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‘The crow must have flown away, I think,’ said Alice. ‘I’m so glad it’s gone. I thought it was the night coming on.’


‘I wish I could manage to be glad!’ the Queen said. ‘Only I can never remember the rule. You must be very happy, living in this wood, and being glad whenever you like!’


‘Only it’s so very lonely here!’ Alice said in a melancholy voice: and at the thought of her loneliness two large tears came rolling down her cheeks.
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Through the Looking Glass




‘On s’engage, puis on voit.’


MOTTO OF NAPOLEON

































Prologue





If one is arrested in the middle of the night, removed from those one loves, given no information about what is going to happen to one, kept incommunicado or in solitary confinement, one becomes severely depressed. Anyone will tell you. Except that after Victor’s death, after the totally unexpected striking down of my life, my love, my lover of twenty-six years, that Christmas which would remain for ever in the mind, I did not have anyone. No. Not strictly true. There was my friend, Sophie, my sister, Jennie, my colleagues at work, but after the initial shock had dissipated I did not let them near.


I was not a widow. Had I been married to Victor it might have been easier. It was Molly who had the comfort of the children, hers and Victor’s, Molly who was shown how best to heal herself, to make the most of her resources, to build a new life. I was left alone to come to terms with my grief, despair and anger, most of all the anger, in a society which is based upon the couple and in which death is unmentionable. Few people had known about Victor when he lived – except Sophie and Jennie – we hadn’t gone to many places, other than the opera, where we were likely to be seen. As far as self-esteem was concerned we had always been together, even if my complementary half was not always clearly visible.




There were no problems about money. My Pathology Investigation Centre was riding on the crest of a wave which emanated from the shores of Kuwait and Dubai and peaked over London. I did not need money. I did not need anything. Anybody. For I was no longer Jean Banks, content, successful, but a dead and empty husk whose public image walked and talked and functioned, afraid that it would be found out for the hollow pastiche that it was. I lived in constant fear. That my paper-thin shell would be broken and it would become apparent, to my eternal shame, that there was nothing inside: not Sophie’s friend, not my father’s daughter (although in his senility, poor lamb, he no longer knew me), not Jennie’s sister, not even my own self whose facsimile discharged the obligations of the day and lived the terrors of the night, but did not exist.


I thought I was ill. Physically I mean. Wearing my merry, coping mask, I conned my doctor into referring me for X-rays to establish a cause for the fatigue and chest pains, the cramps in my stomach, and the weight which I was losing. He prescribed alkalis to be taken before the meals I could not eat, when what I needed, although I did not know it then, was a sense, derived from loving and being loved, of my own worth.


I was a classic case. I did not communicate except on the most superficial level. With no one to define me, to reassure me of my existence, I became a robot, with no sense of reality, and little grip on life. I was incapable of making the simplest decisions. Did not open my letters, let alone reply to them. I could not make up my mind what to put on in the mornings and when I did, changed it ten minutes later. It took me a lifetime to get dressed and I could not summon up the energy from my meagre resources to pick up my clothes from where, exhausted, I let them drop at night.




Craftily, at work, unaware how I had managed to transport myself, I went through the motions required of me. I picked fights over the most minor aberrations of my staff, causing them to stare at me open mouthed in consternation. When they spoke I listened but their words stopped short of the nimbus which surrounded me, and I did not hear. I walked nowhere for my legs were weak. I told my doctor who tested my plantar reflexes, scratching the soles of my feet. There were times when I became so inert that I could not, I swear I could not, get out of my chair. I sat alone in my consulting-room with tears pouring down my face. Making telephone calls was a problem. Having mustered the energy to pick up the receiver, I would discover that I was unable to recall numbers I had thought engraved on my memory. When I did connect, my voice registered in apathetic whispers for which I blamed the line.


In my brighter moments, for there were times when my cloud lifted, I instigated projects, but when the time came to implement them my interest had gone. I arranged for tests on patients but was indifferent to the results; luckily I did not harm them. On bad days, pleading a cold, flu, migraine, backache, a host of nebulous complaints, I stayed at home where, sometimes for days, I did not leave my bed. It could not go on. I could not.


It was Bob who rescued me as I was going down for the third time, who threw the line which saved me. He came into my room with the results of a lumbar tap, to show me the leucocyte count. When he had finished he put the report in his pocket but did not leave. Dear Bob. We had known each other a long time. Grey haired – since Victor’s death I had not bothered tinting mine – we had watched the years make off with our youth.


‘Look, Jean, I don’t know how to say this…’




Bob had never been articulate.


‘You’re not well.’


‘I’ve seen my doctor. Everything’s fine.’ I pinned on my smile.


Bob stared at the carpet, a Persian, unique in composition and palette. Victor had bought it for me. I was staring, mesmerised, at its filigree Herati border when Bob said:


‘I’ve a friend at the Maudsley.’


I wonder if he thought I was going mad.


‘You’ve been depressed since…Christmas.’


I stared at him. I had never believed in illness which was not organic.


‘It’s a virus,’ I said. ‘I can’t seem to shake it off. It’ll be better when the weather…’


‘Will you see him?’


Bob had always been determined. Half the success of the Path. Lab., which he had been in on from the start, was due to him.


‘There’s nothing wrong.’


Had he spoken then, had he tried to persuade me, I think I would not have broken. He said nothing, but took me in his arms. In his embrace I, a grown woman, more than middle-aged, became a child. He cradled me while I wept into his white coat. The dam had burst, and good, sensible Bob made no attempt to stop it. When I had finished with the weeping I huddled in my chair and did not protest when he picked up my phone to ring the Maudsley.


What would have happened to me without Bob’s intervention I do not know. I did not know anything. Certainly not that before the year was out I would exchange the role of odalisque couchée, Victor’s indolent mistress, for that of odalisque with tambourine – a kind of whirling dervish – playing the parts of lover, housekeeper and mother (in my case surrogate), which in my innocence I had not realised came pre-packed with the wedding ring.







But I run on too fast.




























Part One





I was unfamiliar with psychiatric hospitals. My own medical training had virtually eschewed diseases of the mind. I did not need to read the journals but only the popular press, or listen to television – Horizon or World in Action – to know that the emphasis had shifted. Depression – once a hidden disorder, its victims bewildered by their private hells and ashamed of their symptoms – was now the common cold of mental disturbance, the most prevalent of all psychic maladies, and much of the population was dependent for its courage to face each day on psychoactive drugs.


The evidence stared at me, unequivocally, as I entered the hospital. The out-patients sat in rows, tranquillised, not reading the thumbed and tattered books. Beyond them a lady, radiant in her cerebral health, dispensed small treats and steaming sluice-coloured liquid in polystyrene cups. One man, more dishevelled than the rest, sat forward in his chair addressing a diatribe to the wrapper-littered floor. The words were indistinguishable, except for every now and then, when he raised his head and the volume to declaim in personal anguish: ‘…fucking Korea…!’ eliciting no more response from the shades which surrounded him than if he had not spoken.


I was not as these, the melancholy women and the indifferent men, the youths clutching crash-helmets, the sad girls exhaling smoke, as if it were their life’s blood, into the stale air. If I was different it was not remarked, any more, I guessed, than the Emperor would have been had he walked through the doors in his new clothes.




I thumped the bell on the reception desk.


‘I’m Dr Banks. I have an appointment. Dr Hartley Taylor.’


I disliked him sight unseen. I could just as well have called myself Stevenson Banks, or Banks Stevenson, my mother’s maiden name.


‘Dr Anne or Dr Christopher?’


I realised that the girl, in her neat skirt and blouse, was addressing me, and thought how cosy, wondering if the Hartley Taylors patient-swapped over the evening take-away.


‘Dr Christopher.’


‘Will you wait…’ Her words were submerged in a full-throated condemnation of ‘fucking Korea’ but her pencil indicated the stairs.


I negotiated them to find an elitist sub-group sitting, as it were, in the upstairs lounge of a 747. A girl in trousers, beret and scarf, matching pink, paced back and forth, retracing her steps, from wall to fish tank; a youth, in soiled tennis shoes, slumped motionless. A brittle woman, her time of life written in the long-suffering face behind the bifocals, berated her despondent wraith of a daughter from a vinyl-covered chair.


‘I can’t cope, Deirdre. I told the doctor I couldn’t cope. You’ll have to go away…’


I pictured them at war in their semi-detached, in the spotless kitchen with its bright tiles, in which a teenager with multi-coloured spiky hair and bitten nails was an affront.


A young man, in jeans and denim jacket, appeared from a doorway and called the pacing girl.


‘Deirdre.’


This was a doctor? Times had changed.




They had changed. I had been too busy with my work, with Victor, with myself, to notice. I had let them mutate until the débâcle of Victor’s death had brought me up short.


After the initial numbness, nature’s analgesic, had worn off, I had stood quite still and taken stock of my Victorless surroundings, starting with my sitting-room redolent with our possessions, our lares and penates, from which for the sake of my sanity I had to eradicate the sound of his voice. This did not mean I must eradicate Victor. He was there inside me, as he had been for twenty-six years, his place inviolable, where he would remain for the rest of my life – which seemed to stretch indefinitely and lustreless before me. I had cut myself off. Because of Victor. As his mistress I had had no need of any but the most superficial social life, in which I had a reputation for an icy hauteur which intimidated all but the most persistent of men. I did not know where to begin. To tell the world that part of me was available, needed distraction, when I had so sequestrated myself that it seemed no one knew of my existence.




‘Get yourself some new clothes,’ Sophie said. I knew what she meant. I had a wardrobe full of clothes but they reminded me of Victor. A dress the colour of the Seine: a loden coat, impervious to Highland cold and Irish mists; a cape, proffered by maîtres d’hôtel – whom Victor had as usual overcompensated – as if it were a matador’s. I shut the cupboard on their uplifted voices, their contented skirts and bodices, and clad the new Jean Banks with angry garments which protested her summary rejection, the unfairness of her sudden isolation. There was a skirt, black – Victor hated me in black now that I was older – with a slit up the side, beneath which I wore fishnet stockings, a satin blouse which plunged to my navel, and shoes, stiletto-heeled, which owing to his lack of inches I had never worn with Victor.




I had never used my flat for entertaining. Restaurants, half a dozen London favourites, had been our dining-room, mine and Victor’s. When I realised that the world was going about its business, as it always had, while I was preoccupied with my lover, my married man, I tapped it on the shoulder and invited it in. It was not reluctant. I haunted the off-licence and held merry soirées for guests who drank too much and thought too little. When they had gone, taking the distraction with them, I sat among the ashtrays, overflowing, and the dirty glasses, listening to my aching heart which the evening had temporarily silenced, trying to hold back the walls, impregnated with my one-time happiness, before they closed in. I eked out the sleeping pills, prescribed after Victor to keep the night at bay, then asked for more.




It was not enough. I grew phobic about my own company. Could not stand to be alone. One night, taking the line of least resistance, I allowed a lingering guest to stay. A systems analyst not averse to the proffered bed. In my flight from loneliness I discovered that the act of love could lead to a deceptive climax of togetherness, of momentary oblivion, but that it did not mitigate the pain. I planned my days and orchestrated my nights so that no moment, however brief, was allowed to escape unfilled. I saw more films and plays, more concerts and recitals, more Manets and Monets and Op and Pop, more friends and acquaintances, more nieces and nephews and remote echelons of my family than I had done in years. If there were no cure for my anguish I sought to destroy it and in doing so almost destroyed myself.





‘Doctor Banks?’


A slim young man with a ginger beard and side-whiskers was addressing me. I followed him down the passage, the numbered doors of which gave onto the confessionals, and sat down in one of them opposite the bright tie. There was a fresh sheet of hospital notepaper on the pad and the old-fashioned fountain pen, which went oddly with the trendy gear, was poised.




We went through the obligatory statistical routine. I had to think hard about my date of birth, it seemed so very long ago, but there was no time to dwell on the vanished years because my ginger-bearded doctor had asked me to tell him exactly how I felt, and was waiting.


‘Fragmented.’


The room was no bigger than a cell and there was a wash-basin in the corner.


‘Part of me is standing still and the other walking and talking and eating and sleeping. Going through the motions.’


The pen had a gold nib. Broad.


‘It’s hard to describe…’


‘Go on.’


‘It’s as if I’m on the outside. As if I’m watching myself, this Jean Banks, live.’


I tried to explain. About the routine tasks and the difficulties I encountered performing them. About the inertia, precipitated by the heavy sense of gloom and hopelessness, the guilt and self-loathing, which overwhelmed me. There was something else – the loudness of voices, the brightness of colours, the grotesque distortion of once familiar faces – for which I could not find the words.


‘How do you sleep?’


Of course he knew. The inability to lose consciousness, the disturbed nights, the ghastly inevitability of the early-morning wakening.


‘Anything else?’




‘I keep crying for no reason. The tears just come.’


He nodded, as if the great aching lump of lead which lay inside my chest were visible.


‘I’m careless. I dent the car. Posts and things… I cross the road in front of the traffic. Deliberately. Last across. I used to play it as a child. I wouldn’t care…’


The silence was expectant.


‘…if I were run over.’


He waited. And I waited. The small charge of energy which I had generated for the interview had run down. I wondered how long was dedicated to each patient. I had lost interest, wondered why I was baring my soul to the ginger beard, the dazzling tie.


‘How long has this been going on?’


‘Since Victor…’


‘Victor?’


I listened to myself define my lover, how I had lived for so long as mistress to a very much married man. It was like reciting the blurb from the dust-jacket of a novel, trying to encapsulate the anima of a Tolstoy, the vision of a Pasternak into a sentence. Without taking out my heart and laying it on the blotter, there was no way that I could give any credence to Victor.


‘And you’ve been feeling as you do now since Victor died?’


‘Oh no!’


I told him about the original despair through which Sophie had nursed me, the ensuing anger which had welled up, huge and incontinent, my foreign behaviour, my promiscuity.


‘And your family?’


‘I don’t have any,’ I said irritably. I had explained about Victor and that there were no children. He had not listened.




‘I mean your childhood.’


I would have to disappoint him. There was no broken home, no reprobate father, no battered wife, to nurture the roots of my condition. He would find nothing there.


‘Tell me about it.’


It was like the calm before the storm, my childhood in the dreaming suburb where our lives, mine and Jennie’s and our parents’, were governed by values that a cataclysm – of which we had no intimation in those myopic summer-garden days – would soon turn upside down.


‘It was happy.’


So it was. We were a family. A solid, normal group of related couples and their offspring, in which I took for granted not only the fact that I belonged, but that when my turn came I would initiate my own dynasty with similar bountiful celebrations of Christmas and Easter and other exhibitions of togetherness rich with material rewards. My mother’s velvet-lined jewellery box had been piled with her ‘long-service’ medals. A harlequin brooch, his hat picked out in semiprecious stones, a gold fob-watch, pearls in rows of various lengths, corals and moonstones, appropriate to the number of years she had been married to my father, and the ultimate accolade before her sudden and untimely death, a ruby ring in the shape of a heart. She did not reward herself. It never occurred to her. Her bounty was directed towards her husband round whom she orbited – and whom she regarded as a cross between Old Moore’s Almanack and the Lord Chief Justice – and her daughters, Jennie and myself.


Along with others in that false dawn, my mother was the angel in the house, toiling and moiling, regardless of her own needs, for her immediate and extended household. Her capacity for self-sacrifice, not in those days unusual, was put to good use in the war years with their civilian hardships. She ‘dug for Victory’ – planting cabbages where the lawn, my father’s pride and joy, had once lain green and weedless – made blouses for Jennie and myself from discarded shirts, and gave us, as if there were no other way, her weekly egg and butter ration. She belonged to a generation of women whose modus vivendi was determined by their spouses. She was by no means unintelligent, but in her anxiety not to make waves, was content, when my father was around, to let him take over. It was not that she was weak, but as if she were lacking in substance. She stopped thinking. Anything financial, political or mechanical she shut her eyes to. She was far from stupid.




This became apparent when my father was called up for the army and she evacuated us to a dilapidated and cheerless cottage in the country. Assuming both parental roles as if to the manner born, she dealt – with an efficiency previously directed to domestic skills – with matters of taxation and allowances, and the tide of paperwork attendant upon the shortages of everything. She cut lengths of wood for battens, to which she nailed the blackout curtains, made furniture out of boxes – I can still see the word ‘Apples’ through the glaze on my bedside table – as naturally as she boiled the ends of soap to make the squelchy paste with which we washed, and curled our hair – Jennie’s and mine – with pipe-cleaners, which was all that was available.




All this, it seemed to me, with the unseeing eye of childhood, without effort. Yet when my father came back, having vanquished Hitler, to resume his place behind the counter of his chemist’s shop, she slipped on her old role like a nightdress, screaming at the sight of bugs, snakes, mice and spiders, which she had cold-bloodedly murdered without hesitation, when she was alone. Looking back, I could see that she deliberately played down her own capabilities, her own intelligence, her own courage, while reinforcing my father’s masculine strengths and indispensability. She brainwashed herself.







‘How did your parents look on your…liaison?’


The question annoyed me, interrupting the flood of reminiscences which Dr Hartley Taylor had undammed. The clock on his desk had jumped fifteen minutes while I had been reconstructing the past I did not often visit.


‘They did not know. About Victor.’


The eyebrows shot up, and the gold nib, like a seismograph, made marks across the hospital notepaper.


‘They wouldn’t have understood.’


Theirs was not an age of permissiveness, of cohabiting without benefit of clergy, certainly not with a married man, but of romance reflected in the songs ‘Some day my prince will come’ and ‘All of me, why not take all of me?’ – and marriage. Girls were not lauded for posing expressionless for cameras, for being pop singers or into designer jeans – even my own predilection for medicine was not viewed without misgiving: ‘You’ll have to give it up when the babies start coming, Jean’ – but for catching, ensnaring, or otherwise acquiring a desirable (to the outward eye) husband who, by assuming responsibility for you, would render the task, in preparing you for that moment, complete. Following the pattern of grandmas and grandpas, uncles and aunts, sisters and brothers-in-law, two by two, you were expected to enter the ark of matrimony, at which point a sigh of relief would be heard. The life that I chose for myself with Victor was untidy and messy, and did not come within my parents’ preconceived parameters.




‘You never told them?’


There was a minute to go. Like a train, leaving a station.


It seemed strange now.


My parents, until my mother’s death and my father’s retreat into the private world of dementia, had both thought of me as an old maid.


Dr Hartley Taylor reached for his prescription pad.


‘I’d like to start you on some medication.’


I had always prided myself on my self-sufficiency, despising the dependence upon drugs, of one kind of another, of my friends and colleagues. The pride of course was false, and my aplomb due to the fact that I had never been ill. It was mortifying to admit that I was as others. That events had caught up with me.


‘I don’t want to…’


To become like the zombies who waited outside in their drugged twilight. There was no more fight in me.


‘We’ll start you on a tricyclic. They have the least side-effects. I’d like to see you again in a fortnight. Don’t hesitate to get in touch if anything bothers you.’


He was closing his notes, capping his fountain pen. I was the twelve o’clock and it was a minute past one.


I took the prescription, accepting my role as patient, and looked at the name of the drug which identified our age as unequivocally as did the nubile ladies who streaked, bare-breasted, over rugby pitches, and the machinations of the Arts Council.


‘How long will I have to take them for?’


A stupid question.


‘Let’s get you going then we can discuss it again.’


He held the door, but his mind was clearly on other things. His lunch, the next patient, the morning row with his wife, who sorted out people in the next room but was most probably as snarled up in her relationships as they. We were the sick generation. Tuberculosis of the mind and diphtheria of the soul. Marriage guidance counsellors, and social workers, and therapists (I always read the word ‘the rapists’) were cupped upon us and, like leeches, sucked the blood of our disappointment, our despair, fed on our tortured souls.




I sat in the car, both of us immobilised, and tried to remember how to animate it, looking at the controls as I looked at my face each morning, willing to swear I had seen neither of them before. I was south of the river when I belonged north of it. By the alienation, the sense of foreignness I felt, as the huge lorries laboured up and coasted down the hill, with their cargoes of frozen foods and furniture, it could have been the Gobi desert. Victor had lived this side of the river, keeping me neatly filed away, as he filed everything, on the other bank. He was buried here. Since that first time when I had brought his favourite rose, I had not visited the churchyard. Slowly, laboriously, marvelling at the ensuing miracles I wrought with each motion, I brought the car to life and, on an impulse which was not – for there is no such thing – extricated myself from my parking place and drove towards where Victor was buried, although I was not going to visit his grave.





I had not known loneliness. Being alone, yes – even at school I had elicited the comment ‘Jean is a bright little girl but she spends too much time on her own’ – but there had always been Victor, although he was not always there. Our ‘liaison’, as Dr Hartley Taylor had called it, while not by some standards an ideal arrangement, had suited me: a limited attachment in which I was able to avoid, as many of my married friends could not, being eaten alive. They had compensations: children, grandchildren now, loving caring families. In their eyes I was unchanged. I had not grown horns. I was ‘on my own’ as usual.




My demeanour fooled them. Loneliness is not easily perceived by those who do not suffer it, and is not readily admitted by those who do. Unlike other disabilities – age and missing limbs – the acknowledgement of loneliness implies a guilt, a responsibility on the part of the other, to alleviate the condition, to come up with a bright panacea. ‘Get out.’ ‘Do something.’ ‘You’ll feel better if you do.’ Jennie suggested evening classes, but I could not see myself throwing pots, and Sophie, that I learn to play bridge. With Victor’s death I had joined the hidden army; of pensioners, young mothers incarcerated in high-rise flats, the unemployed, about whose fate nobody really cares. I was sorry for myself. Who else was there to be sorry for me? I was not without friends. It wasn’t the absence of the living which was responsible for my state but the aching void left by the one who had died.


I took to watching television – the nepenthe of solitude – something I had not done when Victor was alive. I pressed the button, any button, before I shed my coat. It didn’t help. People on the small screen, even in the adverts, were almost never alone. I tried to think through my paradoxical situation, but my rationalisations went missing in a maelstrom of half-finished thoughts. The nearest I came to a conclusion was that although I had been on my own a great deal when Victor had been alive, now I minded. I didn’t want to go out by myself. I didn’t know what to do. I felt cut off, bored, hopeless, empty, sad, anxious, solitary; even in the midst of a crowd. What was to become of me?







I had almost taken the solution into my own hands, scaring myself. It was, I think, why I had fallen in with Bob’s suggestion, that the problem was not one I was going to solve on my own. I had told no one. It was after an American soap opera on the box. They say that violence depraves. There had been no commission to study the effects of a sanitised Los Angeles saga, where everyone has sleek cars and decorator houses and lifted faces and shining hair and someone to go home to whether to scream at or to love. No one has ever measured the effect of these charmed lives upon despair.




Consigning the drama to oblivion, switching it off, I had noticed my suddenly shabby sitting-room in which the carpet needed cleaning, piles of correspondence lay unattended, and Christmas cards, weeks after the event, collected the dust on the mantelpiece. Standing, desolate, in the middle of the room, I had the impression that I was derelict in a world from which I felt completely estranged; that if I opened the windows and called for help my voice would bounce back from the roof tops, mocking me; there would be no one there. It was the nadir of my life.


I went into the bathroom and sat on the cork-topped stool, looking at my face in the mirror but seeing no image of my translucent self, for I had already disappeared. I opened the wall cabinet, knowing what I would do. I had not moved Victor’s things, his toothbrush, his razor. There was a blade which had already been used – I did not take a new one – it was important, as if there was to be a mingling of the blood, a final compact in death. I took it between my thumb and forefinger, slim and slippery, and turning on both taps held my wrists over the wash-basin not wanting to make a mess. I felt neither afraid nor sorry for myself. I did not feel anything. I had the blade across my radial artery, my fist clenched, hardly able to wait to see the scarlet fascination of my own life force, when the doorbell rang, accompanied by an urgent rattle on the letterbox.




I need not have answered it, but my trance was broken, the moment over. There would be another. It was my downstairs neighbour. Her phone, she thought, was out of order. Could I be an angel and ring her number? Her choice of words amused me. She looked at me strangely. I think she thought I had been drinking.


I knew where Victor lived. I had often been there in the early days, to watch the shuttered outside of the house while he was on holiday with Molly and the children. Virginia Water. As in a dream I drove through the High Street, purveyors of meat and provisions to Molly, when she didn’t pick up the phone for the grocery department of Fortnum’s or Harrods’ Food Hall. I parked opposite the house, its curtained windows seeming to jeer. On impulse I got out of the car and crossed the road to the wrought-iron gates between the cared-for hedges, as if I was hoping to catch a glimpse of Victor, to discover that he was not really dead. As if by wishing it I would see him once more alive. Preoccupied with my fantasy I didn’t hear the Rolls draw up. Turned only to see Molly in a fur coat, leaning on two sticks, helped by the chauffeur in his grey uniform, come slowly towards me. I was caught. Red-handed. Later of course I realised that Molly, if she considered it at all, might have thought I was a passerby; admiring the house; walking the dog – although there was none. I was incapable of coherent thought. Any thought. As she drew near I looked into the blue eyes, only slightly faded. There was no recognition. How could there be? And yet we were united, had been for twenty-six years, in the sisterhood of belonging to the same man. Sharing him, although one of us did not know.




‘Molly.’


It was out before I thought. Unthinking.




She looked puzzled.


‘I’m sorry…’


‘I’m a friend,’ I said, ‘of Victor’s.’


She looked at me. We stood in the cold. A little tableau with the chauffeur carrying the parcels.


‘Won’t you come in?’


I watched myself nod, walk up the path behind her, admiring the sleek skins of her coat. I remembered her fiftieth birthday when Victor had bought it. I could have had one, half a dozen. I was for conservation in the days, remote now, when I had been actively for anything.


A diminutive maid opened the door before we reached it, took Molly’s coat and scarf and gloves as though it were a privilege. An imposter, I did not leave mine. Molly, her progress slow over the polished floors, led the way to the drawing-room which overlooked the winter garden. ‘No!’ I almost cried, I knew she’d always hated the formality of the room, I wanted to see her sitting-room. Anything that was Molly’s. We sat on opposite sides of the fireplace. Tea, in a silver pot, appeared, although Molly had not asked for it.


‘Had you known Victor long?’


I wondered what I was doing in Molly’s drawing-room balancing the gold-rimmed cup. I was suddenly appalled.


‘Look,’ I said, ‘there’s been an awful mistake. I think I’d better go.’


‘Stay.’ It was a command issued gently. I knew why Victor, nobody, could refuse her. Lucy was the same.


There were photographs of her children on the piano, Lucy in the days before the heroin had diminished her; the boys; Gavin’s wedding; William with Victor; Tristan on graduation day. I could not look.


‘Tell me,’ Molly said. Not in a hurrying or impatient way, but as if she had all the time in the world. Which she had. I realised suddenly that she too was alone. In the big hollow house. Only the servants. How was she managing, who needed Victor constantly at her side?




‘They said it might snow,’ Molly said. ‘It’s certainly cold enough.’ She sounded small, pathetic. There was not much of her. I had been thinking about myself but I could see that the elegant arrangements of dried flowers and the formal paintings on the stippled walls were not much company.


‘I was sorry to hear about Victor.’


I had been devastated, floored, annihilated.


‘So very sad. At least he didn’t know, poor lamb.’


‘On Boxing Day?’


I wanted her to tell me in her own words.


‘He went to the cellar. For the wine.’


‘Romilly told me.’ Didn’t you know, Victor’s friend had said. The funeral was on Friday…we couldn’t invite you.


‘The children have been marvellous. Everybody has been. People have their own lives.’


‘What will you do?’


‘There’s not much choice. Gavin and Pamela have invited me to live with them. William has suggested a flat. I don’t want to leave this house.’ She glanced round the room as if the walls were papered with memories. ‘I didn’t know many of Victor’s friends.’


She had been housebound until Victor’s death when her health had started to improve.


A chasm lay between us. I put my cup down on the table.


‘Look, thank you for the tea.’


Molly extended an arm as if she wanted to restrain me.


‘There’s a photograph,’ she said. ‘Of Victor. Romilly took it on Christmas Day. He thinks he’s quite an expert. Would you like to see it?’


Does a starving man need food?




I followed her painful progress up the stairs. Into her room where a fire burned in the grate and the pale sun floodlit the rich interior of Molly’s life. I had often imagined the room as Victor had described it. Nothing had prepared me for the warmth and beauty, which was more than the sum of the books – each one of which I knew immediately had been read – of the treasure trove of ornaments and pictures, small and intimate, of the glowing tapestries which covered the furnishings, on a half-finished one of which Molly was working.


‘Do you like it?’


The photograph she held was of the Virginia Water Victor. The one that took over when he went home from me. He was wearing a scarlet sweater and his family smile, laughing at something beyond the camera.


I don’t know how the tears came. Before I knew it they were running down my face and splashing onto Victor, onto the glass.


‘Of course I knew there must be someone,’ Molly said, looking out of the window. ‘There had to be.’





Notwithstanding Dr Hartley Taylor, I think I would not have survived without Molly, nor, to be fair, she without me.


She turned to look at the fire.


‘Won’t you take your coat off now?’


We sat together on the sofa. Molly was so small, so frail, I wondered how I had ever hated her.


‘Don’t you hate me?’ I said.


‘I never knew about you. Until this moment.’


‘But you said…’


‘It came to me suddenly. Just now as you looked at Victor’s photo. Perhaps I knew all along. I don’t know. I think I didn’t want to know. Victor seemed happy. There was no…relationship. Not after Lucy. Not much before. Victor gave up asking. I should have realised. I loved him.’




Molly looked at me. ‘You loved him too?’


I nodded, drying my eyes.


‘I don’t know your name,’ Molly said.


‘Jean.’


‘Jean.’


I never thought I would hear Molly say it. She took my hand. Hers was smooth and pink-tipped. A manicurist came to the house. It had always seemed to me the acme of decadence, of self-indulgence, but Molly wasn’t like that.


‘Were you with Victor in Mauritius…’


It had been our last holiday. Victor’s last.


‘Did he tell you that he coughed up blood?’ I asked.


‘Only about the cyclone.’


‘I begged him to have his chest X-rayed.’


‘Victor was obstinate.’


‘You couldn’t get him to do anything he didn’t want to.’


‘What will you do,’ Molly said. ‘Now?’


I shook my head and the tears started to flow again. The sooner I started Dr Hartley Taylor’s pills the better.


‘I’m so sorry. I’ve been rather depressed. I’ve just come from the hospital, as a matter of fact.’


Molly was the first person to whom I had admitted my condition.


‘Poor Jean.’


My handkerchief was wet. I stood up.


‘Look, I’d better go. I shouldn’t have come.’


‘I’m glad you did. Will you come again?’


She was wearing a silk shirt, grey-blue like her eyes, and a pleated skirt. I wanted to take her in my arms for all the wrong that I’d done to her.


‘Please.’


Perhaps in alleviating her loneliness I might manage to lessen mine.




‘If you really want me to.’


‘You live in London? I know it’s a long drive. Come for lunch…’


I told her about the Pathology Centre, but not that Victor had bought it for me, and that I would try to come again.


‘I’ll give you my number. It’s not in the book…’


I looked at her.


‘Of course you know it.’


I knew so much about her. It wasn’t fair. I felt as if I was taking advantage of her and that I must see her again if only to make amends, to give her something in return. I looked at her two sticks.


‘Don’t come down.’


‘I’ll soon be able to do without them.’


Going down the stairs, no one about, the heels of my boots sinking into the soft carpet, I imagined I was Victor and how he felt in the panelled hall of his other life, his real life, for was I not the other? The contemplation did nothing for my self-esteem, already at rock bottom. As I had wanted Victor to myself I wanted his house to be mine, yet I could not hate Molly.





The least side-effects, Dr Hartley Taylor said. A strange jest. Where I had woken up at dawn I now had difficulty in waking up at all. When I did drag myself from my bed I could not wait to get back to it. My mouth was dry, and I could not focus upon the print of my morning paper. Not that it mattered. The news worried me. Fires claiming innocent lives and cars hitting people and trains hitting cars and bombs in airports and hijackers in planes and strikes and outbreaks of violence and sudden death. Even the arts page did not distract. There was too much on offer – plays, concerts, ballet, opera – it only confused me. The fashion and the city pages required both motivation and effort of which I was not capable. The print jumped up and down. At work the blood cells coalesced through the lenses of my microscope and I had to call upon Bob for help to isolate a malarial parasite. My hands shook and my speech slurred. At the time the cure seemed worse than the disease it aimed to alleviate. I persevered. Depression while it lasts, they say, is permanent. It certainly seemed so. It was the pestilence of our age which had replaced the natural world with artefacts, removed us from our roots, yet few people understood the nature of the beast.




Sophie said: ‘I often get depressed.’ She meant miserable. The brief fluctuations in mood she encountered trailing a spell of dreary weather or the departure of a lover. ‘Have your hair done. It works wonders.’


‘Why don’t you take a holiday?’ Jennie suggested. ‘Paris or Rome.’


They meant well. Neither of them had any idea. It was not a question of feeling low, dispirited, down-in-the-mouth. But of not feeling, of being out of touch with one’s inner self, out of sync. A new hairstyle, Paris or Rome, were equally inappropriate.




I was ambivalent about keeping my second appointment with Dr Hartley Taylor. Although the side-effects of the drugs were marginally less, I was no better.




‘It takes time,’ Dr Hartley Taylor said.


‘It’s been two weeks.’


I sounded like the worst sort of patient. Petulant. Aggressive. A spoiled child.




‘How have you been sleeping?’


I admitted to my oblivious nights.


‘Appetite?’


I did not bother to cook. To bring food into the house. It was too much effort. The butcher, where you had to state your requirements, loud and unequivocal, to engage in dialectic, be it about the liver or the weather, was out of the question. The supermarket was no better. I tried to explain how I had stood mesmerised before the display counter, blocking the path for other shoppers, trying to confer some sort of meaning onto quarters of chicken and pounds of mince. I had reached out for one of the film-covered plastic trays then put it back as furtively as any shoplifter; tried again with another, but unable to endow it with any edible status from the recipe book of my blank mind, similarly replaced it. The delicatessen section did not help. Rosy mountains of taramasalata – no longer caviare to the general – ready-made salads, cheeses in a variety of textures from a dozen countries, strings of preserves, sausages, olives small and large and stuffed with pimentoes and green and black, and cooked meats. It was too much. When I was hungry I boiled an egg from the half-dozen left weekly by the milkman. When he rang the bell for his money and overcharged, the other Jean Banks, the one who functioned, did not argue. I let it go.





‘Had you considered what you would do without Victor?’


I had thought more in terms of Victor abandoning me – I had after all no hold on him, no rights – than his death.


Dr Hartley Taylor looked at his notes, meticulous, painstaking.


‘You met Victor when you were…twenty-five. What about your previous history?’




Before Victor there had been Richard.


I told the tie, orange this week, in Mondrian-like sections, how I had reneged upon my vows to Richard and our wedding, disappointed my parents and compromised myself – eschewing the delights of a marital home and children – for what Richard had called a bêtise, although I had never heard of one which had lasted for so long.


‘It must have been a big decision.’


It hadn’t seemed so at the time.


‘And before Richard?’


So long ago. There had been medical students. Unconsummated passion, before the age of permissiveness. I considered, with difficulty, the past.


‘No other men?’


My head was about to shake itself when my mind, which I had not engaged it to do, slipped film into its sprocket and rewound, with magical alacrity, the years.


‘I was fifteen.’


So young. It was strange that in those days the dalliance, innocent as it was, had been permitted, but at the time everyone had been too preoccupied with more pressing matters, concerning a world at war – and the defeat of Germany for which we were all waiting – to pay too much attention.


The country and my mother did not get on. Not only was she miserable without my father, but as a ‘townee’ was regarded by the locals as a foreigner and not included in the social life of the village. She was not alone in her dilemma. All over England women, accustomed to sharing lives across a suburban fence, found themselves among alien corn. She did not of course have time on her hands. Queueing for the weekly ounce of cheese and shillingsworth of meat, and devising ways to extend the allocation and make it palatable, kept her occupied. She made jam from hedgerow blackberries with preserving sugar for which she stood in line, bottled plums in season in hoarded kilner jars, and pickled eggs in water-glass from which it was my job to retrieve them, the failures stinking of hydrogen sulphide. It could not have been easy, bringing us up on her own, but it was not that which worried her. It was the loneliness. She did not care for haystacks, and wanted to do something more positive to help the war effort than unpick my old jumpers, to reknit the wool for Jennie, or make parsnip marmalade and carrot jam.




Our London house had not been sold. On one of his leaves my father agreed that we return to it, using the space under the stairs (where we kept the vacuum cleaner and which had always served as a popular cache for hide-and-seek) as an air-raid shelter, should the need arise. Leaving the village school where we had never felt at home and often cried – although we had not told our mother – had been no problem for Jennie and me. As children do, we took the war with its civilian deprivations – which seemed to us a matter of course – and the partings, both physical and geographical, in our stride. We helped our mother pack and, on the last, blacked-out country night, went to bed leaving our luggage, topped by the ubiquitous cardboard boxes with our gas masks, in the front room. That night a Heinkel dropped a bomb in our suburban street, toppling the chimney and blasting the glass from the windows of our house.


Undeterred we returned to London and temporary accommodation in a guest house. My mother, who until then had professed total ignorance of the mysteries of the internal combustion engine, learned to drive an ambulance and I, now fifteen, looked after Jennie and began my breathtaking, earth-shattering, Mrs Miniver-style romance with Pilot Officer Jones.


I had not beaten the clock. Dr Hartley Taylor was recapping his pen as he must have done a hundred times a day.




‘I’d like you to keep on with the same dose.’


He opened his diary and uncapped the pen again to give me another appointment. There should be some improvement in my mood, he said, before my next visit. I could not share his optimism.


The corridor was becoming familiar. At the far end of it a man waited politely, holding the swing door. With a shock of recognition I saw that it was Richard. I didn’t know that he worked at the Maudsley. He was as taken aback as I.


‘Jean!’


My face flushed, as if I had been caught perpetrating some antisocial deed, instead of seeking appropriate help for the clinical depression of which I was still in the depths. I wished it hadn’t happened.


‘How are you?’


‘Fine.’ I lied brightly, and looked at my watch as if I was wanted urgently, elsewhere. ‘And you?’


‘Fine,’ Richard said. He had aged gracefully.


‘Nice seeing you.’ I passed in front of him.


‘And you.’


It was all we could redeem from the sudden shock of the encounter.


It seemed a day – lowering and wintery, no sign of the spring – of the past. I thought about it as I turned the car in the direction of Virginia Water. I was going to see Molly. It seemed natural now.





Pilot Officer Jones, with four other Air Force officers, had been billetted at the guest house which my father had found for us. With teenage alacrity we had fallen in love. Love. We called it that, and it was as consuming and passionate as any I have experienced since, but looking back I can see that it was naïve and sentimental, based on false and romantic premises propagated by Anne Shelton and Vera Lynn. It was the age of the gramophone. Not the high-tech that we know today, but the wind-up job, with the steel needles which seemed always to need changing. While Mother was driving her ambulance and Jennie slept, we spent our time dancing, ‘cutting a rug’ we called it – Glenn Miller and the Ink Spots – Pilot Officer Jones and I. Locked in each others’ arms we circumvented the deserted residents’ lounge, wearing out the carpet. When we’d done with the dancing, we’d retire to the kitchen and experiment with kisses, at which neither of us was expert, but which persisted for an inordinate length of time and of which we never seemed to tire. His mates ribbed him about me but he didn’t care. Besotted, we thought only of each other.
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