brought up with the Wren library at Pennington, and to her any other private library was merely a room in which people kept books.

         Now, when he had long ago worked through his grief – and how accurately some of his colleagues had described that interestingly painful psychological process – when he could distance himself even from humiliation and pain, he was intrigued by the moral eccentricity which could, apparently without compunction, father on him another man’s child, yet which was outraged by the thought of abortion. He recalled their words when she had told him about the child. He had asked:

         ‘What do you want to do about it, have an abortion?’

         ‘Of course not. Don’t be so bourgeois, darling.’

         ‘Abortion can be thought of as distasteful, undesirable, dangerous or even morally wrong if you think in those terms. I don’t see what’s bourgeois about it.’

         ‘It’s all those things. Why on earth should you suppose I want an abortion?’

         ‘You might feel that the baby would be a nuisance.’

         ‘My old nanny is a nuisance, so is my father. I don’t kill them off.’

         ‘Then what do you want to do?’

         ‘Marry you, of course. You are free, aren’t you? You haven’t a wife secreted away somewhere?’

         ‘No, I haven’t a wife. But my darling love, you can’t want to marry me.’

         ‘I never know what I want. I’m only really sure of what I don’t want. But I think we’d better marry.’

         It had been the commonest, the most obvious of cheats, and he the most gullible of victims. But he had been in love for the first and only time, a state which he now realised didn’t conduce to clear thinking. Poets were right to call love a madness. His love had certainly been a kind of insanity in the sense that his thought processes, his perception of external reality, even his physical life, appetite, digestion, sleep, all had been disturbed. Small wonder that he hadn’t calculated with what flattering speed she had singled him out during that short holiday at Perugia, how short the time between that first appraising look across the dining-room table to getting him into her bed.

         It was true that she only knew what she didn’t want. Her needs had seemed to him reassuringly modest, her unwants had all the force of strong desire. He was surprised that they had found the house in Caldecote Terrace so quickly. All districts of London were apparently impossible for her. Hampstead was too trendy, Mayfair too expensive, Bayswater vulgar, Belgravia too smart. And they had been restricted in choice by her refusal to contemplate a mortgage. It was useless for him to point out the advantages of tax relief. A nineteenth-century earl had once mortgaged Pennington, to the embarrassment of his encumbered heirs. A mortgage was bourgeois. In the end they had found Caldecote Terrace in Pimlico and here she had given him, however casual the gift, the four happiest years of his life. Her death, Orlando’s death, had taught him all he knew about suffering. He was glad now that no premature knowledge had despoiled those first few months of grief. It hadn’t been until two years after his marriage to Hilda, seeking medical advice on their childlessness, that he had learnt the truth; that he could never father a child. That period of mourning for a woman who hadn’t existed, for a son who wasn’t his son, now seemed to him a debt discharged, not without honour, a secular grace.

         He had grieved more for Orlando than for Helena. Helena’s death had been the loss of a joy to which he had never felt entitled, which had never seemed quite real, which he had hoped, rather than expected, would last. Some part of his mind had accepted her loss as inevitable; death could not part them more completely than could life. But for Orlando he had mourned with an elemental violence of grief, a wordless scream of anguish. The death of a beautiful, intelligent and happy child had always seemed to him an outrage, and this child had been his son. His grief had seemed to embrace a cosmic fellowship of suffering. He had indulged no inordinate hopes for Orlando, fostered on his child no high ambition, had asked only that he should continue to exist in his beauty, his loving kindness, his peculiarly uncoordinated grace.

         And it was because Orlando had died that he had married Hilda. He knew that their friends found the marriage an enigma. It was easily explained. Hilda was the only one among his friends, his colleagues, who had wept for Orlando. The day after his return from the funeral at Pennington – the depositing of Helena and Orlando in the family vault had symbolised for him the final separation, they lay now with their own kind – she had come into his office with the morning post. He could remember how she had looked, the white schoolgirl’s blouse, the skirt which she had pressed that morning, he could see the impress of the iron across the front pleat. She stood there at the door looking at him. All she said was: ‘That little boy. That little boy.’ He had watched while her face stiffened and then disintegrated with grief. Two tears oozed from her eyes and ran unchecked over her cheeks.

         She had only known Orlando briefly on the few occasions when his nurse had brought him into the office. But she had wept for him. His colleagues had written and spoken their condolences, averting their eyes from a grief they could not assuage. Death was in poor taste. They had treated him with sympathetic wariness, as if he were suffering from a slightly embarrassing disease. She only had paid Orlando the tribute of a spontaneous tear.

         And that had been the beginning. It had led to the first invitation to dinner, to their theatre dates, to the curious courtship which had merely reinforced their misconceptions about each other. He had persuaded himself that she was teachable, that she had a goodness and simplicity which could meet his complicated needs, that behind the bland gentle face was a mind which only needed the stimulus of his loving concern to break into some kind of flowering, what he was never precisely sure. And she had been so different from Helena. It had been flattering to give instead of to take, to be the one who was loved instead of the one who loved. And so, with what to some of his colleagues had seemed indecent haste, they had come to that Registry Office wedding. Poor girl, she had hoped for a white wedding in church. That quiet exchange of contracts could hardly have seemed to her or her parents like a proper marriage. She had got through it in an agony of embarrassment, afraid perhaps that the registrar had thought that she was pregnant.

         He was suddenly aware of his restlessness. He walked across to the tall window and looked out over the dishevelled square. Although the slight rain had now stopped, the plane trees were bedraggled and scraps of sodden litter lay unmoving on the spongy grass. This slow dripping away of the summer matched his mood. He had always disliked the hiatus between academic years when the detritus of the last term had scarcely been cleared away, yet the next was already casting its shadow. He couldn’t remember when the conscientious performance of duty had replaced enthusiasm, or when conscientiousness had finally given way to boredom. What worried him now was that he approached each academic term with an emotion more disturbing than boredom, something between irritation and apprehension. He knew that he no longer saw his students as individuals, no longer had any wish to know or communicate except on the level of tutor to student, and even here there was no trust between them. There seemed to have been a reversal of roles, he the student, they the instructors. They sat in the ubiquitous uniform of the young, jeans and sweaters, huge clumpy plimsolls, open-necked shirts topped with denim jackets, and gazed at him with the fixity of inquisitors waiting for any deviation from orthodoxy. He told himself that they were no different from his former students, graceless, not very intelligent, uneducated if education implied the ability to write their own language with elegance and precision, to think clearly, to discriminate or enjoy. They were filled with the barely suppressed anger of those who have grabbed for themselves sufficient privilege to know just how little privilege they would ever achieve. They didn’t want to be taught, having already decided what they preferred to believe.

         He had become increasingly petty, irritated by details, by the diminishing, for example, of their forenames, Bill, Bert, Mike, Geoff, Steve. He wanted to enquire peevishly if a commitment to Marxism was incompatible with a disyllabic forename. And their vocabulary provoked him. In his last series of seminars on the juvenile law they had talked always of ‘kids’. The mixture of condescension and sycophancy in the word repelled him. He himself had used the words ‘children’ and ‘young people’ punctiliously and had sensed that it had annoyed them. He had found himself talking to them like a pedantic schoolmaster to the lower third:

         ‘I’ve corrected some of the grammar and spelling. This may seem bourgeois pedantry, but if you plan to organise revolution you’ll have to convince the intelligent and educated as well as the gullible and ignorant. It might be worthwhile trying to develop a prose style which isn’t a mixture of sociological jargon and the standard expected from the C stream of a comprehensive school. And “obscene” means “lewd”, “indecent”, “filthy”, it can’t properly be used to describe Government policy in not implementing the recommendations of the Finer Report on one-parent families, reprehensible as that decision may be.’

         Mike Beale, chief instigator of student power, had received back his last essay muttering under his breath. It had sounded like ‘fucking bastard’ and might indeed have been ‘fucking bastard’ except that Beale was incapable of an invective which didn’t include the word ‘fascist’. Beale had just completed his second year. With luck he would graduate next autumn, departing to take a social-work qualification and find himself a job with a local authority, no doubt to teach juvenile delinquents that the occasional minor act of robbery with violence was a natural response of the under-privileged to capitalist tyranny and to promote political awareness among those council house tenants looking for an excuse not to pay their rents. But he would be replaced by others. The academic machine would grind on, and what was so extraordinary was that essentially he and Beale were on the same side. He had been too publicly committed and for too long to renege now. Socialism and sociology. He felt like an old campaigner who no longer believes in his cause but finds it enough that there is a battle and he knows his own side.

         He stuffed into his briefcase the few letters he had found waiting for him in his cubby-hole that morning. One was from a Socialist Member of Parliament enlisting his help with the General Election which he took for granted would come in early October. Would Maurice talk on one of the television party political broadcasts? He supposed he would accept. The box sanctified, conferred identity. The more familiar the face, the more to be trusted. The other was yet another appeal to him to apply for the Chair in social work at a northern university. He could understand the concern among social workers about the Chair. There had been a number of recent appointments outside the field of social work. But what the protesters couldn’t see was that what mattered was the quality of the academic work and of the research, not the discipline of the applicant. With the present competition for Chairs sociology needed to demonstrate its academic respectability, not pursue a spurious professionalism. He was becoming increasingly irritated by the sensitivity of colleagues, unsure of themselves, feeling morbidly undervalued, complaining that they were expected to remedy all the ills of society. He only wished that he could cure his own.

         He put away the last few papers and locked his desk drawer. He remembered that tonight the Cleghorns were coming to dinner. Cleghorn was one of the trustees of a fund set up to investigate the causes and treatment of juvenile delinquency, and Maurice had a post-graduate student who was looking for a research job for the next couple of years. The advantage of giving regular dinner parties was that when one was angling for a favour an invitation to dine didn’t look too blatant a ploy. Closing the door, he wondered without much curiosity where Philippa had been going that morning so early, and whether she would remember the Cleghorns and get home in time to do the dining-room flowers.
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         When she finally got back to Liverpool Street, Philippa spent the rest of the day walking in the city. It was just after six when she returned to Caldecote Terrace. The rain had nearly stopped and was now so fine that it fell against her warm face as a drifting mist needled with cold. But the pavement stones were as tacky as if it had fallen heavily all day, and a few shallow puddles had collected in the gutter into which occasional dollops dropped with heavy portentousness from a sky as thick and grey as curdled milk. Number 68 looked just as it did when she returned from school on any dull summer evening. This homecoming was outwardly no different from any other. As always the basement kitchen was brightly lit and the rest of the house was in darkness except for a light shining from the hall through the elegant fanlight of the front door.

         The kitchen was on the lower ground floor at the front of the house. The dining-room, which was at the back, had french doors to the garden. The whole of the raised ground floor was taken up by the drawing-room; this, too, had access to the garden by a flight of delicately carved and moulded wrought-iron steps. On summer evenings they would carry their coffee down to the patio to the chairs under the fig tree. The walled garden, only thirty feet long, enclosed the scent of roses and white stocks. The patio was set about with white-painted wooden tubs of geraniums glowing blood red in the peculiarly intense light before the setting sun, then bleached as the patio lamps were turned on.

         The light was always on in the north-facing kitchen, yet Hilda never drew the curtains. Perhaps she had never realised that, to the upper world, she moved on a lighted stage. She was there now, already starting on the dinner. Philippa crouched down, clutching the railings, and peered through at her. Hilda cooked with a peculiar intensity, moving like a high priestess among the impedimenta of her craft, consulting her recipe book with the keen unblinking scrutiny of an artist examining his model, then briefly laying her hand on each ingredient like a preparatory blessing. She cleaned and tidied the rest of the house obsessively, but as if nothing it contained had anything to do with her, only here in the organised muddle of her kitchen was she at home This was her habitat. Here she lived doubly caged behind the protecting iron bars on the windows and the spiked railings above, seeing the world pass as a succession of desultory or hurrying feet. Her pale lank hair which normally fell forward over her face was strained back from her eyes with two plastic combs. In the white apron which she invariably wore she looked very young and defenceless, like a schoolgirl, preoccupied with a practical examination, or a newly engaged maid coping with her first dinner party. And it wasn’t because she worked in the kitchen that she looked like a servant. All but the wealthiest of the mothers of the girls at school did most of their own cooking. Cookery had become a fashionable craft, almost a cult. Perhaps it was the white apron, the worried eyes which seemed always to expect, almost to invite a rebuke, which made her look like a woman precariously earning her keep.

         Philippa had forgotten that the Cleghorns and Gabriel Lomas were coming to dinner. She saw that the meal was to begin with artichokes. Six of them, solidly ornamental, were ranged on the central table ready for the pot. The kitchen, under the glare of the twin fluorescent lights, was as familiar as a picture on a nursery wall. The one wicker chair with its shabby patchwork cushion. It had never been necessary to buy a second since neither Maurice nor Philippa made it a habit to sit in the kitchen chatting with Hilda while she cooked. The shelf of paperback recipe books with their greasy crumpled covers, the calendar hanging beside the wall-mounted telephone with its garish blue picture of Brixham Harbour, the portable television set, black and white since the one colour set was in the drawing-room. Philippa couldn’t remember ever seeing Hilda sitting alone in the drawing-room. Why should she? It wasn’t her drawing-room. Everything in it had been chosen by Maurice or by his first wife.

         Philippa had never heard Maurice speak of Helena, but it never occurred to her that this was because he continued to grieve for her or because he was sensitive to Hilda’s feelings. She had long ago decided that he was a man who kept his emotions in compartments. That way there could be no messy spillage from one life to another. From time to time she had felt a vague curiosity about Helena Palfrey, glamourised and dignified as she was for ever by an early and dramatic death. Only once had she seen a picture of Maurice’s first wife. It had been at a bring and buy sale held at school in aid of Oxfam. One of the parents had donated a bundle of glossy society magazines. They had sold well, she remembered. People were happy to give a penny or two for the brief pleasures of nostalgia and recollection. They had flicked through them giggling.

         ‘Look, here’s Molly and John at Henley. My dear, did we really wear skirts that length?’

         Browsing through a bundle displayed for sale, she had seen with a shock of surprise and recognition, Maurice’s face. It was a younger Maurice, strange yet utterly familiar, wearing the startled half-fatuous smile of a man suddenly caught by the camera who hasn’t had time to decide what expression to assume. It had been taken at a wedding. The caption said: ‘Mr Maurice Palfrey and Lady Helena Palfrey chatting to Sir George and Lady Scott-Harries’. And there they were, not chatting to anyone, but staring into the lens, champagne glasses in their hands, as if toasting this second of their joint lives ephemerally recorded in microdots. Lady Helena Palfrey, smiling, stood taller than her husband in her wide-brimmed hat and ridiculously short skirt. Dark hair framed a face which looked no longer young, bony, almost ravaged, heavy-browed. Philippa had torn out the cutting and had kept it, secreted in one of her books, for almost a year. From time to time she had taken it over to the light of her bedroom window to peer at it obsessively, willing it to disclose some clue to the woman’s character, to their love, if love there had been, to their joint life together. Eventually, frustrated, she had torn it up and flushed it down the lavatory.

         And now, with an equal intensity, she peered through the railings at Maurice’s living wife. She was bent over the central table, carefully rolling out fillets of veal. It looked as if the dinner guests were to have veal in wine and mushroom sauce. They would praise the meal, of course; the guests invariably did. Philippa remembered having read that it was the last war which had finally killed the English reticence about the quality of a meal. Now most of the women, and sometimes the men, praised, enquired, exchanged recipes. But with Hilda the praise became effusive, strained, almost embarrassingly insincere. It was as if they needed to reassure or propitiate her, to give her worth in her own eyes. For the whole of her marriage her husband’s guests had treated her as if cooking were her only interest, the only topic she could talk about. And now perhaps it was.

         There were footsteps coming down the street, Philippa scrambled to her feet, wincing at the pain in her cramped legs. She felt suddenly faint and had to grasp at the spikes of the railings for support. She remembered for the first time that she had walked for nearly seven hours through the streets of London, round the parks, in and out of the City churches, along the Embankment, without stopping to eat. Painfully, she made her way up the steps to the front door.

         She turned her key in the lock and passed through the inner porch with its twin panels of Burne-Jones stained glass, an allegory of spring and summer, into the pearl-grey quietness of the hall. She smelled the usual faint smell of lavender and fresh paint, so faint that it was almost illusory, a conditioned response to the familiar objects of home. The delicate banister rail in polished pale mahogany supported by elegant balustrades, unwound from its scroll and curved upwards drawing the eye to the stained glass of the landing window. The two panes were a continuation of the ones in the porch, a garlanded woman with a cornucopia spilling the fruits of autumn, bearded winter with his faggots and stave. To an earlier taste their self-conscious aestheticism and period charm would have been despised; now Maurice, who didn’t particularly like them, wouldn’t have dreamed of having them removed, probably knowing to a pound the value they added to his property. But the rest of the hall was his taste, his or that of his first wife; the low shelf with his collection of Staffordshire historical groups, bold against the shiny white wood; a pale elongated Nelson dying black-booted in Hardy’s arms; Wellington, Field-Marshal’s baton on his hip, mounted on his charger Copenhagen; Victoria and Albert with their blood idealised children grouped before the Grand Exhibition; a lighthouse rising from a turbulent sea of unchipped waves, with Grace Darling straining on her oars. Above them, in incongruous proximity but looking somehow right since both combined strength with delicacy, were Maurice’s three nineteenth-century Japanese prints in their curved rosewood frames; Nobukazu, Kikugawa, Tokohumi. Like the Staffordshire, which as a child she had been allowed to dust, they were part of her childhood, ferocious warriors with their curved swords, pale moons behind delicate blossomed boughs, the soft pinks and greens of the slant-eyed women in their kimonos. Had she really only known them for ten years? Where then had been those other hallways, forgotten except in nightmares, with their dark dados, the lank greasy macintoshes hanging inside the door, the smell of cabbage and fish, the claustrophobic horror of the black cupboard under the stairs?

         Without taking off her coat she went down to the kitchen. Hilda came out of the pantry, a box of eggs in her hand. Without looking at Philippa she said:

         ‘I’m glad you’re back. We’ve got the Cleghorns for dinner. Can you do the table and the flowers, darling?’

         Philippa didn’t answer. She felt very calm, light-headed with tiredness, her anger spent. She was glad that she had no need to discipline her voice, that she was in complete control. She closed the kitchen door and leaned her back against it as if barring Hilda’s escape. She waited until Hilda, getting no answer, looked up at her. Then she said:

         ‘Why didn’t you tell me that my mother was a murderess?’

         But she needed to discipline herself after all. Hilda looked so ridiculous, stuck there speechless, mouth gaping, eyes wide with fright, the personification of stage horror, that she had to make a conscious effort to stop herself breaking into nervous laughter. She watched while the box of eggs dropped from Hilda’s parting hands as if she had willed them to fall. One bounced free and cracked open, spilling an unbroken dome of yellow, shivering in its glutinous pad of white. Instinctively Philippa stepped towards it. Hilda cried out sharply:

         ‘Don’t step in it! Don’t step in it!’

         Moaning she seized a cloth and dabbed at the yolk. There was a splurge of yellow over the black and white tiles. Still kneeling, she muttered:

         ‘The Cleghorns, they’re coming to dinner. I haven’t done the table yet. I knew you’d find out! I told him. I always said so. Who told you? Where have you been all day?’

         ‘I applied for a copy of my birth certificate under the Children Act. Then I went to 41 Bancroft Gardens. There was no one in, but a neighbour told me. Then I spent the day walking in the City. After that I came home, I mean I came back here.’

         Hilda was still scrubbing at the tiles, smearing the yellow mucus. She said wildly:

         ‘I don’t want to talk about it, not now! I’ve got to get on with dinner. The Cleghorns are coming. It’s important to your father.’

         ‘The Cleghorns? How can it be? If they want something from him they’ll hardly complain if the food isn’t up to expectations. And if he wants something from them, then he’s wasting his time if their decision can be swayed by whether the veal is the best they’ve eaten since they found that intriguing little inn in the Dordogne.’

         She explained patiently:

         ‘Look, they don’t matter. I matter. Why didn’t you tell me?’

         ‘How could we? A thing like that. They killed that girl. Raped and murdered her. She was only twelve! What good would it have done, your knowing? It wasn’t your fault. It was nothing to do with you. I don’t want to think about it. It was horrible, horrible! There are things you can’t tell a child, ever. It would have been too cruel.’

         ‘More cruel than letting me find out?’

         Hilda turned on her with a sudden flash of defensive spirit.

         ‘Yes, cruel and wrong! You don’t mind so much now. At least you’re grown up. You have your own life, your own personality. It can’t destroy you now. You wouldn’t be talking like this if you really cared. You’re excited and angry, and I suppose you’re shocked, but you aren’t really hurt. It isn’t real to you. You stand outside life and look at it as if you aren’t really part of it. You watch people as if they’re acting on some kind of stage. That’s how you were looking down at me just now. You thought I didn’t know you were there, but I did. You don’t really care what your mother did to that child. It doesn’t touch you. Nothing does.’

         Philippa stared at Hilda, disconcerted by this unexpected percipience. She cried:

         ‘But I want it to touch me! I want to feel it!’

         She thought:

         ‘It’s because I don’t really believe it yet. All my past is fabrication. This is just a new story, a different angle, to be explored and experienced. Then I shall return to the reality I fabricated for myself, to that unknown father striding across the lawn at Pennington. It is these newcomers, not he, who are the usurpers.’

         Hilda was rinsing out the floor-cloth under the tap, muttering above the splash of the water.

         ‘When you came in just now – you knew what you were going to say. I expect you practised it in the train. But you aren’t really unhappy. You’re not as unhappy as you would have been if you hadn’t got your Cambridge scholarship. You’re like your father, neither of you can bear to fail.’

         ‘You mean I’m like Maurice. I don’t know whether I’m like my father. That’s one of the things I mean to find out.’

         ‘It was Parliament, that Act they passed. They had no right. It was breaking faith with adopters. When we took you on we thought that you’d never be able to find out who your parents were.’

         ‘Took you on.’ Was that how Hilda had always seen her, as an obligation, a responsibility, a burden? Probably Hilda had never really wanted her. Why should she? A baby adopted from birth, pitiful, dependent, responsive, might have done something for Hilda’s frustrated maternal feelings. But what satisfaction could she have expected from a difficult and resentful eight-year-old whose parents had suddenly been taken from her, had disappeared without explanation? No, it had been Maurice’s doing. Maurice had demanded his experimental material. But the idea of adoption must have been Hilda’s. She must have been the one who had originally agitated for a child. Maurice wouldn’t have cared one way or the other. But if there had to be an adopted child to satisfy Hilda’s thwarted maternal instinct, then he would at least ensure that they chose one with intelligence but from the worst possible background. If he couldn’t have a child of his own, at least he could rear one for the glory of sociological theory. It was surprising that he hadn’t selected a second female, carefully matched for age and intelligence, to monitor their joint progress. After all, every experiment needed a control. How he and Hilda must have enjoyed their secret! Was this what had kept their odd marriage intact, the titillating confederacy of deceit?

         She said:

         ‘I could have applied to a court for permission to see my birth certificate once I came of age. That’s always been the law, even if people didn’t realise it.’

         ‘But you wouldn’t have done that, and if you had, at least we’d have been warned. Then we could have told the court and the judge wouldn’t have given you permission. But even if he had, it would still have been better than learning it when you were a child.’

         ‘And all those stories? My mother being a servant at Pennington and dying soon after I was born. Did you concoct them together?’

         ‘No, that was me. He just wanted to tell you that we didn’t know who your parents were. But I had to tell you something when you asked. The story just grew.’

         ‘And that bit about the letter my mother wrote, the letter to be handed to me when I’m twenty-one?’

         Hilda gazed up at her, puzzled.

         ‘I never told you that. What letter? I didn’t say anything about a letter.’

         So that part must have been her own fabrication. Together she and Hilda, in unconscious collaboration, had created and embellished their joint fantasy, a small detail there, a touch of local colour, snatches of imagined conversation, small descriptions. Sometimes Hilda had been forced by Philippa’s obsessional questions into embarrassed evasions, but Philippa had always put these down to Hilda’s embarrassment at any mention of Pennington and Maurice’s first wife. But she had done it very cleverly, you had to give her that. The story had hung together without obvious inconsistencies. Philippa’s mother had been a parlour-maid at Pennington. She had given birth to an illegitimate child and had died shortly afterwards. The baby had been fostered by people in the village, now dead, and then by foster parents in London. Maurice had heard about her on one of his return visits to Pennington after his first wife’s death, and had suggested to Hilda that they should foster the child. The fostering had been successful and had led six months later to adoption. There was no one now to disprove any of it. The present Earl had sold Pennington nine years previously and had taken refuge from taxation and the exigencies of his ex-wives in the south of France. Very few of the original servants lived in Pennington village and none still worked in the house. It had subsequently been sold to an Arab and was now closed to the public. It would have been difficult to disprove the story and Philippa had never had any inclination to try. It had, she realised now, conformed too neatly with her own private imaginings. She had believed it because she had wanted it to be true. And even now, one small part of her mind obstinately refused to relinquish it.
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