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To Ronald and Gabrielle Kinsey-Miles,
my father and mother, with my love.



PART ONE



From the Journals

Winterscombe, April 2nd, 1910 When men are gathered together alone, they discuss Sex. When women are similarly gathered, they discuss love. What may we deduce from this paradox? Why, that women are hypocrites.

With Jarvis last evening, and two others, at the club. With the second bottle of port, I posed them a question: Had any of them, ever, been so fortunate as to encounter a woman they could respect? (They might discount their mothers, I allowed. We could all grant mothers were a special case.)

No advocates for the female mind, I noted – though that scarcely surprised me. Jarvis became eloquent on the advantages of their apertures: for these, he claimed, he had the most profound respect. Hitchings, made bilious from the port, grew unduly passionate. Climbing upon a chair, he declared that – as God was his judge – he respected all women. Were their instincts not more finely attuned than were ours? Did they not enjoy a delicacy of mind, a scrupulous sensitivity of heart denied our sterner sex? Women were undone (this was his thesis) by their dependency upon our favours – an unconvincing essay, this, in advocacy. Much fuddled Darwinism was to follow, in which men were brutes, first cousin to the Apes, while women (mysteriously exempt from the monkey-chain) were their Guardian Angels. Since he fell off his chair at this point, it was agreed among us that his arguments might be discounted.

Returned home late. Had the child’s nurse against my desk, by gaslight. The light made her skin blue, like a cadaver.

At my crisis, the child cried out from the next room – her gull’s cry, high and yelping.

She has contrived such ill-timing before, but when I investigated she slept.

To Winterscombe for the comet (and other incendiary delights) at nine this morning.


I

THE FORTUNE-TELLER AND MY GODMOTHER

I went to a fortune-teller once. His name was Mr Chatterjee; his premises were a small shop, between a pastry-maker’s and a silk-dealer, in the middle of the bazaar, in Delhi.

It was not my idea to consult Mr Chatterjee. I did not believe in fortune-tellers, horoscopes, Tarot cards, the I Ching, any of that tempting mumbo-jumbo. Neither, I think, did my friend Wexton, although it was he who made the suggestion to go.

Mr Chatterjee had been recommended to Wexton. One of the Indians we had met on this visit had given him a glowing testimonial – it might have been Mr Gopal, from the university, or maybe the Maharani. The next day, on a visit to the bazaar, Wexton located his premises; the day after, he suggested I visit him.

Travelling with Wexton was always full of surprises. I thought: Why not?

‘Won’t you come, too, Wexton?’ I said. ‘He could read both our fortunes.’

Wexton smiled his benevolent smile.

‘At my age,’ he replied, ‘you don’t need a fortune-teller to predict your future, Victoria.’

A nod towards the graveyard. Wexton gave no sign of melancholy. I set off for my fortune the next afternoon.

On the way, pushing through the crowded alleyways of the bazaar, I considered the question of age. In a Victorian novel – the kind my father liked – a woman is old at twenty-five, over the hill by thirty. Now, in the 1980s, due partly to the influence of sudsy television, a woman is still judged young at fifty. But when I went to see Mr Chatterjee it was 1968. People had begun to wear buttons that said Don’t Trust Anyone Over Thirty.

Wexton, well into his seventies, found that very amusing. I was not so sure I did.

When I went to visit my fortune-teller, I was single, childless, a success – I suppose – at my chosen career. I was also almost thirty-eight years old.

The visit to India had been Wexton’s idea. For the three months before we left, I had been in England, at Winterscombe, helping my Uncle Steenie to die – or, at least, trying to ensure that, when he died, he did so easily, without physical pain.

Morphine cocktails work – indeed, Steenie claimed they were nearly as good as champagne – but there were, inevitably, other pangs for which medicine was less effective. When Steenie finally died, I lost an uncle I loved, one of the last members of my family. Wexton lost his oldest friend, an iconoclast who had once, I suspected, been more than a friend – though neither Steenie nor Wexton ever spoke of this.

‘Look at us,’ Wexton said, when we were alone at Winterscombe. ‘As gloomy as two bookends. We should go away, Victoria. How about India?’

It was a surprising suggestion. Claiming pressures of work (in fact fearing introspection), it was eight years since I had taken a vacation. Wexton, whose poetry had made him internationally famous, never took holidays at all. American by birth, but an ex-patriate for some fifty years, Wexton had made his den in an untidy book-filled house in Church Row, Hampstead; he disliked being coaxed out of it. It was entirely unlikely he should accept an invitation to be lionized in Delhi, of all places. However, he did. He would go, he said; what was more, I would go with him. I was anxious to escape grief and the responsibility of Winterscombe (a great white elephant of a house – I would probably have to sell it), so I agreed. I rearranged my work-schedule. Three days later, we landed in Delhi.

Once there, Wexton gave his lecture at the university; he read some of his famous poems to a distinguished audience of Indians, Europeans and Americans; then, gracefully but firmly, he decamped.

Wexton has written lines which have stained my mind (as perhaps they have yours); as great poetry does, they have become an indissoluble part of my thinking. Many of his poems are about love, time and change: as I listened to him read, I thought of lost opportunities, a broken love-affair eight years before, and my own age. I felt unspeakably sad.

Wexton, whose attitude to poetry was pragmatic, did not. He gave his lecture. He hunched himself into a human question-mark over the unreliable microphone. He pummelled, as was his habit, the great folds and crevasses of his face. He tugged his hair, so it stood up in wild tufts. He looked like a huge and benevolent bear, bemused that these words of his should produce in his audience the effect they did.

Once the lecture was over, he strolled down from the platform, attended the formal reception in his honour, and annoyed his embassy hosts by avoiding all the most celebrated guests. He talked for a great deal of time to Mr Gopal, an earnest and excitable man whose position at the university was a minor one. He talked even longer to the Maharani, a woman of great good nature, mountainously fat, whose days of social eminence were over. The next day, to the consternation of his hosts, he left. Wexton loved trains. We went to the station, and – for no very good or planned reason – took a steam-train to Simla.

From Simla to Kashmir and a house-boat on the lakes, with curry-scented curtains and a wind-up gramophone. From Kashmir to the Taj Mahal, from the Taj Mahal to a baboon sanctuary where Wexton became marooned by baboons, and Mr Gopal – by then a disciple – caught up with us.

‘Very brave man, your distinguished godfather,’ he remarked to me, as Wexton fixed the baboons with a benign gaze. ‘These creatures give a very nasty bite.’

From the baboon sanctuary to the beaches of Goa, from Goa to Udaipur; from there, with numerous side-visits to temples, fortresses and railway stations, we returned to Delhi.

The pace was frenetic, which cheered Wexton enormously. ‘Just what we need,’ he would say, settling back in another compartment in yet another train. ‘New places. New faces. Something’s bound to happen eventually.’

Something did, of course, once I’d been to see Mr Chatterjee – but neither of us knew that then. I would embark on a very different kind of journey. I had been preparing for it, I think, for some time, without being aware of it. My Uncle Steenie, and certain things he had said to me when he was dying – things which alarmed me – had pushed me closer to the journey. But it was Mr Chatterjee who provided the final impetus.

Wexton, when he discovered my intentions, resisted. It was a mistake, he said, to explore the past – that was dangerous territory. He was being evasive, and we both knew why. My past involved Winterscombe (that was fine, Wexton said, though he was wrong). It also involved New York, where I grew up (that was all right, too, provided I did not dwell on the question of a certain man, still living there). Finally, it involved another godparent, in this case a woman, in this case Constance.

Constance’s name was one Wexton now refused to pronounce. She was his antithesis of course, and I think he had never liked her. Wexton disliked very few people, and if he did dislike them he preferred not to discuss them, since he was devoid of malice.

I had once heard him, in discussion with Steenie – who adored Constance – describe her as a she-devil. Such intemperate language from Wexton was exceptional – and it was never repeated. When I was to tell him of my visit to Mr Chatterjee, and the decision I had reached, Wexton never once used her name, although I knew she was uppermost in his thoughts. He became – for him – very gloomy.

‘I wish I’d never listened to Gopal,’ he said (or was it the Maharani?). ‘I might have known it would be a mistake.’ He fixed me with a pleading gaze. ‘Think a little, Victoria One hundred rupees on it – any bet you like – Chatterjee’s a charlatan.’

I knew then how keen Wexton was to convince me. He was not a betting man.

Mr Chatterjee did not look like a charlatan. It had to be said he did not look like a fortune-teller, either. He was a small man, of about forty, wearing a clean Bri-Nylon shirt and freshly pressed tan pants. His shoes gleamed; his hair-oil gleamed. He had confiding brown eyes of great gentleness; he spoke English with an accent inherited from the days of the Raj, the kind of accent which, in England itself, had been out of date in 1940.

His shop, compared to that of some of his rivals in the bazaar, was difficult to find and self-effacing. Over its entrance was a painting on cardboard of a crescent moon and seven stars. A small hand-lettered sign said: The Past and The Future – Rupees 12.50. This was followed by an exclamation-mark, perhaps to emphasize Mr Chatterjee’s bargain rates: his rivals were charging Rupees 15 upwards.

Inside, Mr Chatterjee’s premises were austere. There was no attempt to evoke the mysterious Orient. There was one elderly desk, two clerks’ chairs, a metal filing-cabinet, and – on the wall – two poster portraits. One was of the present Queen of England, the other of Mahatma Gandhi: they were fixed to the wall with drawing-pins.

The room smelt of the pastry-shop next door, and – slightly – of sandalwood. There was a multi-coloured plastic fly-curtain across a doorway, and from beyond that came the sound of sitar-music played on a gramophone. The room resembled the bolt-hole of some minor civil servant, perhaps a railway official – and I had seen many of those the past weeks. Mr Chatterjee sat down behind his desk and assembled charts. He gave me an encouraging nod and a smile. I was not encouraged. Mr Chatterjee looked amiable, but as a fortune-teller he did not inspire confidence.

Not at first. Mr Chatterjee took his task very seriously: it was lengthy, and at some point – I am still not quite sure when – he began to win me over. It was when he touched my hands, I think – yes, probably then: Mr Chatterjee’s touch, cool, dispassionate, like that of a doctor, had an odd quality. It made me a little giddy – a tipsy feeling, the kind you get when you drink a glass of wine on an empty stomach and finish it too quickly.

I cannot now remember all the details of his routine, but it was both fluent and curiously moving. Herbs were involved, I remember that, for my palms were rubbed with a pungent substance, during which there was much discussion of birth-places (Winterscombe) and birth-dates (1930).

The stars were involved, too – that was where the charts came in. Mr Chatterjee examined the charts closely; he put on a pair of spectacles. He drew linking patterns of lucid beauty, joining destinies and planets with a lead pencil which kept breaking. These patterns seemed to displease Mr Chatterjee; more than that – they seemed to perturb him.

‘I am seeing a date. It is 1910,’ he said, and shook his head.

He prodded one particular area of that chart, an area that was beginning to resemble a freeway intersection. As he prodded, Mr Chatterjee paled. He seemed unwilling to proceed.

‘What else do you see?’ I prompted.

Mr Chatterjee did not answer.

‘Bad things?’

‘Not too nice. Oh dear, no. Most definitely not.’ He resharpened his pencil. The sitar-music stopped, then – after a pause – continued. Mr Chatterjee seemed to have dozed off (his eyes were closed), or possibly he was transfixed by his 1910 intersection.

‘Mr Chatterjee,’ I said gently, ‘that’s twenty years before I was born.’

‘A blink.’ Mr Chatterjee opened his eyes. ‘Twenty years is a blink. A century is a second. However, I think we will be moving on. Try a new tack.’

He bundled up the charts with an air of relief. He replaced them in the metal filing-cabinet, and locked it. Once the chart was out of sight, he seemed cheered. For the second stage of his routine, gold dust would be employed – at least he said it was gold dust.

‘If you would be so good. Please to close your eyes, and consider most seriously those who are dear to you.’

I closed my eyes, and I tried. The sitar-music scratched. A powdery substance was sprinkled against my eye-lids and my cheeks. A lilting incantation began, in Hindi.

I felt hot. The dizziness increased. My mind began to track off in directions I would never have predicted. When the incantation came to an end, and I opened my eyes, the gold dust was being carefully brushed back into its container, an ancient tin for Navy Cut tobacco. Mr Chatterjee gave me a sad look.

‘I am seeing two women,’ he said. ‘One is close, the other very far away. I am telling myself that you will have to choose between them.’

He then told my fortune, in some detail. His account of my past was unnervingly accurate. His account of my future was too roseate to be likely. He ended by telling me I was about to make a journey.

I was disappointed by that. I had begun to like Mr Chatterjee. I had almost begun to believe in him. I became afraid he would move on to speak of tall dark strangers, voyages across water. I would have hated that; I did not want him to be tawdry.

A journey? I made journeys all the time. My work as an interior decorator meant I was always on the move, to the next house, the next commission, the next country. One week from now, I would return to England. The next job was in France, the one after it in Italy. Was that the kind of journey Mr Chatterjee meant? Then I hesitated. There were other kinds of journey.

Mr Chatterjee sensed that momentary scepticism, I think. He gave me an apologetic and gentle smile, as if my disbelief were his fault and not mine. He took my hands between his. He lifted them to my face.

‘Sniff,’ he said, as if this would explain everything. ‘Smell.’

I sniffed. The pungent substance rubbed on my palms was volatile. It contained oils, but also alcohol. The warmth of the room and of my skin released scents even more pungent than before. I sniffed, and I smelt India. I smelt crescent moons, honey and sandalwood, henna and sweat, affluence and poverty.

‘Concentrate. To see, you must first close the eyes.’

I inhaled again, eyes tight shut, I smelt – Winterscombe. Damp and woodsmoke, leather chairs and long corridors, linen and lavender, happiness and cordite. I smelt childhood; my father and my mother.

‘Concentrate. Again.’

Mr Chatterjee’s grip on my palms tightened; a tremor passed through them. The scent in my nostrils was now unmistakable. I smelt the fresh greenness of ferns; then a ranker, more assertive undertone, musk and civet. Only one person I had ever known used that particular scent, and to me it was as individual as a fingerprint. I dropped my hands. I smelt Constance.

I think Mr Chatterjee knew my distress, for he was very kind to me. He talked me down. Then, with the air of a priest in the confessional, or – indeed – a railway official untangling a complex timetable, he gave me one final piece of advice. He told me to go back.

‘Go back where? Go back when?’ Wexton said mournfully over dinner that night.

‘I’m not sure yet,’ I said. ‘But I know the route, and so do you.’

The next day, I wrote to her. When I received no reply – that did not surprise me; she had not replied when Steenie asked for her and I cabled – I changed my flight-plan.

A week later, Wexton flew back to England alone. I flew half-way round the globe to New York, and to that other godparent of mine, Constance.

Constance made me. I could say, she brought me up, for that was true, since I went to her as a child and remained in her care for over twenty years; but Constance’s influence upon me was deeper than that. I regarded her as a mother, a mentor, an inspiration, a challenge, and a friend. A dangerous combination, perhaps – but, then, Constance herself radiated danger, as any of the many men who suffered at her hands could have told you. Danger was the essence of her charm.

My Uncle Steenie, who admired her and, I think, occasionally feared her, used to say she was like a matador. You watched her swirl the bright cape of her charm, he would say; the performance was so dazzling, so accomplished, you did not notice until too late how expertly she inserted the blade. But Steenie liked to exaggerate; the Constance I knew was forceful but she was also vulnerable.

‘Think of her dogs,’ I would say to Steenie, and Steenie would raise his blue eyes to the heavens.

‘Her dogs. Indeed,’ Steenie once replied, in a dry way. ‘I’m never quite sure what to make of that one.’

A puzzle; but, then, Constance was full of puzzles. I grew up with her, but I never felt I understood her. I admired her, loved her, was perplexed and sometimes shocked by her, but I never felt I knew her. Perhaps that, too, was part of her charm.

When I say ‘charm’ I do not mean that slick and superficial ease of manner which passes for charm in society; I mean something more elusive than that, I mean the capacity to weave spells, to entrance. In this respect, Constance was accomplished long before I met her. By the time I went to live with her in New York, she was already secure in her reputation as a latter-day Circe. Because of the men, I suppose – although I, being innocent, did not understand about them, or even know of them.

‘A trail of them, Vicky my dear!’ Uncle Steenie would later declaim, not without malice. ‘A trail of broken hearts. A trail of broken men. The debris, Vicky, of Constance’s hectic career.’

It was Steenie’s view that, if Constance damaged people, the damage was confined to the male sex. If women were damaged, he claimed, it was incidental and accidental: they were simply harmed in the fallout of Constance’s main attack.

Steenie, I think, saw Constance not just as a sorceress but also as a warrior. She came at men, he claimed, her sexuality punching the air, using her beauty, her wit, her charm and her willpower as weapons, hell-bent on some private war of attrition. Given his own proclivities, Steenie himself was exempt: this, he would explain, was how he could survive as her friend.

I believed none of that then. I thought my uncle liked to dramatize, and I loved Constance; after all, she had been unfailingly kind to me. When Steenie made his claims, I would say ‘But she is brave, she is resilient, she is gifted, she is generous.’ And so she was, all of those things; but in one respect my uncle was also right. Constance was dangerous. Chaos stuck to Constance the way iron filings cling to a magnet. Sooner or later (I suppose it was inevitable) Constance’s zest for making trouble would affect my own life.

So it had, eight years before, when Constance had succeeded in preventing my marriage. We had quarrelled then, and for eight years the break had been complete. I had neither seen her nor spoken to her in that time; and until my Uncle Steenie was dying, when she was invoked once more, I had tried very hard not to think of her. I had been succeeding. I was making a new life. Constance, a decorator herself, had trained me well: my career flourished; I grew accustomed to living alone, even grew to like it; I had learned the consolations of a crowded schedule and a full calendar; I had learned (I thought) to live with the fact that all adults co-exist with regrets.

Yet now I was going back. I was on a plane flying east, a long journey with a great many stopovers. From Delhi to Singapore, from Singapore to Perth, from there to Sydney. On to Fiji, from there to Los Angeles, from LA to New York. So many time-zones. By the time I landed at Kennedy, I was no longer certain whether it was yesterday or tomorrow – a state of mind which long out-lasted the jet-lag.

I was attuned to Constance. As soon as I stepped out of the airport terminal into the heat, I knew she was there, somewhere in the city, out of sight still, but very close. Bucketing towards Manhattan in a yellow cab, my ears buzzing from pressurization, my eyes scratchy from dry air at thirty thousand feet, my nerves twitchy from lack of sleep, filled with that false optimism which is a by-product of adrenalin, I was not only sure Constance was near: I felt she awaited me.

I think I envisaged some kind of final reckoning – not a reconciliation, but questions answered, the past explained, a neat line drawn under a neat balanced sum. This was the moment, I told myself, when Constance’s and my arithmetic finally came out: QED. I understood myself, I understood my godmother; I was free, at last, to move on.

I was wrong, of course. I thought I was arriving, when in fact the journey was scarcely begun.

Constance never wrote letters, but she loved the telephone. She had several telephone numbers herself, and I called them all.

I called the house at East Hampton, on Long Island. I called all three numbers at the apartment on Fifth Avenue. The East Hampton house had been sold two years before; its new owners had not seen Constance since. None of the Fifth Avenue numbers answered, which was unusual since – even if Constance were away – there were servants who lived in.

Since it was a Friday, and past office hours, it was by then too late to call Constance’s business headquarters on Fifty-seventh. I began calling Constance’s friends.

It was late July; I was using addresses which might be eight years out of date; not surprisingly, I drew a great many blanks. Friends had moved, or were vacationing – but the reaction of those I did reach was very curious indeed. They were polite; they professed to be delighted to hear from me after all this time, but they did not know where Constance was, couldn’t remember where, or when, they had last seen her. Not one of them expressed surprise that I was calling – and that was odd. After all, the breach between Constance and me was public knowledge – the source, I knew, of continued gossip and speculation. Constance and I had been business partners, we had been like mother and daughter, like the best of friends. I waited for someone to say ‘How come the urgency? I thought you and Constance had a fight, way back.’ No one did. At first I thought this was tact. By the tenth call, I doubted it.

Around eight in the evening, fighting sleep, I took a cab uptown to Constance’s apartment, the one where I had lived. A surly and unfamiliar doorman informed me Miss Shawcross was away, the apartment was closed up. There was no forwarding address.

I returned to the hotel. I tried to be practical and reasonable. After all, it was high summer, the humidity was way up – Constance was unlikely to be in New York at such a time. If she was not on Long Island, she would be in Newport. If she was not in Newport, she would be in Europe. Either way, there was a limited number of places where Constance would stay – and I knew all of them.

I telephoned them all, those hotels she had always favoured, where she would always insist on the same suite. She was at none of them: not one had a booking in her name for the current year, let alone that summer. I was still unwilling to give up, even then. I could feel all the symptoms of jet-lag, the false energy and the simultaneous exhaustion. I could also feel a more dangerous incentive – that tweaking of an invisible string felt by anyone who embarks upon a search, or a quest.

Constance was there; I could sense her. She was not in Europe, despite the season, but here in Manhattan, round the corner, just out of sight, amused and in hiding. One more phone-call could locate her. I made two, in fact, before I admitted fatigue and went to bed.

The first – and I rang the number several times – was to Betty Marpruder, the nuts and bolts of Constance’s workplace, the one person who always knew, without fail, where Constance was. I had never known Miss Marpruder to take a vacation; come to that, I had never known her to leave New York. Her number – the first I had called – had not answered when I dialled it at six; it still did not answer when I dialled again at ten.

I went to bed. I sat up in bed, exhausted and alert, flicking through the pages of the New York Times supplied with the room. There, on the social pages, I found my perfect source. Conrad Vickers, the photographer, was passing through New York. He was preparing a fifty-year retrospective of his work at the Museum of Modern Art, which would open that fall with a party for what the journalist described as ‘le tout New York’. Conrad Vickers had links with my own family that went back many years; he also had links with Constance. Apart from Steenie, Conrad Vickers was Constance’s oldest friend.

I disliked Vickers, and the hour was late; nevertheless, I called him.

Since Vickers also disliked me, I expected a brush-off; to my surprise, he was effusively welcoming. Questions about Constance were dodged, but not decisively blocked. He wasn’t too sure where she was right then, but a few enquiries, he hinted, would locate her.

‘Come for drinks. We’ll discuss it then,’ he cried, in fluting tones. ‘Tomorrow at six, dah-ling? Good. I’ll see you then.’

‘Dah-ling,’ Conrad Vickers said.

He kissed the air either side of my cheek. He split the word, as he had always done, into two distinct syllables. It conveyed, in his case, neither affection nor intimacy, since ‘darling’ was a term Vickers used both to close friends and to perfect strangers. He found it useful, I suppose, since it disguised the fact that he had often forgotten the name of the person he was greeting so warmly. Vickers did forget names – unless they were famous ones.

He made a few airy gestures of apparent delight. Conrad Vickers, in his customary plumage: an exquisite figure in an exquisite room in an exquisite brownstone on Sixty-second Street – a five-minute walk from Constance’s apartment on Fifth Avenue. A blue silk handkerchief flopped from the pocket of a pale grey Savile Row suit; it harmonized with the blue of the shirt; the blue of the shirt matched his eyes. A fuzz of soft white hair, now receding; the complexion of a girl: Conrad Vickers, once, like my Uncle Steenie, a famously beautiful youth, had aged well. The vigour of his insincerity appeared undiminished.

‘Such an age! I’m so glad you rang. Dah-ling, you look radiant. Sit down and let me look at you. Years and years. Loved what you did on the Antonelli house – and Molly Dorset’s. Terribly clever – both of them. You are hitting your stride.’

I sat down. I wondered why Vickers should bother to flatter me now, when he had never done so before – unless he had decided I was becoming fashionable.

‘Isn’t it hot?’ Vickers was still in full flood. ‘Quite unbearable. What did we do before air-conditioning? I’m a bird of passage, dah-ling, just flitting through. Trying to finalize these.’ He waved a hand towards a pile of photographs. ‘Sheer hell. I mean, fifty years of work, dah-ling. Where does one begin? Who to leave in? Who to leave out? Those museum people are totally ruthless, my dear. They want the royals, of course. Margot and Rudy, Andy and Mick, Wallis and Lady Diana. Oh, and they want Constance, of course. Well, they would. But anyone they haven’t heard of is O-U-T out, dah-ling. I shall lose half my friends.’

A small wail of distress. The next instant, distress forgotten, he was waving a hand at the arrangement of flowers on the table next to me.

‘Aren’t they divine? Don’t you just love delphiniums? English garden flowers – I insist on them, wherever I am. And now I’ve found this terribly clever young man who does them just the way I want them. Madly original. I can’t bear flowers that look arranged, can you? No, of course you can’t – you’re far too clever. Now, shall we have some champagne? Do say yes. I can’t bear the Martini habit – too noxious. One feels quite blind the next day. Yes, champagne. Let’s be madly grand and open the Bollinger—’

Vickers came to an abrupt halt. He had just pronounced the name of my Uncle Steenie’s favourite champagne. Colour seeped up his neck; his face reddened. He fidgeted with the cuffs of his shirt. He turned away to give instructions to the house-boy who had admitted me and who had been waiting by the door all this time.

He was Japanese, a pretty and delicate-looking young man kitted out in black jacket and striped trousers.

As the young man left the room and Vickers sat down, I understood at last why I had been invited. Vickers was more than embarrassed; he was guilty. This invitation of his owed nothing to Constance and everything to my Uncle Steenie.

Since Conrad Vickers had been my uncle’s friend for over fifty years, and his lover – on and off – for at least half of that time, and since he had contrived to be conspicuously absent when Steenie lay dying, I could understand that guilt. I said nothing. I wanted to see, I suppose, how Vickers would wriggle out of it.

For a while he was silent, as if waiting for me to raise the subject of Steenie, and help him. I did not speak, either. I looked around his drawing-room, which – like all the rooms in all his many houses – was in perfect taste. Vickers’s sense of loyalty might be weak, and his friendships facile, but when it came to the inanimate, to fabrics, to furniture, his eye was as unerring as Constance’s. This had seemed to me important once. I had believed there was virtue in taste. Now I was less certain.

Vickers fingered the arm of his French chair. The silk which covered it, a clever pastiche of an eighteenth-century design, was one I recognized. It had come from the most recent Constance Shawcross collection. The chair was painted. It had been restored, I thought, and then cunningly distressed. A wash of colour over gesso: Constance’s workshops? I wondered. It was impossible to tell – almost impossible to tell – if the wash of pale slate blue had been applied two hundred years before, or the previous week.

‘Last month,’ Vickers said, catching my eye. Vickers, for all his faults, had never been stupid.

‘Last month.’ He sighed. ‘And, yes – I know I can’t fool you – that restorer Constance always uses. Oh God.’

He leaned forward. He had apparently decided to take the leap.

‘We’d better talk about Steenie. I know I should have been there. But I just couldn’t face it, I suppose. Steenie dying. It seemed so out of character. I couldn’t imagine it, and I certainly didn’t want to witness it. Ah, the champagne.’

He rose. His hand trembled a little as he passed me the glass.

‘Would you mind terribly if we drank to him? To Steenie? He would have liked that. After all, Steenie never had any illusions about me. I expect you think I’m a terrible coward, and of course I am. Sick-rooms make me queasy. But, you see, Steenie would have understood.’

This was true. I raised my glass. Vickers gave me a rueful look.

‘To Steenie, then? Old times?’ He hesitated. ‘Old friends?’

‘All right. To Steenie.’

We both drank. Vickers set down his glass. He rested his hands on his knees; he gave me a long, an appraising look. The blue eyes were alert: Vickers, for all his affectations, was a great photographer; he had a photographer’s ability to read a face.

‘You’d better tell me. I do want to know. When you cabled … I felt like a worm. Was it easy? For Steenie, I mean?’

I considered this. Was death ever easy? I had tried to make it easy for Steenie, as had Wexton. We had succeeded only to a limited extent. When he had died, my uncle had been afraid; he had also been troubled.

He had tried to disguise this at first. Once he realized there was no hope, Steenie set about dying in style.

Uncle Steenie had always valued the stylish above everything. He intended, I think, to greet Hades as an old friend, remembered from past parties; to be rowed across the Styx as carelessly as if he took a gondola to the Giudecca; when he met his boatman Charon, I think Uncle Steenie meant to treat him like the doorman at the Ritz: Steenie might flounce past, but he would bestow a large tip.

This was achieved, in the end. Steenie went as he would have liked, propped up against silk pillows, amusing one moment, dead the next.

But that sudden departure came at the end of a long three months, months during which even Steenie’s capacity to perform sometimes failed him. He was not in pain – we saw to that – but, as the doctors had warned, those morphine cocktails did have strange effects. They took Steenie back into the past, and what he saw there made him weep.

He would try to convey to me what he saw, talking and talking, often late into the night His compulsion to make me see what he saw was very great. I sat with him; I held his hand; I listened. He was the last but one of my family left: I knew he wanted to give me the gift of the past, before it was too late.

It was often difficult, though, to understand what he said.

The words were clear enough, but the events he described were scrambled. Morphine made Steenie into a traveller through time; it gave him the facility to move forward and back, to pass from a recent conversation to another some twenty years before as if they happened the same day, in the same place.

He spoke of my parents and my grandparents; but only the names were familiar, for as Steenie spoke of them they were unrecognizable to me. This was not the father I remembered, nor the mother. The Constance he spoke of was a stranger. One point: some of Steenie’s memories were benign; some – quite clearly – were not. Steenie saw things in these shadows which made him shake. He would grasp my hand, start up in the bed, peer about the room, address spectres he saw and I did not.

This made me afraid. I was unsure if it was the morphine speaking, or not. As you will see in due course, I had grown up with certain puzzles which had never been resolved, puzzles which dated from the time of my own birth and my christening. I had outgrown those puzzles, I thought – I had put them behind me. My Uncle Steenie brought them rushing back.

Such a whirl of words and images: Uncle Steenie might speak of croquet one minute, comets the next. He spoke often of the Winterscombe woods – a subject to which he would return with increasing and incomprehensible emphasis. He also spoke – and then I was almost sure it was the morphine – of violent death.

I think Wexton, who witnessed some of this, understood it better than I did, but he explained nothing. He remained quiet, resilient, reticent – waiting for death.

There were two days of serenity and lucidity before it came, in which Steenie gathered himself, I thought, for the final assault. Then he died, as I say, with a merciful speed. Wexton said Steenie willed himself away, and I thought my uncle was indomitable, I loved him, and Wexton was right.

So, would you describe that as easy? I looked at Vickers, then avoided his eyes. I felt that Steenie, trying to stage-manage his farewell performance, would have wanted me to emphasize its bravura aspects.

Avoid those episodes in the wings. Be careful.

‘He … kept up appearances,’ I said.

This seemed to please Vickers, or to relieve his guilt. He sighed.

‘Oh, good.’

‘He was in bed, of course. In his room at Winterscombe. You remember that room …’

‘Dah-ling, who could forget it? Quite preposterous. His father would have had a fit.’

‘He wore his silk pyjamas. Lavender ones on the days the doctors came – you know how he liked to shock.’

Vickers smiled. ‘Make-up? Don’t tell me he kept up with that …’

‘Just a little. Quite discreet, for Steenie. He said … he said if he was going to shake hands with death he intended to look his best …’

‘Don’t be upset. Steenie would have hated you to be upset.’ Vickers sounded almost kind. ‘Tell me – it does help to talk you know. I’ve learned that. One of the penalties of age – all one’s friends – at the party one minute, absent the next. Steenie and I were the same age, you know. Sixty-eight. Not that that’s old exactly, these days. Still …’ He paused. ‘Did he talk about me … at the end?’

‘A bit,’ I replied, deciding to forgive him the egotism. In fact Steenie had scarcely spoken of Vickers at all. I hesitated. ‘He liked to talk. He drank the Bollinger – I’d saved some. He smoked those terrible black Russian cigarettes. He read poems—’

‘Wexton’s poems?’ Vickers had regarded Wexton as a rival. He made a face.

‘Mostly Wexton’s. And his letters – old ones, the ones he wrote to Steenie in the first war. All the old photograph albums … it was odd. The recent past didn’t interest him at all; he wanted to go further back. To his childhood, to Winterscombe the way it used to be. He talked a lot about my grandparents, and his brothers. My father, of course.’ I paused. ‘And Constance.’

‘Ah, Constance. I suppose he would. Steenie always adored her. The rest of your family …’ Vickers gave a small, slightly malicious smile. ‘I should have said they weren’t too frightfully keen. Your Aunt Maud loathed her, of course, and your mother … well, I always heard she’d more or less banished her from Winterscombe. I never found out why. Quite a little mystery there, I always thought. Did Steenie mention that?’

‘No,’ I replied untruthfully, and if Vickers noticed the evasion he gave no sign. He poured more champagne. Something – the reference to Wexton perhaps – had ruffled him a little, I thought. Quite suddenly, he seemed to tire of the subject of my uncle. He stood up, and began to sift through the pile of photographs that lay on the table at his side.

‘Speaking of Constance, look at this! I came across it just the other day. I’d quite forgotten I ever took it. My earliest work. The first photograph I ever did of her. Terribly posed, too artificial, dated, I suppose – but, all the same, I might use it in the retrospective. It has something, don’t you think?’ He held up a large black and white print. ‘Nineteen sixteen – which means I was sixteen, and so was Constance, though she subtracts the years now, of course. Look at this. Did you ever see this before? Doesn’t she look extraordinary?’

I looked at the photograph: it was new to me, and Constance did, indeed, look extraordinary. It was, as Vickers said, highly artificial, very much in the fashion of its time, and quite unlike his later work. The young Constance lay, posed on what appeared to be a bier, draped in heavy white material, perhaps satin. Only her hands, which clasped a flower, and her head were visible; the rest of her body was wrapped and draped as if in a shroud. Her black hair – long then; I had never seen Constance with long hair – had been combed out, and artfully arranged, so it fell in snaking tresses away from her face. Shocking in its luxuriance, as Vickers had no doubt intended, it brushed the floor. Constance lay in profile; a band of contrived light sharpened the strong planes of her face, so her features, undeniably arresting even then, became a painterly composition, a pattern of light and dark. Black lashes made a crescent against a wide, high, almost Slavic cheekbone. Oddly, since her eyes – they were almost black – were Constance’s most famous feature, Vickers had chosen to photograph her with them shut.

‘La Belle Dame sans Merci,’ Vickers, who was recovering, gave a high whinnying laugh. ‘That was what I called it. Well, one did things like that then. Constance on a bier, the Sitwells on biers – nothing but biers, for a whole year, which went down terribly badly, of course, because it was the middle of the first war, and people said it was decadent. Useful, though, all that outrage …’ He gave me a small glance. ‘It made me into an enfant terrible, always the best way to start. People forget I was ever that, now I’m a grand old man. So I thought I’d use this in the exhibition – just to remind them. Oh, and her wedding photographs, of course. They’re too divine …’

He riffled through the pile of photographs. ‘Oh, they’re not here; they’re down at the museum, I think. But look at this; now, this will interest you …’

The photograph he held out was an informal one, the kind of picture Vickers used to call a ‘family snap’.

I recognized it at once. It had been taken in Venice in 1956. Constance and a group of her friends stood by the Grand Canal; behind them, you could just discern the buttress of a church – it was Santa Maria della Salute. An elegant group, in pale summery clothes. It included the legendary Van Dynem twins, both now dead. A moment before the picture was taken, I remembered, there had been some horseplay between the twins, with a panama hat.

On the edge of the group, a little separated from them, were two younger figures. Caught in that golden Venetian light, with the shadows of the church just to their side: a tall, dark-haired man, his expression preoccupied, a man of striking appearance, who might have been taken for an Italian, but who was not, and a young woman, at whom he was looking.

She, too, was tall. Her figure was slender. She wore a greenish dress, with bare legs, and flat sandals. Her most striking feature was her hair, which she wore long and loose. It waved about her face: the Venetian light intensified its colour to red gold or auburn. A strand of hair, blown across her face, obscured her features. She looked away from the camera, and away from the dark-suited man. She looked, I thought, poised for flight – this young woman, who had once been myself.

I had been twenty-five then, not quite twenty-six. I was not yet in love with the man standing next to me; but I had sensed, that day, a possibility of love. I did not want to look at this photograph, at the man, or at myself. I put it down without comment and turned back to Vickers.

‘Conrad,’ I said, ‘where is Constance?’

He prevaricated. He twisted and turned. Yes, he had made some calls, just as he had promised, but – to his great surprise – had drawn a blank. No one seemed to know where Constance was, which was unusual – but surely no cause for alarm. Constance, he suggested, would pop up suddenly, just as she always did. After all, hadn’t she always been unpredictable?

‘One of Constance’s fugue states, isn’t that the term? You know how she likes to take off. There’s probably a man behind it, somewhere …’

He then showered me with suggestions. The apartment was closed up? How strange. Had I tried East Hampton? What, it was sold? He had had no idea … He rushed away from that one very fast, leaving me quite sure he knew the house had been sold, for all the energy with which he denied it.

‘She’ll be in Europe,’ he cried, as if the idea had just come to him. ‘Have you tried the Danieli, the Crillon? What about Molly Dorset, the Connaught?’

When I explained that I had tried all these familiar ports of call, and others, Vickers gave a good impression of profound mystification.

‘Then, I’m afraid I can’t help. You see, I haven’t set eyes on her, not for almost a year.’ He paused, gave me an appraising look. ‘She’s been getting very strange, you know – almost reclusive. She doesn’t give parties any more – hasn’t for ages. And if you invite her… well, you can never be sure she’ll turn up—’

‘Reclusive? Constance?’

‘Perhaps that’s the wrong word. Not reclusive exactly. But odd – definitely odd. Plotting something, I’d have said, the last time I met her. She had that rather gleeful, secretive look – you remember? I said to her: “Connie, I know that face. You’re up to something. You’re up to no good.”’

‘And what did she reply?’

‘She said I was wrong – for once. She laughed. Then she said she was taking a leaf from my book – embarking on her own retrospective. I didn’t believe her, of course. And I said so. I knew a man must be involved, and I asked her who it was. She didn’t tell me, naturally. She just sat there, smiling her Sphinx smile, while I played guessing games.’

‘No hints? That’s not like Constance.’

‘Not one. She said I’d find out in the end – and when I did I’d be terribly surprised. That’s all.’ Vickers hesitated. He looked at his watch. ‘Heavens! Is that the time? I’m afraid in a minute I’ll have to rush—’

‘Conrad …’

‘Yes, dah-ling?’

‘Is Constance avoiding me? Is that it?’

‘Avoiding you?’ He gave me a look – an unconvincing look – of injured surprise. ‘Why should you say that? Obviously, you quarrelled – well, we all know that. And I must say I did hear some rather titillating rumours – a certain man’s name bandied about, you know how it is …’ He gave me an arch smile. ‘But Constance never discusses that. And she always speaks most warmly of you. She loved your recent work. That red drawing-room you did for Molly Dorset – she adored that.’

In his efforts to convince me, he had made a lapse. I saw the realization in his eyes at once.

‘The Dorset’s drawing-room? That’s odd. I finished that room four months ago. It was the last work I did before Steenie was ill. I thought you said you hadn’t seen Constance for almost a year?’

Vickers clapped a hand to his brow; a stagey gesture.

‘Heavens, what a muddler I am! It can’t have been the Dorsets’ then. It must have been some other room. Age, you know, dah-ling. Advancing senility. I do it all the time now, muddle names, dates, places; it’s a positive scourge. Now, you mustn’t be cross, but I’m going to have to shoo you away. I’m due down in the Village in half an hour – just a gathering of old friends but you know how the traffic will be. The whole city, quite clogged up with the most dreadful people – tourists, you know, car-salesmen from Detroit, housewives from Idaho, grabbing every available cab …’

He was steering me, a firm grip above the elbow, in the direction of the hall. There, the Japanese house-boy hovered.

‘Love you in that blue – too wonderful with the Titian hair,’ he chirruped, and since Vickers often used flattery to secure a quick escape it was no surprise to find myself, a moment later, out on the sidewalk.

I turned back, but Vickers, so famous for his charm in certain circles, had never been afraid to be rude.

A white hand waved. The Japanese house-boy giggled. The aubergine door of the smart little town house shut in my face.

I found that interesting. Such a precipitate departure. I was then quite sure that Vickers, loyal to Constance if not to my Uncle Steenie, had been lying.

Before going to Conrad Vickers’s house, I had spent a disappointing and frustrating day, much of it on the telephone. The rest of the evening was similar. It had been a mistake to drink champagne, which left me with a thirst and renewed jet-lag. It had been a mistake also, to discuss with Vickers those three months I had spent with Steenie at Winterscombe. Above all, it had been a mistake to look at that Venetian photograph, to see myself as I used to be and was no longer.

There were people I might have called, had I wanted company, but I did not. I wanted to be alone. I wanted to decide, I suppose, whether to continue my search, or abandon it and return to England.

I persuaded one of the windows in my hotel room to open. I stood there, with the warm urban air on my face; I watched Manhattan. The transition hours, between day and night. I felt myself in transition, too, poised just this side of decisive change – and, perhaps for that reason, I became obstinate again. I would not be beaten this easily. I knew Constance was here; the sensation that she was close was more intense than it had been the day before. Come on, said her voice, if you want to find me.

Before I went to bed, I telephoned Betty Marpruder again. I telephoned three times. I checked with Directory Assistance. I checked there was no fault on the line. I dialled a fourth time. Still no reply. I found that very curious.

Betty Marpruder – ‘Miss Marpruder’ to everyone except Constance and me – we were allowed to call her ‘Prudie’ – was quite unlike the other women Constance employed, since she was neither young nor decorative, and no member of her family had ever adorned the Social Register. Constance, like many decorators, was careful to employ women – and men – whose accents, clothes and demeanour would impress her clients. She did so with a certain scornful pragmatism – ‘window-dressing’, she called it – but she did so none the less. Miss Marpruder, therefore, with her chain-store necklaces, her jaunty mannerisms, her brightly coloured slacks, her ageing invalid mother, her defiant yet sad air of spinsterhood, was always confined to a back-room. There, she ruled the roost: she supervised the books, she tyrannized the workshops on Constance’s behalf, she put the fear of God into manufacturers, and she never – under any circumstances – met the clients. Constance had always supplied the inspiration within the company; but it was Miss Marpruder, compensating for Constance’s undeniable capriciousness, who did all the practical work.

In return for this, she had been granted certain favours. I was sure she would enjoy them still. Chief of these was that knowledge of hers of Constance’s whereabouts. Miss Marpruder alone would be given the address of the villa or the number of the hotel suite; she would be entrusted with the details of the flights. She was given these privileged pieces of information because Constance knew how jealously she guarded them: Miss Marpruder, a worshipper at Constance’s temple, was also Constance’s high priestess.

In any decorating business there are constant crises. People relish them. In Constance’s workplace they happened daily. Her clients were very rich; their riches made them whimsical. Costly material, a year on order, would arrive and fail to please. Rooms hand-lacquered with sixteen coats of paint would be completed and would disappoint. A drama would ensue. Assistants would scurry back and forth. Telephones would shrill. Clients would insist, demand, to speak with Constance, no one else.

In the midst of this mêlée, secure in her little back-room, Miss Marpruder would wait. No, Miss Shawcross could not be contacted; no, she was not available; no, she would not telephone Venice or Paris or London or the airline – not just yet.

‘Prudie has a perfect nose,’ Constance would crow. ‘When it comes to crises, she’s a Supreme Court judge.’

I listened to Miss Marpruder’s telephone. I could see it, quite clearly, this instrument, as I listened to it ring. I could see the lace doily, on which it stood, the rickety table beneath, all the details of that sad room which Prudie, in her jaunty way, liked to refer to as her bachelor den.

I was parked with Prudie often, as a child. She would take me down to Thirty-second Street, bring me through to say hello to her invalid mother, install me in her small sitting-room, bring me little treats – home-made cookies, glasses of real lemonade; Prudie would have liked children of her own, I think.

Her sitting-room was garish and brave. It had an air of scrimping, of insufficient money stretched to the limit by medical bills. There was a defiant couch, in an unhappy shade of red, draped with a shawl in a manner designed to imitate Constance’s expensive, throwaway techniques. In Constance’s rooms, the shawl would have been a cashmere throw or an antique Paisley; in Miss Marpruder’s it was Taiwanese silk.

She was exploited by Constance. When had I first understood that? To be loyal, and indispensable, yet not to be well paid, or even adequately paid – how old was I when I first saw that as wrong? Whatever the age I was, when liking fused with pity, it must have been in that small sitting-room of Prudie’s that my doubts about my godmother began.

There was the telephone, still ringing: there was its little lace doily which Constance would have shuddered to see. It had been made for Miss Marpruder by her mother. Whenever she used the telephone, she would smooth it into place.

‘I love nice things,’ she said to me once, and I must have been in my teens, because her tone had made my heart ache. ‘Cushions, mats, doilies – it’s the little touches that count, Victoria. Your godmother taught me that.’

The memory made me angry. I went to sleep disliking Constance, rehearsing to myself the damage she did. But when I slept, I dreamed – and in my dreams, my godmother came to me in a different guise. I woke to a sense of my own disloyalty. There had been reasons to love Constance, once.

A new direction to this search. I rose, showered, dressed. It was still very early. I telephoned Miss Marpruder one more time; and when there was no reply, impatient with the confinement of the room, I went outside to the heat of the streets. Brilliant light and clammy air. I hailed a cab. I think I decided where to go only when I climbed into it. I gave the driver the address.

‘Queens?’ Signs of reluctance, possibly of resentment.

‘Yes, Queens. Take the Triborough, then I’ll direct you.’

‘Green Lawns?’

‘That’s the place.’

‘Some kinda house?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘It’s a pet cemetery.’

It was eight years since I had been there, and it took some time to find Bertie’s grave. I walked past neat white tombstones, memorials to dogs, cats and – in one case – a mouse.

Absent thee from felicity a while, it read. I turned and almost fell over Bertie’s iceberg.

There it was, just as I remembered, a grieving caprice on Constance’s part, an attempt to re-create, at Bertie’s final resting-place, the landscape Constance saw as his ancestry. Bertie was a Newfoundland dog; Constance’s knowledge of Newfoundland itself was poetic, also vague. Bertie dreamed of icebergs, she used to say. Let an iceberg mark the place.

A stone had been designed. A stone had been carved. There had been arguments with the Green Lawns administrators, who liked neat tombstones and found icebergs unseemly. Constance, as usual, had triumphed, and there the iceberg was. From most angles the resemblance to ice of any kind was marginal; it helped if you knew what it was.

I had loved Bertie. I had grown up with Bertie. He was huge, black, as majestic as a bear. I read the inscription: To Bertie, the last and the best of my dogs. I looked at the dates of his birth and his death, faithfully recorded. Then I looked at something else.

Beneath the peaks of the iceberg, which was white, were runnels of green marble, intended to represent a northern sea. These runnels extended from the base of the iceberg by at least one foot. Resting upon them, wrapped in a sheet of white paper, was a small bunch of flowers.

Someone had chosen these flowers with care; this was no ordinary bouquet. It was as beautiful and as carefully arranged as the flowers I had seen the day before in Conrad Vickers’s drawing-room.

There were freesias, white roses, tiny side-sprigs of blue delphinium, pinks, pansies, lily of the valley: flowers in season and flowers out of season, the kind of flowers it would be easy enough to pick in a garden like Winterscombe’s, the kind of flowers which could be obtained in New York from very few florists.

I bent to smell the sweetness of their scent. I stepped back and considered them. It was by then mid-morning. Bertie’s grave was unshaded; the temperature, in the sun, was at least eighty degrees. The flowers were unwilted: they must have been placed there – at the very most – an hour before. There was only one person in New York who would mourn Bertie, only one person who would bring flowers to the grave of a dog twenty-four years dead.

I scanned the lawns, the tombstones. No one in sight. I turned away, began to run.

Constance was in the city; compassion brought her close. All my love for my godmother came back, gripping my heart with an astonishing strength. Just like the old days, when Constance raced ahead and I panted to keep up. In pursuit, but – and I felt a moment’s triumph – this time, I was catching up.

I did something I had never done before in my life. I bribed a doorman. Not the doorman who had confronted me the day I arrived, and not the doorman I remembered – he would have retired. No, a new doorman, young, spruce, knowing and amenable, who eyed me in a way his forebears would never have done.

‘They’re not answering.’ He replaced the telephone receiver. ‘I told you. Apartment’s closed up.’

I might have tried flirtation, I suppose. I preferred the twenty-dollar bill. I was expecting rebuff. To my astonishment, it slipped from my palm to his with the greatest of ease and disappeared into a pocket of his smart maroon uniform.

‘OK.’ He gave a shrug. ‘Go right on up. They won’t answer. Fifth floor—’

‘I know it’s the fifth floor. I used to live here.’

‘If anyone asks …’ He shrugged. ‘You sneaked past, OK? I didn’t see you.’

This was patently ridiculous. This was not the kind of apartment-building in which people slipped past the doorman.

‘Who else didn’t you see today – apart from me?’

‘What’s that?’

‘Miss Shawcross, for instance. Have you seen her?’

‘No way. Not in weeks. I told you …’

I was making him nervous, I could see that. One more question, and despite the twenty-dollar bill he might change his mind, refuse to admit me.

I took the elevator to the fifth floor. I walked along quiet red-carpeted corridors. Without a great deal of hope, I pressed the bell for Constance’s apartment. To my astonishment, the door at once swung back.

I looked in, to my old home, to Constance’s celebrated hall of mirrors. The glass on the right wall reflected the glass on the left; it created an illusory passage of space, reflections to infinitude.

‘Count,’ Constance had said to me, that first day I came here. ‘Count. How many Victorias can you see? Seven? Eight? There are more than that – look more closely. You see? They go on for ever.’

‘Constance,’ I said, thirty years later, and stepped forward. ‘Constance, it’s me, Victoria—’

‘No here. No here.’

From behind the tall door, a figure emerged. A lilliputian maid, Filipino, dressed in a neat grey uniform. She stared in apparent astonishment, as if she had expected someone else. Then she barred my way with an anxious ferocity.

‘No here,’ she said again, shaking her head from side to side. ‘Miss Shawcross – gone away – all closed up – no visitors.’

She gave me a tiny push.

‘No, look, please – wait,’ I began. ‘I just want to ask – when did Constance leave? Where can I reach her?’

‘No number. No address. No visitors.’ Another tiny push. ‘All closed up now. Closed for the … for the summer.’

‘Then, may I just leave a note? Please? It won’t take a moment. Look, if you’d just let me in. Constance is my godmother. It’s urgent I see her—’

At the word ‘godmother’, clearly misunderstood, the maid’s tiny features became very fierce.

‘No children here. Never any children here—’

‘No, not now. But there used to be. I lived here as a child with Constance. Look, surely you must have some number, some address—’

‘Police.’ She gave me a more effective push. ‘You go right away now, or I call police, call them very quick. Look, alarm button, right here.’

She leaned back a little as she spoke. She kept one hand on the door-jamb; the other reached for a small box on the wall.

‘Panic button – now you see?’ The maid drew herself up to her full height, which was – at most – about four feet ten inches. She looked up at me – I am a great deal taller than that – and stamped one diminutive foot.

‘Wait,’ I began, backing off a little, wondering when Constance (who never kept staff long) had hired this little spitfire. To have backed away was a mistake. A look of triumph came upon the maid’s face. The door slammed shut. There was the sound of bolts, chains, locks being fastened.

I had come up to the fifth floor in one elevator; I went down in another. As soon as its doors closed upon me, I tensed. Those primitive residual instincts we all still possess made the skin on the back of my neck prickle.

The elevator was not large, and the air inside it was close. There was a lingering humidity and also a lingering scent. I sniffed a familiar ambiguity: the fresh greenness of ferns, with the earthier undertones of civet. Constance’s scent, the one she invariably used, as memorable as her eyes or her voice. I felt a rush of the past to the head.

The descent seemed impossibly slow. I was convinced, even so, that she must have been just ahead of me, descending in the left elevator, while I mounted in the right. It was for that reason the maid had answered the door with such alacrity. Constance must have just left, and the maid assumed she had reached the elevator, forgotten something and returned. A matter of seconds. Constance might still be in the lobby, on the sidewalk outside.

The lobby was empty; the doorman’s eyes were bent upon his desk. I ran out to the heat of the street. I scanned the faces of the passers-by. I looked uptown, towards the entrance to the park, the route Constance and I had taken almost daily, all those years before, with Bertie.

I think, for one moment, I almost expected to see not only Constance, but also myself, a child, holding on to Constance’s arm, the two of us laughing, chattering, and Bertie lifting his great head in anticipation as we approached the gate to the park.

Time passes: the people on the sidewalk did not see our ghosts; I did not see Constance. No quick small figure, no gesturing hands. I had sensed her in the air, and into the air she had evaporated.

The sense of loss was acute. I stood there, staring blindly across the park. Then, because one sense of loss brought other losses close, I did something else for the first time – something much more foolish than bribing a doorman. I crossed the avenue, and began to walk west, towards a street and an apartment-block I had been careful to avoid for eight years.

Nothing had changed, which hurt. Seventy-sixth Street between Amsterdam and Columbus, the third building along on the left, heading west: shabby red-brick, in a neighbourhood Constance despised. I used to live there; the man in Conrad Vickers’s photograph used to live there with me. Our apartment was on the top floor; on that fire-escape, up there, we used to sit on summer evenings, Manhattan-watching, Manhattan-listening.

I looked up. The fire-escape was empty. A dish-towel fluttered on an improvised washing-line; someone else would live there now, some other couple.

I turned away. I was shaking. To believe you have cured yourself of the past, and then to discover that its ill-effects continue, that its pains recur like malaria – that, perhaps, is always a shock.

I went back to the hotel. I locked the door. I splashed water on my face. I watched the faucets weep.

Then I lay down on the bed, to will the past away. It refused to go, of course. It whispered with the air-conditioning. It crept closer, then closer still, all the circuitous paths of my life, all of which led back to Constance.

The landscape of my past: it reminded me of home; reminded me of England. All those paths through the woods. I dreamed of Winterscombe when I slept.

Imagine a valley, an English valley and a clement one. The hills slope gently; the woods are of oak and beech and ash and birch; there is no indication, when you are in that valley, that – just a few miles to the south – the landscape changes abruptly to the chalk downs of Salisbury Plain.

This valley is not windswept: it is a sheltered place; over the centuries, its natural beauties have been refined by man. The course of its river, which abounds in fish, has been diverted, so its waters spill out into a lake, ornamental and felicitous.

On one side of the lake, the woods begin. Drives have been cut through these woods, and paths through them are maintained: they lead to clearings, or to eminences, some of which are left to nature, some of which are defined, in pleasing ways, with a statue, an obelisk or a gazebo.

On the other side of the lake, the hand of man is more obvious. There is a park, and a small, somewhat ugly church, perched on a hill and endowed by my grandfather. There are lawns, and grass tennis courts, herbaceous borders and a rose garden. There are, to one side, the walls of the vegetable gardens and a glint of glass, which is the roofs of the hothouses, where the gardeners, diminished now in numbers, still grow black grapes, and melons, and white peaches, which are rare, and easily bruised, and must never be picked by children.

You can see woodsmoke, which comes from the houses in the estate village, where some cottages are still occupied. You can see the gleam of the golden cockerel who rides the clock-tower in the stables. Turn your eyes back to the lawns, and you will come to a terrace. Turn your eyes to the terrace, and you will see my grandfather’s house, which he built with my great-grandfather’s money.

Everyone I know complains about that house. My mother says it is too large, that it was built for another world, and is now preposterous. My father says it eats money, because the rooms are so large and their ceilings so high, and the roof leaks, and the windows rattle, and the plumbing protests and wheezes and whistles. You can see the house eating money if you go down to the cellars and the boiler-room, and watch Jack Hennessy stoking the boiler with coke. The boiler is huge; it looks big enough to turn the turbines on an ocean-liner, and Hennessy says that if he shovelled day and night he still couldn’t satisfy its appetite. In go the shovels of coke, which I see as pound-notes, for I’ve been taught to understand about economy, and out comes – upstairs – a wheezing and a rattling from miles of snaking pipes. The pipes are lukewarm; the radiators are lukewarm; the bath-water is lukewarm. ‘This is not central heating, it’s peripheral heating,’ my father says in a despairing voice; so the fires are lit as well and we all sit next to the fire, with hot fronts and cold backs.

This is how the house happened. My great-great-grandfather made a fortune, first from soap, and then from patent bleaches. This fact is regarded as inconvenient by most of my family, especially my Great-Aunt Maud, who is grand and old and was once famous for her parties; only my father ever refers to bleaches or soaps, and then only when he wants to tease Great-Aunt Maud or Uncle Steenie. My great-grandfather made even more money from his bleaches and his factories, which were situated in the Scottish lowlands. He didn’t like to live too close to those factories, I think, and perhaps he, too, preferred not to be reminded of bleach, because he moved his family south, went into politics, purchased a barony, became the first Lord Callendar, and sent my grandfather, Denton Cavendish, to Eton.

My grandfather Denton was famous for his pheasants, and his tempers, and his American wife, my grandmother Gwen, who was beautiful but penniless. My grandfather built this house, and created these gardens, and enlarged these estates, and my father and his three brothers, like me, were born in it.

When my grandfather Denton built it, it was the acme of fashion. It was finished in the 1890s, when Queen Victoria was still on the throne, but in spirit and in design it was an Edwardian house. There it is, huge, crenellated, opulent and absurd, made for the long summer days before the first war, made for a procession of house-parties, made for billiards, and bridge-playing, for croquet matches, for shooting weekends and the discreet diversion of leisured adultery: Winterscombe, my home. I never cared if it ate money, and neither, I suspect, in their heart of hearts, did my father or my mother. They loved it; I loved it; I loved them. When I think of it now, it is always autumn, there is always a mist over the lake (which needs dredging); there is always woodsmoke; I am always happy. Naturally.

When I was older, and I went to live with Constance in New York, I learned to love a faster life. I learned to value the charms of caprice and the pleasures of whim. I learned the luxury of carelessness.

At Winterscombe I never experienced such things, and I loved their opposites. Others might judge our family life dull; I liked the safeness of its rituals, and the sure knowledge when I went to bed that the next day would be almost precisely the same as the day before. Like my parents I was, I suppose, very English.

In the mornings, I woke at seven, when Jenna, who was my nurse, brought up the copper jug of hot water and a boiled wash-cloth. She scrubbed my face and my neck and the back of my ears until my skin glowed, and then she brushed my hair which was red and curly – I hated it – for exactly fifty strokes. Then it was plaited into neat tight plaits in an effort to subdue it, and fastened with elastic bands, and ribbons, which were changed every day to match the blouse I was wearing. It was Jenna’s religion to be orderly.

My clothes used to arrive twice a year, in white boxes from London; they were sensible and they never varied. In summer I wore sea-island cotton vests and in winter woollen ones with sleeves. I wore long socks, or woollen stockings in winter, and short cotton socks in summer. I had three kinds of shoes: stout brown lace-ups, stout brown sandals, and flat pumps, made of bronze kid, which were reserved for parties, although I went to very few parties. In summer I wore cotton frocks and cardigans Jenna knitted; in winter I wore grey flannel pleated skirts and grey flannel jackets. I had a succession of Harris tweed overcoats with velveteen collars, all of which were identical, and a succession of identical pudding-basin hats which clipped under the chin with elastic. I hated the scratchy winter vests, but apart from that, I never thought about my clothes a great deal, except when I went to visit my Great-Aunt Maud in London.

Aunt Maud did not like my clothes and she said so roundly. ‘The child looks drab,’ she would pronounce, fixing me with a stern eye. ‘I shall take her to Harrods. She has … possibilities.’

I wasn’t sure what those possibilities were: when I peered in my mirror, I could see that I was tall and skinny. I had big feet, which looked even larger in the brown lace-up shoes, which Jenna polished until they shone like chestnuts. I had freckles, of which I was very ashamed. I had eyes of an indeterminate green. I had that horrible curly red hair which reached half-way down my back, when all I wanted was to have short straight black hair and tempestuous blue eyes like the heroines in Aunt Maud’s favourite novels.

No possibilities there that I could see, and the often-promised visits to Harrods never seemed to materialize. I think Aunt Maud, who was old by then, and somewhat vague, may simply have forgotten; on the other hand, my mother – who found fashion frivolous – may have intervened. ‘I love Aunt Maud dearly,’ she used to say, ‘but she can go too far. One has to put one’s foot down.’

It is true that on one of my birthdays – my seventh – Aunt Maud did, as she would say, push the boat out. Her finances were a mystery but, as far as I could understand, she lived off paintings – a collection of paintings once given her by a very dear friend. Most of these paintings had been sold some years before, but a few had been kept in reserve – ‘For a rainy day,’ she said.

I think that, when my seventh birthday approached, a painting must have been sacrificed, for Maud acquired several new outfits herself, and she also went to Harrods. From London, some weeks in advance, she sent me a party-dress.

I can still see that dress, in all its magnificence, being unwrapped from its sheaves of tissue paper in the nursery. It was made of velvet the colour of Chinese amber. It had a full skirt, with froths of petticoats; it had puff sleeves and a large lace collar.

‘Oh dear, Brussels lace. Maud is so terribly extravagant.’ My mother looked at this dress in a sad way, and – over the top of her head – Jenna gave me a wink.

Later, when my mother had gone downstairs, Jenna drew the curtains and lit the lamps, and set up the cheval-glass in the middle of the nursery bedroom.

‘Now,’ she said. ‘We’ll try it on. And I’ll do your hair for you. No looking till you’re ready.’

I was very excited, skipping about the room, and fidgeting under Jenna’s patient hands. It seemed to take so long. The cream silk party-stockings, fastened with elastic garters, the bronze kid pumps, the petticoats. Even when the dress was on, I was still not allowed to look. Jenna had first to brush my hair loose, and tie it back from my face with a new black ribbon.

I think I knew there was a problem, even then, because it had been difficult to do up the dress; I had had to hold my breath, and I had seen Jenna frown. I forgot about that when I looked in the glass, because the dress was so beautiful and the girl who looked back at me was so transformed. I stood looking at this strange girl for some time; then Jenna sighed, and I began to see the things that were wrong. I was too tall, and the skirt was too short; I was thin, but not thin enough for this dress, so the bodice strained across my ribs. ‘I can let it out, maybe – just a little.’ Jenna fingered the hem. ‘And look, Vicky, there’s two inches here, maybe three. I’ll let it down. Maybe your Aunt Maud wasn’t too sure of the size. But don’t you worry now – it’ll be fine this winter. Charlotte’s party – you always go to that. You’ll be able to wear it to Charlotte’s party.’

Charlotte’s party was the one dependable event in the winter calendar. Charlotte was a small thin blonde girl, several years my elder, a girl I did not greatly like. She lived in a large house some fifteen miles from Winterscombe. Charlotte had parties of unimaginable luxuriance, with magicians from London and – the previous year – an ice-cream cake. Her father bought a new Rolls-Royce every year and smoked cigars, and her mother wore diamonds in the daytime. Charlotte had once come to tea at Winterscombe and had pronounced it shabby. This had hurt. I quite looked forward to wearing this astonishing dress to Charlotte’s party.

That year, Charlotte contracted measles, and her party was cancelled. The amber velvet dress hung in the closet, growing smaller and smaller as the weeks passed. I tried not to eat but, whether I ate or not, I seemed to grow taller and taller. When Christmas came Jenna let it out again, and we both began to hope. Surely I would be able to wear it at Christmas? Aunt Maud was coming for Christmas. I tried it on again, on Christmas Eve; the hooks and eyes would not fasten; I went down to Christmas luncheon as I always did, in sensible Viyella.

Aunt Maud had forgotten the dress by then, I think. On Boxing Day I tackled her on another matter.

‘Aunt Maud,’ I said, waylaying her in her room. ‘Can you make freckles go away? Can you get rid of them?’

Aunt Maud raised her lorgnette and inspected my face closely.

‘Of course you can,’ she pronounced. ‘Fuller’s earth. It whitens the skin. I’ve used it for years. It’s unbeatable.’

We tried. Aunt Maud took me into her bathroom and mixed up a greyish paste. She rubbed this paste over my nose and cheekbones, then sat me down in a chair and read to me from one of her novels while the paste dried. The novel was called The Crossroads of the Heart. It took place on an ocean liner. There were always what she called Good Bits, in Aunt Maud’s novels, and she read me one of the best of the Good Bits, towards the end; it was a tender scene, on the stern deck, by moonlight, and it ended with a most interesting description of an embrace. If my mother had heard it, I think she might have put her foot down, but it moved Aunt Maud a great deal, so much so that she started on one of her own stories – about Winterscombe, and the parties there used to be there, in the old days, when my American grandmother Gwen was alive.

‘I remember once,’ she said, ‘there was a party for a comet. Halley’s comet, you know. We were all to have supper, and then gather outside to watch the comet go over …’

I sat very still. I liked these stories, but my nose was beginning to itch; I wondered if it would be rude to interrupt and mention it.

‘I wore my emeralds. Or was it my sapphires? No, the sapphires, I think, because I remember my dress was blue, and Monty – Oh!’ She gave a shriek. ‘The Fuller’s earth, Vicky! Quickly!’

I was rushed back into the bathroom, and my face was scrubbed with Aunt Maud’s special French soap.

‘May I look now, Aunt Maud?’

Aunt Maud was staring at my face in a dubious way; with some reluctance, she handed me a mirror. I held it close to my nose and inspected. My nose was red; my whole face was a fiery red; the freckles winked. There seemed more of them than ever.

‘I don’t think it’s quite worked, Aunt Maud,’ I began, and Aunt Maud snatched the mirror away.

‘Well, of course it doesn’t work in one go! Quick-smart, just like that! Il faut souffrir pour être belle! You must persevere, Vicky. Now, if I were to leave you a little packet, and you were to apply it every week …’

I took the packet of Fuller’s earth. I tried it once a week for four weeks. When it was all used up, and the freckles were still there, I acknowledged the truth. I loved Aunt Maud very much, but she had been wrong about three things: wrong about the dress-size, wrong about the Fuller’s earth, and wrong about my possibilities. I had no possibilities. My faith in Aunt Maud, though still strong, was dented.

Aunt Maud was one of the pillars of my life; she defined its boundaries. There were other pillars, too: there was my godfather, Steenie’s friend, the poet Wexton; there was Jenna; there was my father and my mother; there were my uncles; and, finally, there was William, who was called the butler, but who did all sorts of things around the house that other people’s butlers seemed never to do, including cleaning the boots and shoes – on which subject Charlotte, on that day she came to tea, was very scathing.

‘The butler cleans your shoes?’ she said.

It was winter, and we had just returned from a walk in the grounds with muddy lace-ups.

‘Don’t you have a boot-boy?’

‘Well, Jenna cleans mine. Usually.’

‘Jenna? But she’s your nanny. She’s not even a proper nanny. Mummy said so. My nanny wears a brown uniform.’

This worried me more than I wanted to admit. When we had tea with my mother I could see that Charlotte did not think much of her, either. I could see her eyeing my mother’s dress, which was the kind of plain dress she always wore on weekday afternoons, and over which she wore an elderly tweed jacket. I knew my mother’s opinions about diamonds in the daytime, and – although I was sure she must be right – I began to wish she had worn something more dashing than a single string of pearls. She did have diamonds after all – and they were kept in the bank; every six months there would be a debate about selling them.

I began to wish I could tell Charlotte about these diamonds, and to plan how I might mention them, in a casual way, once my mother had left the room. On the other hand I knew my mother would be ashamed of me if I did any such thing. I squirmed about in my chair, and tried not to notice when Charlotte shivered and glanced towards the draughty windows.

My mother was telling her about her orphanage work, and Charlotte was listening with a small tight supercilious smile which made me more nervous still: she despised orphanages as much as she despised my mother, I could tell.

When my father joined us I relaxed a little. I was sure my father was beyond reproach: he was so tall, and so handsome; he had fine hands, and a quiet dry way of speaking; he was a good horseman, and when he wore his hunting clothes William said there wasn’t a man to touch him in the county. I rather wished he was wearing his hunting clothes then, so Charlotte might see him at his finest; as it was, he was wearing one of his old tweed suits, but those suits were built for him, and William (who had the job of brushing them) used to finger their material and say, ‘That’s quality.’

I hoped Charlotte would see this. I hoped that when my father began to talk to her that small supercilious smile would disappear from her face. My father stammered a little over certain words, which was a legacy from the Great War, but he was gentle and kind, and he charmed everybody. It could only be a matter of time, I told myself, before Charlotte succumbed.

He asked her first about her lessons, which was perhaps a mistake, because Charlotte was now at boarding school and she had already – during the walk – given me her opinion of girls who stayed at home for their education.

‘Your mother teaches you? I thought you at least had a governess.’

‘Well, I did. But she left.’ I hesitated, because that was difficult territory. None of the governesses had stayed long; we now no longer had a parlour-maid; and the cooks were always giving warning. This was because of wages, and the boiler in the basement, which ate money, and the orphanages, which ate up even more.

‘She takes you for everything?’

‘She’s very clever. I do English and French and geography with her, and next year we shall begin on Latin. Mr Birdsong comes over three times a week for mathematics.’

‘Mr Birdsong? But he’s the curate.’

Definitive scorn. I was instantly ashamed of Mr Birdsong, a mild and patient man whom I had always liked. Sitting in the drawing-room, I now began to wish that my father would change the subject. Charlotte was lecturing him on Roedean, and the small supercilious smile was still on her face.

‘And what about the summer holidays?’ my father said, when that speech came to the end. He said it in his most polite and gentle way, but I could tell he didn’t like Charlotte at all. In fact I think he found her funny, but no one would have known, because his manners were perfect.

‘Oh, Mummy says we shan’t go to France next year. She says the Riviera is overrun. We may go to Italy. Or Germany. Daddy says Germany is on the up and up.’ She paused, and swung her foot, and gave me a sly glance.

‘And what about you Vicky? You didn’t say.’

‘Oh, we have great plans,’ my father said in his easy way.

‘Really?’ Charlotte fixed upon him a small hard gaze.

‘Yes. We shall stay here, you know. Just as we always do.’

‘All summer?’

‘Definitely. All summer. Shan’t we, darling?’

He turned to my mother, and I saw an amused glance pass between them. My mother smiled.

‘I think so,’ she said in her quiet voice. ‘Winterscombe is so lovely in June and July – and, besides, the boys come over, you know, from the orphanage. We have to be here for that, you see, Charlotte. Now, would you like a sandwich? Perhaps a piece of cake?’

When tea was over, my parents left us. Charlotte and I sat by the fire and played cards. We played gin rummy for a while, and then, in a desultory way, took turns at patience. Charlotte told me about the new Rolls which would be coming to collect her, and why it was so much better than the Rolls of the preceding year. She told me about Roedean, and how many name-tags her brown-uniformed nanny had sewn on her new uniform, and she made it quite clear that playing patience was not her idea of after-tea entertainment.

I was very humiliated, and very afraid that Charlotte might return to the question of summer holidays, to the fact that we never took holidays abroad. When it was my turn to lay out the cards I did it very slowly, trying to pluck up the courage to mention my mother’s diamonds. By that time, I wanted to mention them very much indeed, because I could see that Charlotte thought my mother was plain and shabby – like the house. The thought of my mother’s disapproval held me back, though, and so I continued to lay out the cards and scan my memory. There must be something I could mention which would wipe that supercilious smile off Charlotte’s face – but it was hard to think of anything.

There were my two uncles – those other pillars of my life – and, laying out the cards, I did consider them. Both my uncles were exotic in their way: Uncle Freddie had had so many careers, including flying mail-planes in South America, which must surely be glamorous. He had his ‘enthusiasms’, as my Aunt Maud called them, and the latest of these were two greyhounds, brought to Winterscombe the previous month, and fed – to my mother’s horror – on beefsteak. These dogs were ‘goers’ Uncle Freddie said. They were going to win the Irish Greyhound Derby.

On the other hand, I was not too sure about these dogs, which spent most of the time when not eating asleep, and wouldn’t listen to the special commands Uncle Freddie had been given by their Irish trainer. Uncle Freddie’s enthusiasms had – as he would sadly put it – a way of ‘fizzling out’. Better not to mention the dogs, perhaps, or South America, which Uncle Freddie had left in clouded circumstances. Uncle Steenie, then?

Uncle Steenie was definitely glamorous. He was an exquisite dresser and an exquisite speaker. He had the blondest hair I had ever seen, and the most beautiful pink and white complexion. Uncle Steenie knew everyone-but-everyone, and he called everyone-but-everyone ‘Darling’ in a very warm tone of voice. He also said ‘too’ a great deal: the journey was too impossible, the wine was too squalid, the last hotel was too quaint. Uncle Steenie had a great many friends all over the world, and – since he did not work – he was always visiting them. He was very good about sending postcards, and I usually received one every week. Their messages were brief: Salut, Vicky! Here I am on Capri, he might write, and then he would draw one of his little lightning pictures underneath, of himself, or a tree, or a shell. Uncle Steenie drew very cleverly, and wrote in violet ink. I had a great collection of these postcards: that year alone he had been in Capri, Tangier, Marseilles, Berlin, and a villa in Fiesole which was too marvellous, and which was owned by his best friend, Conrad Vickers, the famous photographer.

Uncle Steenie had a great many famous friends: he knew film-stars, and painters, and singers and writers. My godfather, Wexton, who used to be his best friend, had dedicated a whole book of poems to my Uncle Steenie, poems he had written in the Great War, which were called Shells.

Should I mention my Uncle Steenie? He did not come to Winterscombe very often, it was true, and when he did there were arguments about money: Uncle Steenie wanted to be the Best-Kept Boy in the World, and he used to remind people of this in a loud voice when he had finished all the wine at luncheon. I found this very odd, because although Uncle Steenie was undeniably well kept, and had that beautiful complexion, he was not a boy, and hadn’t been a boy for quite a long time. When he talked about being one he made my father furiously angry.

‘For God’s sake, Steenie,’ I heard my father say, once, when I passed them in the library and the door was open. ‘For God’s sake, you’re almost forty years old. This can’t go on. What happened to the last cheque I sent you?’

Perhaps, on the whole, it was better not to mention my Uncle Steenie, either Charlotte would be sure to ask what he did, she always asked that, she even asked it about my father.

‘But what does he do?’ she said, after I had explained about the estate, and my mother’s orphanages, and the lake which needed dredging, and the boiler and its inexhaustible appetite for pound notes.

‘I suppose he has a private income?’ She made it sound like a dreadful disease. ‘Daddy said he thought he must. He said you couldn’t possibly manage otherwise, not in this great barn of a place. Of course, there is the title …’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘But Daddy says titles don’t count these days. Not unless they’re very old – and yours isn’t very old, is it? Daddy says they can be useful, of course. He wouldn’t mind a title on his board, because there’s still some people they impress. It’s a pity he isn’t in the City, like Daddy, don’t you think? It must be horrid to be so poor.’

‘I don’t think we’re poor. Not exactly poor.’ I was red in the face. ‘Mummy says we’re very lucky.’

‘Nonsense. You haven’t two halfpennies to rub together, Daddy said so. He made a big killing last week, and he told Mummy then. He made more money on that one deal than your father makes in five years. It’s true! You ask him.’

No, better not to mention my Uncle Steenie, who did not work, or my Uncle Freddie and his reluctant greyhounds; better not to mention my Aunt Maud who had been famous as a hostess once, but who was now vague and old and wrong about my possibilities. Better, in fact, to stay off the subject of my family altogether.

I sneaked a look at the clock, hoping it would soon be time for Charlotte to go, and began to stack up my cards: black queen on red king; red knave on black queen: this patience (I could already tell) was not going to come out.

Charlotte sat opposite me, watching the pack as if she expected me to cheat. She tapped her fingers on the green baize cloth. Queen of Spades on King of Hearts. Suddenly it came to me: the perfect candidate, the trump card.

‘Oh, by the way,’ I began – there was no time to be subtle. ‘I may go to America next year. Did I tell you?’

‘America?’

‘Yes. To stay in New York. My godmother lives there, and she wants me to stay with her.’

‘Your godmother? You never mentioned an American godmother.’

‘Well, I call her “aunt”. Aunt Constance. But she isn’t really my aunt.’

This was now more than a boast, it was a lie, since I called her no such thing; but I was launched, and scented victory. Charlotte’s eyes had grown small and concentrated.

‘Constance?‘

‘Constance Shawcross,’ I said

I brought out the name with a flourish. I hoped, I suppose, that it would impress, for I knew – in a vague way – that my godmother was celebrated. She must, however, have been far more celebrated than I had ever imagined, for Charlotte’s reaction exceeded my greatest hopes. She drew in her breath; her eyes rounded; her expression was of envy, tinged with disbelief.

‘No! The Constance Shawcross?’

‘Of course,’ I said firmly, although I was at once afraid there might be two, and my godmother the wrong one.

‘Heavens!’ Charlotte looked at me with new respect. ‘Wait till I tell Mummy.’

Such triumph! I was a little afraid it would be difficult to sustain, because I could tell that Charlotte was about to press me with questions, to which my answers were sure to be wrong. But I was saved. There was a scrunch of tyres on gravel, the blaring of a horn. Charlotte looked up. I took the opportunity to switch the order of my cards.

‘Your father’s here,’ I said. ‘Oh, and look, this patience is coming out after all.’

That was how the lie began; it was a lie which would have the most terrible consequences.

When I mentioned Constance’s name, that afternoon at the card table, all I really knew was that it was a name likely to impress. I knew my godmother was famous, though for what I had no idea. I knew that my Uncle Steenie adored her, and pronounced her incomparable; I knew that – when he came to Winterscombe – he would sometimes produce magazines which charted my godmother’s social activities in breathless detail. I also knew that when he mentioned her name he was met with silence and the subject was quickly changed. The magazines which Uncle Steenie would leave open upon tables would be removed the instant he left the room. I knew, in short, that there was a mystery.

When I was born (Jenna had told me this) Constance had attended my christening, and – like a godmother in a fairy-story – had bent over my cradle to bestow a kiss. She had held me in her arms outside the Winterscombe church, and had given me as a christening present a most extraordinary bracelet in the shape of a coiling snake. This bracelet, described by Jenna as ‘unsuitable’, I had never seen: it lay lodged with my mother’s diamonds in the bank.

After the christening, Constance must have fallen from favour, for she disappeared. More precisely, she was erased. There were numerous photographs of my christening, and Constance appeared in none of them. She was never invited to stay at the house, although I knew she came to England, for Uncle Steenie would say so. The only reason I knew she was my godmother was that she told me so herself: each year at Christmas, and each year on my birthday, she would send a card, and inside them she would write: From your godmother, Constance. The handwriting was small, the strokes of the letters bold, and the ink black.

These cards of hers were arranged with the others I received on the nursery mantelpiece. When the birthday was over, I was allowed to keep my cards, cutting them out and pasting them in scrapbooks – all the cards, that is, except those from my godmother. Her cards were always removed.

This tactic was designed, I expect, to make me forget my godmother. Since I was a child, it had the opposite effect. The less I was told, the more I wanted to know, but to discover more was extremely difficult.

My parents were obdurate: nothing could persuade either of them to mention Constance by name, and a direct question was met with visible displeasure. They confirmed that she was my godmother; that was all.

Jenna had been provoked, once or twice, into discussion of my christening and the exotic bracelet; but after that I think she was warned off, for she, too, refused to discuss Constance again. Aunt Maud, clearly, hated her: on the one occasion when I risked an enquiry there, Aunt Maud drew herself up, gazed down her imperious nose and sniffed.

‘Your godmother is quite beyond the pale, Victoria. I prefer you do not mention her to me. I cannot imagine that she would interest you.’

‘I just wondered … if she had … tempestuous eyes,’ I persevered.

‘Her eyes are like two small pieces of coal,’ Aunt Maud replied, and that was the end of the subject.

William the butler claimed not to remember her. Uncle Freddie shifted his eyes about whenever I mentioned her name; trapped, alone on a walk in the woods, he once went so far as to admit that he and his brothers had known Constance as a child; she had, he said, frowning at the trees, been jolly good fun – in her way.

‘Did Daddy like her then, Uncle Freddie? I don’t think he likes her now.’

‘Maybe, maybe.’ Uncle Freddie whistled. ‘I don’t remember. Now, where are those wretched dogs? You shout, Victoria. Oh, well done. Here they come. That’s the ticket.’

That left Uncle Steenie. I had high hopes of Uncle Steenie, particularly if I could waylay him after luncheon, or when he was in his own room where he kept a silver hip-flask for restorative nips on cold afternoons. Uncle Steenie might not come to Winterscombe very often, but when he did he became expansive after a few nips. ‘Sit down, Victoria,’ he would say. ‘Sit down and let’s have a huge gossip.’ And so, on one of his visits, I evaded Jenna and the regulation afternoon walk, and crept along to Uncle Steenie’s room.

Uncle Steenie gave me a chocolate truffle from his secret bedroom supply, sat me by the fire, and told me all about Capri. When he paused for breath, I asked my question. Uncle Steenie gave me one of his roguish looks.

‘Constance? Your godmother?’ He clicked his tongue. ‘Vicky darling, she is an absolute demon.’

‘A demon? You mean she’s bad? Is that why no one will talk about her?’

‘Bad?’ Uncle Steenie seemed to find that idea interesting. He had another nip and considered it. ‘Well,’ he said at last, in his most drawling voice. ‘I can never quite make up my mind. You know the little girl in the nursery rhyme, the one with the curl down the middle of her forehead? “When she was good she was very very good, and when she was bad she was horrid”? Constance is like that, perhaps. Except – personally – I liked her best when she was bad. The great thing about your godmother, Vicky, is that she is never dull.’

‘Is she … pretty?’

‘Darling, no. Nothing so bland. She’s … startling.’ He took another nip. ‘She bowls people over. Men especially. Down they go like skittles.’

‘Did she bowl you over, Uncle Steenie?’

‘Well, not exactly, Vicky.’ He paused. ‘She was probably too busy to try. I expect she had other fish to fry. She and I are almost the same age, you know, so we were always friends. We met for the first time when we were – let me see – about six years old – younger than you are now anyway. We’re both the same age as the century, more or less, so that must have been 1906. Lord, I’m ancient! 1906! It feels like aeons ago.’

‘So she’s thirty-seven now?’

I was disappointed, I think, for thirty-seven seemed very old. Uncle Steenie waved his hands in the air.

‘Thirty-seven? Vicky darling, in Constance’s case the years are immaterial. Age cannot wither her – though it does the rest of us, unfortunately. Do you know what I saw in the mirror this morning? A most terrible thing. A crow’s footprint, Vicky. In the corner of my eye.’

‘It’s not a very big footprint.’

‘Darling, you reassure me.’ Uncle Steenie sighed. ‘And the reason it’s small is my new cream. Have I shown you my new cream? It smells of violets, and it’s too heavenly …’

‘Would it get rid of freckles, do you think, Uncle Steenie?’

‘Darling, in a flash. There’s nothing it can’t do. It’s a perfect miracle, this cream, which is just as well because it costs a queen’s ransom.’ He smiled mischievously. ‘Look, I’ll give you some if you like. Pat it in, Vicky, every evening …’

So my Uncle Steenie changed the subject – more dextrously than the rest of my family, but he changed it none the less. That night there were storms and slammed doors downstairs, and Uncle Steenie became so upset he had to be helped up to bed by my father and William. The next morning he departed early, so I never received my jar of violet cream, and I discovered no more on the subject of Constance.

For several months, nothing happened. Charlotte contracted measles, her party was cancelled, her mother took her to Switzerland for a period of convalescence. Christmas came and went, and it was not until January of the new year, 1938, that I saw Charlotte again.

I was invited to her house for tea, alone – an honour never accorded me before. To my surprise, I was invited again the following week; the week after that there was a most pressing invitation to join Charlotte and her friends on an expedition to see a London pantomime.

My stock had risen, it seemed, not just with Charlotte, but with her parents also. I was no longer just a dull child from an impoverished background; I was Constance Shawcross’s godchild; I was about to visit her in New York. Quite suddenly, I had acquired possibilities.

At first I am afraid I enjoyed this very much. I was given wings by Constance’s surrogate glamour; I took those wings, and I flew. Since I knew virtually nothing about my godmother, I was free to invent; I discovered the addictions of fiction.

In the beginning, I gave Constance all those attributes I myself most secretly admired. I gave her black hair, and dark blue eyes, and a fiery temperament. I gave her five grey Persian cats – I loved cats – and an Irish wolfhound. I made her a superlative horsewoman, who rode sidesaddle to hounds. I let fall the fact that she ordered French scent in large flagons, lived at the top of one of the tallest towers in New York, overlooking the Statue of Liberty, ate roast beef three times a week, and insisted on Oxford marmalade for breakfast. All her clothes, right down to her underwear, came from Harrods.

‘Harrods? Are you sure, Victoria?’ Charlotte’s mother had been eavesdropping on these boasts avidly; now she looked doubtful.

‘Well, perhaps not all of them,’ I said carefully, and cast about in my mind. I thought of my Aunt Maud and her reminiscences.

‘I think sometimes … that she goes to Paris.’

‘Oh, I feel sure she must. Schiaparelli. Perhaps Chanel. There’s a picture I saw somewhere – Charlotte, where did I put that book?’ Charlotte’s mother always called magazines ‘books’, and on that occasion a much-thumbed copy of Vogue was produced. It was two years old, at least. There, in my trembling hands, was the first photograph of my godmother I had ever seen. Sleek, insolently chic, she was photographed at a London party in a group which included wicked Wallis Simpson, Conrad Vickers, and the then Prince of Wales. She was gesturing, so her hand obscured her face.

After that, my lies became less pure. I had learned from the error about Harrods, and I trimmed my image of my godmother to suit the tastes of my audience. I gave Constance several motor-cars – a touch of malice there, for none was a Rolls-Royce; I gave her a yacht, a permanent suite at the Ritz, a collection of yellow diamonds, crocodile-skin luggage, silk underwear, and intimate friendship with King Farouk.

I was learning fast, and most of these details I picked up either from Charlotte and her parents, or from the fat and glossy magazines which lay scattered around their home – magazines which were never permitted at Winterscombe. I think I liked this Constance less than I did the Constance of the first incarnation, who lived in a tower, and rode to hounds at full tilt. But my preferences were unimportant; I could see that these new details impressed my audience. When I mentioned the crocodile luggage, Charlotte’s mother gave a sigh; she herself, she said in a wistful way, had admired something very similar, just the other day, at Asprey’s.

There were dangers – I could see that. Both Charlotte and her mother seemed alarmingly well informed about my godmother; they consumed gossip columns, they tossed the names of people my godmother seemed to know into their everyday conversation: ‘Lady Diana’s dress – what did you think, Mummy?’

‘Oh, a teensy bit dull, not up to her usual standards.’ Did they know Lady Diana? I was never quite sure, but I sensed I must be careful. Was my godmother married, for instance? Could she conceivably have been divorced? If she were divorced, that might explain her fall from favour, for my mother was adamantly opposed to divorce. I had no way of knowing, but I suspected that both Charlotte and her parents might know. They also, presumably, knew – as I did not – why my godmother was rich, what she did, who her parents were, where she came from.

So I spun the tales of my fabled godmother, but I spun them more warily, avoiding all mention of husbands or antecedents. In return for my inventions, I gleaned certain facts, which I squirrelled away: I learned that my godmother had been born in England, but was now a naturalized American citizen. I learned that she ‘did up’ houses, although no one explained what this involved. I learned that she crossed the Atlantic as casually as the Channel, and adored Venice, which she visited every year. When there, she would stay nowhere but at the Danielli.

‘Not the Gritti. I told you, Harold.’ We were sitting in their drawing-room, on a shiny brocade sofa. Charlotte’s mother was drinking a Martini in a frosted glass; she twirled the olive, set the glass down on a bright table of glass and chrome, and gave her husband a cold look. She turned back to me, in her new apologetic way, as if I were an arbiter of taste, too, like my godmother.

‘We stayed at the Gritti last year, Victoria, because the Danielli was chock-a-block. Of course, if we had had a choice … but it was such a last-minute arrangement …’

Holidays. I tensed at once, for there, of course, lay another danger: my own visit to New York. I had hoped Charlotte might have forgotten that part of my boast, but she had not. She had also remembered I had given a date: this year.

But when this year? As the weeks passed, the questions became more pressing. Charlotte returned to boarding school, but as soon as the Easter holidays came round the invitations to tea were renewed.

When, exactly, did I plan to leave? Had it been decided whether I should sail in Aquitania or Ile de France? Was I to travel alone, or was my godmother to visit England and collect me? Surely I could not be going to New York in the summer – no one went to New York then, and my godmother was usually in Europe.

There was a brief respite, that spring, due to politics: Austria was annexed by Germany, and although I had no idea what that meant I could tell it was something serious, for my father and mother had long anxious conversations which would break off when I came into earshot; even Charlotte’s father looked grave. Their own visit to Germany, planned for that summer, was cancelled; they opted for Italy, after all.

‘Things seem so very uncertain,’ Charlotte’s mother said with a sigh. ‘I wonder if your parents will let you travel after all, Victoria? It would be ever so disappointing if you had to cancel your trip, but I can see …’

‘It might have to be … postponed,’ I said, in a small voice.

‘I can’t see why.’ Charlotte, who was sitting next to me, gave me a hard look. ‘After all, America is in the opposite direction. Nothing is happening there.’

I mumbled something – something not too convincing, I think, for I saw Charlotte and her mother exchange a telling glance. Perhaps Charlotte was already beginning to believe that the visit to my godmother was a fiction; certainly she now looked at me in a measured way, with a hint of the old superciliousness. I might not have liked her, and I think I was already beginning to regret my lies; all the same I was desperate to regain her respect.

I knew what one did when one was desperate for something: one prayed; my mother had taught me that. For many years, after they were first married, my mother and father were childless. My mother had prayed for a child, and eventually – her prayers had been answered.

‘Did Daddy pray for one, too?’ I wanted to know, and my mother frowned.

‘I expect so, Vicky. In his way. Always remember – it’s important not just to pray for yourself. You mustn’t treat God like Santa Claus, and ask for too many things. But if you ask for good things – the right things – then God listens. He might not always grant your wish, or—’ She paused. ‘He might grant it in an unexpected way, but He does listen, Vicky. I believe that.’

Was my visit to my godmother a good thing, one it was permissible to pray for? I weighed the pros and cons for some time; eventually, I decided it was quite a good thing. I had been taught to be methodical, and I was methodical about this. I prayed every night and every morning; I prayed on Sundays when I went to church. I bought penny candles once a week, and lit them, to give wings to the prayer; and I couched the appeal politely: Please-God-if-You-think-it-is-a-good-thing-may-I-go-to-New-York-to-stay-with-Constance-if-it-is-Your-will-thank-you-Amen.

Twice a day, every day for three months. At the end of that time, when it was high summer at Winterscombe, my wish was granted. I should have listened to my mother more carefully, perhaps, because it was granted in a most unexpected way.

Until my wish was granted, I enjoyed that summer. I remember days of sunshine and of warmth, a sensation of lull, as if the world waited, and held its breath. There was calm, but it was an expectant calm: somewhere, beyond the boundaries of that safe world, something was happening, and sometimes I would fancy that I could hear it, still distant, and soft, like a great, invisible machine in gear – events elsewhere, their momentum gathering.

For many years I had known, in a vague way, that the orphanages which took up so much of my mother’s time and which ate such a worrying amount of my father’s money had connections with their counterparts in Europe. So, that summer, when my mother took me to one side and explained that plans had changed, that she and my father would be in Europe on orphanage work during July and August, I was surprised, but not greatly. Although we never went abroad for holidays, my mother had – once or twice – made such trips in the past, usually in the company of her closest friend, the formidable Winifred Hunter-Coote, whom she had known in the Great War. This time, she explained, my father had decided to go with them, because they were not just visiting European orphanages, as they usually did, but were seeing friends in Germany, who would help them to bring certain children to England. Just for a while, she explained, it would be safer for those children to be here, rather than at home in their own country. They were not necessarily orphans, she said, in her careful way; they were perhaps more like refugees. It was not always easy to persuade the authorities to let them leave, which was why my father was going with her and with Winifred, for his German was fluent …

Here, in a way which was uncharacteristic of her, my mother paused, and I knew that there was something she was leaving out, something she did not want me to know.

‘Won’t their parents miss them?’ I asked, and my mother smiled.

‘Of course, darling. But they know it is for the best. We shall be away quite a long time, and I shall miss you, too. You’ll write, won’t you, Vicky?’

I did write, every day, joining the letters together so that they were like a diary, and sending them off once a week to a series of poste restante addresses. To begin with, it felt strange, a summer at Winterscombe without my parents, but after a while I became used to the new quietness in the house; besides there were diversions. My Aunt Maud was brought down to stay, and arrived with packages of brightly bound novels. She was a little frail, for she had had a mild stroke the previous Easter, but her appetite for fiction was undiminished. Uncle Freddie arrived, complete with greyhounds – they had definitely ‘fizzled’, I could tell, because Uncle Freddie no longer mentioned the Irish Derby. Jenna was there, and William was there, and Charlotte was safely distant at the Danielli, so there was no need to worry about the lies for a while. There were strawberries to pick, and then raspberries, and young peas, and lettuces. High summer, and I was content, even though my parents were away. Best of all, I had made a new friend.

His name was Franz-Jacob, he was ten years old, he was German, and he was Jewish. He arrived with the first contingent of orphanage children, part of the small group of five or six German boys who stood a little apart from the English children who came to Winterscombe regularly every summer.

I think perhaps my parents had known his family, who were still in Germany, but whatever the reason – it could simply have been that he was known to be exceptionally clever – special arrangements had been made for Franz-Jacob, which singled him out from the others. He lived with the other children in the dormitories which had been built years before in the old dairy and laundry buildings. He was invited to join in their games of cricket and tennis, the swimming parties and nature rambles which were organized that year, as always. But he also came up to the house every morning to join me at my lessons.

Since my mother was away, those lessons were conducted entirely by Mr Birdsong, and concentrated on his own strong points: history, mathematics, robust and heroic English poetry.

I was not very good at any of these subjects, and I think looking back – that it must have been very tiresome for Mr Birdsong to have to teach me, although, if so, he disguised his impatience well. From the first day that Franz-Jacob joined my classes, Mr Birdsong blossomed.

I was still struggling then with long-division sums, and making little progress. Franz-Jacob, whose English was limited, provided Mr Birdsong with a chance to try out his German – that was the first excitement. The second excitement was his ability at mathematics. They began, I remember, with equations: a textbook was produced, and Franz-Jacob bent over his desk. The sun shone, the room was warm, his pen scratched. In the length of time it took me to complete two sums, Franz-Jacob had completed an entire exercise.

He took it up to Mr Birdsong, and presented the pages with a small bow. Mr Birdsong checked them over. He nodded; he clicked his tongue in admiration; he appeared at first surprised, and then became pink in the face, a sign of excitement.

‘This is very good, Franz-Jacob. Das ist werklich sehr gut. My goodness me, yes. Shall we try our hand at some fractions?’

Franz-Jacob shrugged. The fractions exercise was completed equally quickly. From that moment onwards, Mr Birdsong was like a man reborn; he entered the schoolroom with a new energy in his step. I saw, for the first time, a glimpse of the man he used to be, a gifted mathematician at Oxford, who – at his father’s behest – had abandoned an academic career to take holy orders.

I was neglected after that, though I did not mind. Mr Birdsong might set me poems to learn or might encourage me to write out the important dates of the Reformation but, although he remained kindly, there was no fire in his eyes when he heard the poems or, the lists of dates: the fire was reserved for Franz-Jacob; they had moved on to calculus, and Mr Birdsong’s hand shook a little when he opened the textbook.

I thought Mr Birdsong’s reaction was entirely proper. Franz-Jacob was exceptional; I, too, could see that. He was unlike anyone I had ever met.

To look at, he was small, and slightly built, but with a wiry strength which made the bigger English boys wary of bullying him. He had a narrow intense face, dark eyes, and thin black hair which was worn cropped short at the nape of the neck and long at the front, so it often fell across his eyes when he worked and he would push it back impatiently. He rarely smiled; there was in his eyes an expression I was unfamiliar with then, though I have seen it since many times, an expression peculiar to those Europeans whose families have been persecuted in the past, and may yet be persecuted again: European eyes, which regard even happiness warily.

He was a solemn child, in many ways an old-fashioned one; he was lonely. I, too, was lonely, with my parents away; I think I was solemn, and I was certainly old-fashioned, for I had been brought up to believe in a way of life and a set of standards which were already dying. Perhaps it was not so surprising that we should become friends.

All summer, Franz-Jacob and I were inseparable. At night, when he returned to his dormitory with the other boys, we would signal Morse code messages to each other from our windows with torches. During the day, when lessons were over, he would remain with me at the house. He became a great favourite with my Aunt Maud, whose German was idiosyncratic but effective. Aunt Maud bombarded him with stories about Kaiser Wilhelm, whom she had known but disliked. She took great pleasure in explaining Franz’s dietary needs to the servants and the rest of the family.

‘No roast pork for Franz-Jacob, William,’ she would pronounce in a ringing voice. ‘I believe I asked for salmon. Ah, yes, here it is! Now, Franz-Jacob, you may eat that quite safely – I went down to the kitchen to supervise the cooking myself, and I know about such things! Have I mentioned my friend Montague to you? Yes, of course I have. Well, Montague was not entirely strict, you understand; but, even so, I made quite sure he was never offered bacon in my house. And as for sausages – I banished sausages from the breakfast-table. And a very good thing, too. I am suspicious of sausages. As I have always said, one never quite knows what goes into them …’

My Uncle Freddie took to him, too, especially when he discovered that Franz-Jacob liked dogs and was more than willing to exercise the greyhounds. Uncle Freddie had a new project, a new enthusiasm, which required him to spend long hours in the library with notebooks – an enthusiasm whose precise nature he refused to explain. A stout man, reluctant to walk any distance, Uncle Freddie was delighted to be able to remain in the library, leaving the greyhounds to Franz-Jacob and to me.

All summer, it seemed, Franz-Jacob and I walked: we walked down to the lake, and along the river; we explored the village, and the decaying cottage, alone at the end of a lane, where Jack Hennessy lived. We walked up past the corn-fields, which always produced such an unsatisfactory crop, and along the boundary-walls of my father’s estate.

We walked, and we talked. I taught Franz-Jacob some English, and he taught me some German. He told me about his father, who had been a university professor, but who had, the previous year, been relieved of his post. He described his mother, his two older brothers, and his three younger sisters. None of these members of his family was to survive the coming war and, although he could not have known that, I used to wonder afterwards if Franz-Jacob had had some intuition of what was to come, for although he spoke of them with affection his eyes were always sad. They were fixed on that European horizon, filled with a future, yet remembered, pain.

I had never had a confidant of my own age, and – by nature – I was not secretive. We explored Winterscombe, and I told Franz-Jacob everything. I told him about the house, and how it ate money. I told him about Uncle Freddie’s enthusiasms, and the way they fizzled. I told him my Uncle Steenie’s mysterious ambition to be the Best-Kept Boy in the World. I told him about Aunt Maud, and the amber velvet dress which did not fit. I explained the terrible misfortune it was to be born with freckles and red curly hair.

Franz-Jacob, who knew better than I did what true misfortune was, was patient. Encouraged, I told him the more terrible things. I told him about Charlotte, my godmother Constance, and my terrible lie. I told him about the prayers I still said, every morning and every evening. I held my breath, for I was in awe of Franz-Jacob, and I quite expected him to damn me.

As it was, he merely shrugged.

‘Why worry? This girl is a stupid girl, and your parents, they are good people. Das ist alles selbst-verständlich …’

No condemnation; he whistled to the dogs, and we walked on. It was that day, I think, when we returned to the house, that Franz-Jacob, who had been talking about mathematics, which he said he liked because it was perfect, and inevitable, like the best music, suddenly stopped, on the steps which led up to the terrace. He looked down into my face, his expression intent, as if he saw me for the first time.

‘You know how many freckles you have?’ he said at last, stepping back.

‘How many?’ I remember thinking it cruel of him to count.

‘Seventy-two. You know something else?’

‘What?’

‘I don’t mind them. They’re all right.’

‘You’re sure?’

‘Naturlich.’

He gave me an impatient glance, as if I were being slow, the way he did sometimes when we took our lessons. Then he ran up the steps, the dogs at his heels, and left me at their foot, scarlet and rejoicing.

The special day came many weeks after this, towards the end of August. I didn’t know it was going to be a special day until it was almost over, but it was an odd day from the very beginning.

That morning, for the first time in three months, I left out the prayer about New York and my godmother Constance. I had begun to understand the folly of that particular fiction and the impossibility, once Charlotte returned from Italy, of sustaining it. Franz-Jacob’s robust dismissal of Charlotte – This girl is a stupid girl – had given me strength. Why should I care what Charlotte thought? I neither liked her nor admired her; she might judge my family dull and shabby, but Franz-Jacob, who was a much better judge, said Winterscombe was a beautiful place – ‘ein zauber Ort’, a magical place – and he knew my parents were good people.

I felt clean for leaving out the prayer, and curiously freed. Even my lessons with Mr Birdsong went better than they usually did – I would be promoted quite soon, he hinted, to algebra.

After lunch Franz-Jacob and I took the greyhounds for their walk.

We took the path down by the lake, as we often did, and stopped to look at the black swans; then – this was more unusual – we turned in the direction of the Winterscombe woods. For some reason, Franz-Jacob disliked these woods although I loved them at all seasons of the year, and particularly in the summer for the coolness of their shade.

That day it was very hot; Franz-Jacob gave one of his shrugs, and agreed to go that way. We might, even so, have just skirted the edge of the trees, and then branched off on the path to the village, but the two greyhounds caught some scent and raced off; we were forced to follow them, calling and whistling, deeper and deeper into the woods, where the paths became narrow and overgrown.

We passed the place where my grandfather had kept his pheasant-pens, and then turned aside, down a path thick with brambles. I was a little ahead of Franz-Jacob; I could hear the dogs crashing in the undergrowth, and I could see in front of me the open sunlight of a clearing, where I had walked sometimes with Jenna.

‘They’re through here, Franz. Come on,’ I called back. I heard him hesitate, then the movement of the undergrowth, and the snapping of sticks underfoot as he followed. It was only when he came out into the sunlight of the clearing, and I saw his face, that I realized something was wrong.

Franz-Jacob was always pale; now his face was drained of all colour; sweat stood out on his forehead; he shrank in the warmth of the sunlight, shivering.

‘Come away. Come away.’ He pulled at my sleeve. ‘Come away from this place.’

‘Franz, what is it?’

‘Gespenster.’ He glanced over his shoulder towards the trees and the undergrowth. ‘Ghosts. Ich spüre sie. Sie sind hier. Es ist übel hier. Komme, lass uns schnell gehen.’

Fear communicates itself very quickly. I might not have understood that rush of German words, but I understood the expression in Franz-Jacob’s eyes. A second later and I was frightened, too: a familiar and pleasant place became lowering and full of shadows. Franz-Jacob seized my hand, and we both began to run, faster and faster, slipping on moss, tripping over branches. We did not stop running until we were out of the woods and back on the lawns below Winterscombe.

‘What happened there? Something happened there,’ Franz-Jacob said. He stood looking back across the grass towards the trees and the two greyhounds who were just emerging from the undergrowth.

‘In those woods?’ I hesitated. ‘Nothing. There was an accident there once, I think. But that was ages and ages ago. No one talks about it.’

‘It’s there now.’ Franz-Jacob was still trembling. ‘I could feel it. Ich konnte es riechen.’

‘What? What? I don’t understand. What did you say?’

The dogs had reached us; Franz-Jacob bent over them. They must have caught a rabbit or a hare, for when he straightened up I saw they had blood on their muzzles and Franz-Jacob had blood on his hands.

‘I said I could smell it.’ He looked at me with his wide dark European eyes. ‘I could smell this.’

He held out his hand, and I looked at it stupidly.

‘Blood? You mean you could smell blood?’

‘Nein. Nein. Du bist ein dummes englisches Mädchen, und du verstehst nicht.’ He turned away. ‘Ich konnte den Krieg riechen.’

I understood that time. I understood that he thought me stupid and English; tears came to my eyes. I was hurt, and because I was hurt I lost my temper. I stamped my foot.

‘I do understand. I do. And it’s not me who’s stupid. It’s you. You’re imagining things. You can’t smell war. How can you smell war, in a wood?’

I shouted the question, then I shouted it again. Franz-Jacob turned his back. He walked away, the dogs at his heels, and even when I ran after him, when I caught his sleeve, and asked the question a third time, Franz-Jacob did not reply.

That night, we had a party. It was an improvised party, suggested by Aunt Maud, who complained at being left alone all day. Aunt Maud, too, in her way, saw ghosts – in her case, the ghosts of Winterscombe’s glorious past, the sad spectres of parties long gone. ‘There were always people here,’ she said at dinner, in a mournful way, casting a reproachful glance down the long table. ‘Look at us now! Rattling around like four peas in a pod. Four people, and I remember when this table used to seat forty. There was dancing, and bridge – billiards for the men – music and champagne, Victoria! Footmen behind every chair … And what have we now? We have William – and his shoes squeak. Freddie, you must have a word with him.’

William, who was standing three feet from Aunt Maud when she made this pronouncement, continued to stare straight ahead of him, since he was fond of Aunt Maud, used to her ways, and had been trained that the best servants should appear deaf.

Uncle Freddie blushed, and ate a second helping of steak-and-kidney pudding. He cheered up later in the meal, when it came to gooseberry crumble. It was Uncle Freddie, I think, who suggested that after dinner we might try a little dancing. Aunt Maud, too, revived at this, and became quite energetic. No, she pronounced, the drawing-room with the carpet rolled back would not do; it would be the ballroom, or nothing. As far as I knew, this ballroom was never used; it lay at the far end of the house, added on by my grandfather as if it were an afterthought, a cavernous place, decorated in spun-sugar colours.

Uncle Freddie and Franz-Jacob busied themselves. William was called upon to fetch step-ladders, light-bulbs and my mother’s wind-up gramophone. Once the chandeliers were lit, the room revived, and its gaiety looked less tawdry. Franz-Jacob and I explored the box which had been built for the orchestra. It surveyed the floor below like a box at a theatre, with a curved front ornamented with gilded cherubs. It had pink silk curtains, now very tattered.

‘Such a splendid evening!’ Aunt Maud might have been referring to that evening, or to others of the distant past; she unlocked the French windows and threw them back. Fresh warm air; a few moths, attracted by the blaze of lights.

‘Whenever was this place last used, Freddie?’ Aunt Maud demanded, and from my perch in the orchestra-box I saw Uncle Freddie hesitate.

‘I’m not quite sure …’ he began, and Aunt Maud gave him a look of scorn.

‘You remember perfectly well, Freddie, and so do I. Constance’s dance. Her debut. She wore a most vulgar dress. Freddie, wind the gramophone.’

My mother’s taste in music was not catholic. From a collection that mainly comprised Beethoven piano sonatas, with some Mozart and Haydn, Uncle Freddie had contrived to find two suitable records for dancing; both were Viennese waltzes.

To the strains of the ‘Blue Danube’, Uncle Freddie and Aunt Maud took the floor, Aunt Maud erect and regal, Uncle Freddie quickly out of breath.

Then it was the turn of Aunt Maud and Franz-Jacob. Franz-Jacob danced, as he did everything, solemnly. Approaching my aunt, he bowed, then put his arm around her waist. Aunt Maud was tall, Franz-Jacob was short for his age; the top of his head was on a line with Aunt Maud’s carefully corseted bosom. Franz-Jacob politely averted his head, and they began to circle the floor. Franz-Jacob was wearing his best suit, which was brown, with trousers which ended at the knee. On his feet he wore, as usual, stout and well-polished boots, more suitable to a country lane than to a ballroom. They made an odd couple – Aunt Maud all Edwardian dips and sweeps, Franz-Jacob neat and jerky as a marionette. Uncle Freddie and I watched them for a while; I took a turn with Uncle Freddie, who confided he had been a whiz at the Black Bottom and the Charleston, and that this wasn’t his line at all; then it was the turn of Franz-Jacob and me.

Aunt Maud seated herself on a small gilt chair and called out encouragement: ‘Bend, Vicky – from the waist. Be supple! Goodness, how stiff the child is!’ Uncle Freddie mused by the gramophone, and Franz-Jacob and I plodded our way around the floor.

I had only the vaguest notion of the proper steps, though Franz-Jacob’s knowledge seemed sounder, but I did not mind that I stumbled, that we were slow while the music sighed and sped. It was bitter-sweet music, and a bitter-sweet dance. We turned, and I dreamed of another world: of blue evenings and violet dawns, of melancholy cities and young girls, of white shoulders and white gloves, the scent of patchouli, the prospect of the distraction of romance. A Viennese dream in an English house. I pretended to myself, I think, that I was my godmother Constance: I could hear her whisper to me in this, her ballroom, as we danced.

It was not until the gramophone was rewound, and Franz-Jacob and I danced a second time, that I looked at him at all. When I did, I saw that his face had a look of fixed concentration, as if he focused upon the intricacies of the steps to avoid other, less pleasant thoughts. I remembered his behaviour that afternoon, his expression when we looked back at the woods, and I wondered if he still saw his ghosts, for his sad eyes looked haunted.

‘You dance very well, Franz-Jacob. You know all the right steps.’

‘My sister Hannah taught me,’ he replied, and stopped. ‘Es ist genug. We will not go on.’

He released me, and stepped back. It was a moment before I saw that he was listening. Then I heard it, too, cutting through the dying fall of the waltz, muffled by the corridors but discernible: a telephone ringing in another part of the house.

I am not sure, now, whether those things which happened next happened slowly or swiftly: they seemed to do both. William, summoning my Uncle Freddie; Aunt Maud chattering once he left the room, and then, when he returned, breaking off. Aunt Maud and Uncle Freddie withdrawing together, and a silence in the ballroom like the smashing of glass.

We were summoned back to the drawing-room to find Aunt Maud and Uncle Freddie standing before the fire, their manner awkward, like that of two conspirators. I think they had meant to speak to me alone but, faced with Franz-Jacob as well, could not summon up the will to suggest he leave.

So it was that when Uncle Freddie told me that there had been an accident, and Aunt Maud told me that things were not certain, but I must be brave, their words seemed to come at me from a great distance. To this day, I cannot remember exactly what they said.

But I do remember Franz-Jacob: he stood listening by my side, looking down at his brown laced boots. When Uncle Freddie and Aunt Maud stopped, Franz-Jacob turned away.

He crossed to the windows, pushed back the old curtains, and looked out.

A high full moon rode the sky, it silvered the cockerel who crowed the dawn over the stables; it made the woods a mesh of shadows, the lake gun-metal, light and dark. Franz-Jacob looked at Winterscombe, then let the curtain fall.

He gave that shrug of his, that European shrug, one shoulder lifted at the tricks of the world.

‘Es geht los,’ he murmured; then, seeing that I listened and that I had not understood, he translated. ‘It is beginning,’ he said. ‘It is beginning again, I knew it would. I heard it this afternoon.’

They finally told me that my mother and father were dead, but it was not until a week had gone by. Then I believed the talk of confusion, of hospitals. I think now that Uncle Freddie certainly knew they were dead when he received that first telephone call, and decided it would be better, less hard, if I came upon the truth gradually. He told me the truth, in the end, because he had a kind heart and did not like to see me hope. Even when he told me, there were confusions, and they remain to this day: no one could find out, for certain, how my parents died, and why, and neither Uncle Freddie nor Aunt Maud seemed to mind that what information they could obtain was conflicting.

Winifred Hunter-Coote, the person who had telephoned that night in the ballroom, spoke of riots, street violence and Nazi louts. Aunt Maud, who knew von Ribbentrop, the German Foreign Minister, wrote an imperious letter and was informed – in suave terms – that there had been a border incident, a case of mistaken identity which would, naturally, be investigated at the highest levels of the Reich.

Many years later, after the war, I tried to discover the truth, and was thwarted. This was a minor incident in the months leading up to engagement; the records would have been kept in Berlin; and those records had since been destroyed.

At the time, the newspapers took the matter up briefly. I believe that one of my father’s old friends asked a question in the House, but in the tension of that September such questions were quickly dropped. The death of my parents was no longer news once the British Navy was mobilized. By the time Chamberlain returned from Munich with the promise of peace in our time, the newspapers had lost interest; there were more vital matters to discuss.

Memory has its own way of applying salves, and there are many things about those subsequent weeks which I cannot remember: if I think back now, I see bright distinct images, a necklace of glass beads, with gaps between them which I cannot fill. My parents’ bodies were flown back to England, and the funeral was held at Winterscombe. The small church was very crowded, and I remember being surprised at that, for my parents rarely entertained, and I had supposed them to have few friends. My godfather, Wexton, came, for he had been close to my mother as well as my Uncle Steenie; he stood in the pulpit, and read a poem about time and change, which I did not understand but which made Jenna, who sat with me, weep. There were one or two friends from my father’s regiment in the first war, and the parents of other friends who had fought in the trenches and never returned. There were people from children’s homes, and from the innumerable charitable organizations for which my mother had worked. There were the orphanage children, with black arm-bands on their brown suits, and my friend Franz-Jacob, who sat in the pew behind me.

When it was over, Winifred Hunter-Coote, who had sung the hymns very loudly, who was tall and magnificent in black bombazine, clutched me to her battleship bosom and gave me a mustachioed kiss. Then she fed me sweet tea and fish-paste sandwiches; she told me that my mother was the finest woman she had ever known. ‘Ever!’ she cried, with – a glare around the room, as if expecting someone might deny her. ‘Ever. Bar none. She had the heart of a lion! I know!’

That night, when everyone else had gone, and Aunt Maud had retired early to bed, looking ill and old, I went up to the schoolroom, and fetched down my atlas and brought it to Uncle Freddie.

I had a fixed idea in my mind that I had not understood what had happened, but that I might if I knew where the incident had taken place.

I explained this to Uncle Freddie, and opened the atlas on the double pages which showed the whole world.

There was that great expanse of red, which was the British Empire, on which – Uncle Freddie had once explained – the sun never set. There was America, where my godmother Constance lived; there was Europe, where the boundaries changed so often, and would shortly change again.

‘Where did it happen, Uncle Freddie?’ I asked, and Uncle Freddie looked at the map in a hopeless confused kind of way.

I think, in truth, he was unsure, but he could see how eager I was, and so after a while he prodded Germany with his index finger in a firm way.

‘There,’ he said. ‘It was just about there, Victoria.’ I inspected the spot at which he pointed, somewhere to the left of Berlin. Then, to my great surprise, for Uncle Freddie was a grown man, he buried his face in his hands.

When he surfaced finally, and blew his nose, he looked at me with pleading in his eyes, as if he were the child and I the elder. ‘It brings so much back, you see. Being here when we were children. The last war. Your father fought, you know, and I never did, Victoria. I could have done, but I didn’t. I was a coward, I expect.’

‘I’m sure you weren’t a coward, Uncle Freddie. You drove an ambulance, you—’

‘Yes, I was. I was a coward then. And I’m a coward still.’ He took a deep huffing breath, and fixed me with sad brown eyes. ‘This is terrible, you know. Absolutely terrible. I just can’t think straight. Oh, Victoria, whatever are we going to do?’

‘It will be all right. We’ll manage. We have each other.’ I spoke very fast, in my mother’s tone of voice, because I was very afraid Uncle Freddie might begin to cry. ‘Uncle Steenie will be here soon,’ I said. ‘It will be better then. Uncle Steenie will know what to do.’

This seemed to cheer Uncle Freddie, for he brightened perceptibly. ‘That’s true. That’s true. Nothing daunts Steenie. He’ll find a way out … Now, bedtime I think young lady.’

I wanted to ask him why we needed to find a way out, but Uncle Freddie gave me no chance; he bustled me upstairs, and when Jenna had settled me for sleep he came up to the night nursery. He announced he would read me a book to help me nod off.

Uncle Freddie read with great vivacity, but his choice of reading-matter was as unsuitable, in some ways, as that of my Aunt Maud. That night, I remember, he read me a story that – in some ways – was similar to this one. Similar in certain respects anyway, for it was a detective story, and it contained a murder. That murder, as I remember, was done with a knitting-needle.

Uncle Freddie, who relished gore, read it in a sepulchral voice, with much rolling of the eyes.

‘Over my dead body!’

Uncle Steenie had arrived, as promised in his cable, three days later, having been unable to obtain a berth in the ship from New York any earlier. Uncle Steenie loved arrangements, the more complicated the better, and I could see the gleam of future arrangements in his eye, when I followed him up to his room. He gave me a chocolate truffle, which was somewhat stale; he took several restorative nips from the silver hipflask.

‘Now,’ he said. ‘I want you to know, Vicky darling, that everything is going to be all right. I’ve fixed things perfectly. First, though …’ He gave me a hug. ‘First of all I have a minor battle to fight. Just a little skirmish. You wait upstairs, there’s a good girl. I must talk to your Great-Aunt Maud.’

I was alarmed by this reassurance. After all, I already knew that things were going to be all right – as all right as they could ever be now. I would stay at Winterscombe with Jenna and William; Aunt Maud would be there some of the time, Uncle Freddie would be there some of the time; Uncle Steenie would make his usual flying visits. What could there have been for Uncle Steenie to fix?

I did stay upstairs for a while, as he told me; then I crept out on to the landing; then – the skirmish seemed to be taking a long time – I crept down the stairs. The morning-room door was ajar, and my Uncle Steenie had a high clear carrying voice.

‘Over my dead body!’ Aunt Maud declared, in furious tones and Uncle Steenie interrupted her.

‘Maud darling, be sensible! There’s going to be a war. If you believe the appeasers, I don’t – and neither does Freddie. What else do you suggest? There’s no money. Freddie can’t look after her. I’m sure you wouldn’t suggest I’d be suitable. The poor little thing looks quite crushed. What she needs is to go well away, to forget all this—’

‘Never. Not that woman. I won’t allow it, Steenie. There will be no more discussion, do you understand? This is one of your absolutely harebrained schemes, and it will go no further. There is no problem at all, except in your mind. Victoria will come to London. She will live with me.’

‘Hare-brained?’ Uncle Steenie began to sound peevish. ‘It’s not harebrained in the least; it’s thoroughly sensible. You happen to be prejudiced against Constance, and always have been. She is the child’s godmother—’

‘Godmother! That was a mistake. As I said at the time.’

‘As soon as she heard, she offered to take Victoria in. Immediately. At once. No hesitation …’

‘She will do nothing of the sort and you may tell her, Steenie, that I should take it as a kindness if she would not interfere. Victoria will come to London with me.’

‘And when the war comes, what then? You’ll stay in London, will you? That doesn’t seem so sensible, I must say. Besides, you’re not well; you are not as young as you were.’

‘I am hardly in my dotage, Steenie, as you might have the goodness to remember.’

‘America is the obvious place – initially, anyway. Then, if there is a war, she will be perfectly safe. For God’s sake, Maud, we’re not talking about a permanent arrangement, just a temporary one. It would be good for the child. She would enjoy herself. She’s always wanted to meet Constance – you know how she asks questions about her.’

‘Have you been drinking, Steenie?’

‘No. I have not.’

‘Yes, you have. Your eyes are distinctly pink. I can always tell. You are becoming quite wild, and I suggest you go and lie down. There is nothing more to discuss. You will forget this ridiculous scheme, and I will forget you ever raised it.’

‘I shall not forget it.’ Uncle Steenie now sounded truculent. ‘I might just point out, Maud, that Freddie and I are guardians, not you – so, technically, the decision is ours.’

‘Piffle. Freddie agrees with me, don’t you, Freddie?’

‘Well,’ I heard my Uncle Freddie sigh. He never liked to arbitrate. ‘Obviously, Maud has a point.’ He paused. ‘On the other hand, Steenie has a point, too. I mean, if there was a war, America might be the best place. But I really don’t think that Constance …’

And so it went on, for at least another half-hour, wrangling, and then more wrangling.

I felt quite sure, when I went to bed that night, that my Aunt Maud would win, for Aunt Maud, though ageing and sometimes vague, had a formidable will when challenged. I prayed hard and long that Aunt Maud would win, that I would go to live with her in London.

If she lost, I could see a most horrible vision looming ahead of me. I would go to New York to stay with my godmother Constance, exactly as I had prayed to do, twice a day for so many months. The visit would have been made possible by my parents’ death; their death would have been brought about by my wicked prayers. ‘Oh, please, God,’ I said that night, ‘I didn’t mean it. Don’t do this to me.’

*

That night, my Aunt Maud was vanquished, not by my Uncle Steenie’s arguments, but by the vagaries of her heart. At dinner, she had complained of pins and needles in her arm; she had accused Steenie of upsetting her. That night, in bed, she had a second stroke, more serious than the first, which left her paralysed on her right side, unable to speak or write or fend for herself for many months. She recovered eventually, but her progress was very slow, and in the meantime Uncle Steenie prevailed. I think Uncle Freddie put up spirited resistance to the idea, but he had never been a match for his younger brother. I tried telling both uncles that I wanted to stay in England, but Uncle Freddie was afraid to cross Uncle Steenie, and Uncle Steenie refused to listen: he was in full gallop, the bit between his teeth. Nothing I could say would rein him in.

‘Nonsense, Victoria, it’s the best possible thing. Lots of little girls would give their eye-teeth for such a chance. New York – you’ll love New York! And Constance – you’ll love her, too, just as I do. She’s such fun, Vicky. She goes everywhere, she knows everyone-but-everyone, you’ll have the most wonderful time. She’ll take you out of yourself, wait and see …’

‘I don’t think Daddy would have wanted me to go. Or Mummy. They didn’t like her, Uncle Steenie – you know they didn’t.’

‘Ah well, there were reasons for that.’ Uncle Steenie averted his eyes and waved his hands. ‘Forget all that, darling. None of it matters. All that is in the past.’ He took a small nip and gave me his most roguish glance. ‘Anyway, that’s not strictly true. There was a time when your papa liked Constance very much indeed.’

‘Are you sure, Uncle Steenie?’

‘Absolutely sure. And she always liked him. So that’s all right, isn’t it?’

He gave me his pink and white smile and, before I could argue any more, popped another stale chocolate truffle into my mouth.

I left England on Ile de France, on 18 November 1938, one month before my eighth birthday. We sailed from Southampton.

Aunt Maud was not well enough to accompany me to the docks, so I said my goodbyes to her in London, in her once famous drawing-room overlooking Hyde Park. I was escorted to Southampton by Jenna, who was to travel with me, by my two uncles, and – at my request – by my friend Franz-Jacob.

They all gave me a present for the voyage. Uncle Freddie gave me a batch of detective stories. Uncle Steenie gave me an orchid, which had a carnivorous look. Franz-Jacob gave me a box of chocolates.

This present he produced at the last moment, on board ship, standing near the gang-plank. Most of the other well-wishers had returned to the quay; my uncles were already ashore, and waving; the first confetti and streamers were being thrown.

‘Here,’ Franz-Jacob pulled from his pocket a square gold cardboard box. It contained, I later discovered, eight exquisite hand-dipped chocolates, one for each year of my life. They were decorated with crystallized violets like amethysts, and with strips of angelica as green as emeralds. They lay couched in their smart box like so many jewels. Viennese chocolates: they must have been specially sent, I think, by his family. Franz-Jacob presented this gift with a small stiff bow, so his lank hair fell across his pale forehead.

I was very touched that he should have gone to so much trouble, but anxious not to embarrass him by appearing emotional. So I thanked him, and clutched the box tight, and hesitated.

‘I shall miss you, Franz-Jacob,’ I risked at last.

‘You will not miss me. Distance is of no object between the hearts of friends.’

He had prepared that small speech, I think, for he said it in a rehearsed and formal way. We looked at each other uncertainly; then, English fashion, we shook hands.

‘I shall write every week, Franz-Jacob. You will write, too? You’ll let me know where they send you next?’

‘But of course I will write.’ He gave me one of his impatient looks. He took from his coat pocket a pair of brown leather gloves, which he put on and carefully buttoned at the wrist.

‘I will write each Saturday. I will enclose a mathematical sum in each letter’ He came as close as he ever came to a smile. ‘I keep an eye on your progress – yes?’

‘No algebra, Franz-Jacob – promise me, no algebra.’

‘Certainly there will be algebra. Algebra is good for you. Please remember this.’

I think he knew I might cry, and tears would certainly have embarrassed him. The ship’s horns blew, which startled me; a woman next to me threw a bright pink paper streamer into the air. I watched it coil out, flutter, then fall.

When I turned back, Franz-Jacob was walking stiffly down the gangplank, and out of my life. I did not know it then which was fortunate – but Franz-Jacob, whom I would have trusted with my life, would not keep his promise. He never wrote to me.

The tugs were engaged, the hawsers freed; we began to edge away from the harbour. Jenna and I stayed by the rail for a long time, looking back through the drizzle of rain; on the quay a band played, my uncles waved, Franz-Jacob stood still: their figures became smaller and smaller, until – although we strained our eyes – we had to admit they were invisible.

That is what I remember of my leaving: Franz-Jacob, and the promise he never kept. I forget the voyage that came after it, and I never dream of it. The ocean liner, the view of the Atlantic from its decks – all that has gone; but I do dream sometimes of the city that waited, the far side. I see Manhattan then, as I saw it for the first time, a foreign place of startling loveliness. There is mist on the water; I can taste the morning on my mouth; winter sun glints upon a Babylon of pinnacles.

Constance stands waiting on the quay. She is dressed in black, from head to foot, whereas I have only a mourning band sewn on the sleeve of my Harris tweed overcoat. In my dreams, Constance greets me as she greeted me then. She advances. She clasps me in her arms. Her clothes are soft. I smell her scent, which is as green as ferns, with a damper, hungrier smell under it, like earth. She is wearing gloves. She touches my face with those gloves. Her hands are tiny, almost as small as my own. The gloves are of the finest kid, tight as a second skin.

How Constance loves to touch! She touches my hair. She smiles at my hat. Her face becomes serious. She frames my face in her hands. She examines my features, one by one. The pale skin, the freckles, the muddy and indeterminate eyes – and something she sees there seems to please her, for she smiles.

It is as if she recognizes me – although that is impossible. I stare at my godmother. She is radiant.

‘Victoria,’ she says, clasping my hand in hers. ‘Victoria. It’s you. Welcome home.’

‘It’s you.’

Miss Marpruder was to say the very same thing to me, thirty years later, when she found me on her doorstep, unannounced.

‘It’s you,’ she said again, and her face crumpled. She seemed unable to go on.

She did not add ‘welcome back’; she simply stood there, blocking her doorway – Miss Marpruder, who had always been so hospitable. We stood there awkwardly, staring at one another, while an ugly blotch mounted her cheeks. Beyond her, I could see the familiar sitting-room and that defiant red couch. One sagging chair had been drawn up, close to the television set; the set was switched on to a hospital soap-opera. Miss Marpruder’s mother was dead now, I knew that. She lived alone, and I could smell the loneliness – it seeped out into the hall.

‘Prudie,’ I began, mystified by this reception. ‘I tried to call. I’ve been calling and calling, all weekend. In the end, I thought—’

‘I know you called. I guessed it was you. That’s why I didn’t answer.’

I stared at her in consternation. There was no attempt to disguise the hostility now in her voice.

‘Go away. I don’t want to see you. I’m busy. I’m watching TV—’

‘Prudie, please, wait a second. What’s wrong?’

She had been about to close the door in my face, then changed her mind. To my astonishment, her face contorted with anger.

‘Wrong? You’re wrong – that’s what. I know why you’re here – it’s not to see me that’s for sure. You’re looking for Miss Shawcross. Well, I can’t help you – wouldn’t if I could. I don’t know where she is. There – is that plain enough for you?’

‘Prudie – wait. I don’t understand—’ I put out my hand to touch her arm. Miss Marpruder reacted as if I’d attempted to slap her.

‘You don’t understand? Oh, sure – believe that, you’ll believe anything. Little Miss Successful – oh, we’re doing real well now, I hear. All the big fancy clients. Kind of funny, isn’t it, how many of them used to be your godmother’s?’

Her speech was rapid, as if launched on a tide of pent-up resentment. Under its force, I took a step back, Miss Marpruder a step forward.

‘You used Miss Shawcross – you think I don’t know that? You used her. Now you’re trying to use me. Eight years – I don’t set eyes on you in eight years.’

‘Prudie, I haven’t been to New York in eight years. Only to change planes. And, anyway, I wrote to you – you know I’ve written. I wrote when—’

‘When my mother died – oh, sure.’ Miss Marpruder’s eyes filled with tears. ‘You wrote. Why? So I’d owe you – that it?’

‘Of course not. Prudie, how can you say such a thing?’

‘Easy. Real easy – because I see now what you’re like. I didn’t at one time, maybe – but I do now, and it makes me pretty sick.’

She advanced on me once more; she was trembling with the effort to convince me of what she said, I thought at first. Then I changed my mind: it occurred to me that at least some of this anger was self-directed; it was as if Miss Marpruder were also trying to convince herself.

I held my ground. I said, as quietly as I could: ‘Prudie, all right, I’ll go. But, before I do, I’d just like to make one thing clear. I won’t have you thinking I poached Constance’s clients. It isn’t true. Constance and I work in totally different ways, you must know that—’

‘Is that so? How about the Dorset place? How about the Antonellis?’ The names tripped off her tongue as if long rehearsed. I stared at her in bewilderment.

‘Prudie, listen. They both asked Constance to do the work first. When she refused, they came to me.’ I paused. ‘Those are the only two clients of mine who ever had any connection with Constance. I have made my own way, Prudie. At least give me the credit for that.’

‘She turned them down?’ Miss Marpruder seemed to shrink back into herself. She gave a puzzled look, a shake of the head.

‘It’s true, Prudie.’

‘I guess so. It could be. You may be right. Maybe I shouldn’t have said that. I was mad at you. I’m tired. I guess I haven’t been sleeping too well. You’d better go now. I told you – I can’t help you.’

‘Prudie, is something wrong?’

‘Wrong?’ She said the word with great bitterness. ‘What could be wrong? After all, I’m a lady of leisure now! No crises to deal with. No rushing to get the subway every morning. Watch the TV twenty-four hours a day, if I feel like it. Oh, sure, I’m fine all right. I’m retired.’

I stared at her. I could not imagine her retiring, and I could not imagine Constance’s business functioning without her – unless there was some new and younger replacement, of course.

Pity twisted in my heart. Miss Marpruder, now the animus had left her, did look aged. There were runnels in the thick powder on her face. The bones of her neck jutted. Her permed hair had thinned. I realized guiltily that I did not know her age.

‘Sixty-five,’ she said, as if she read my mind. ‘And before you ask – no, it wasn’t my idea. I never wanted to quit. Miss Shawcross, she retired me. Two months back. I argued, but she wouldn’t listen. You know how she is, once she’s made up her mind …’

‘Prudie, I’m terribly sorry.’

‘I’ll adjust. I’ll get used to it. She’s running it down, you know – the business. Like she’s ready to quit herself. That’s why she let me go, I guess.’

She must have read my expression, because she spoke again, before I could frame the question.

‘Oh, she’s not ill – not her! Still beautiful. Still full of energy. But she’s changed. Since you left – maybe it started back then. And it hit her hard, your Uncle Steenie dying like he did. She’s sick of it all, I reckon. She wants to travel – she told me that.’

‘Travel? Travel where? Prudie, I called all the hotels. She’s made no reservation. Her friends aren’t expecting her – at least, they tell me they’re not.’

Prudie shrugged. Her face became closed.

‘I wouldn’t know. She had her route mapped out – she said that. I don’t know where, I don’t know when. And I didn’t ask.’

‘Prudie, please. That can’t be true. You must know where she is, and where she’s going. You always did. I must see her. I need to talk to her. Now Steenie’s dead – she’s my past, Prudie. There are things only she can explain. Surely you can understand that?’

She hesitated. She fiddled with the glass beads, and for a moment I thought she would relent. Her expression became gentler. She nodded, once or twice.

‘Sure, I can understand. When my mother died – there were things, things I wished I’d asked her, things only she could’ve told me, but I hadn’t asked, and then it was too late.’ She stopped in an abrupt way. Her face hardened. ‘So I understand. Makes no difference. I told you. I can’t help.’

She took a step back. Behind her, the television blared a new tune.

‘Can’t, or won’t, Prudie?’

‘Take your pick.’ She shrugged. ‘That’s my favourite programme starting now. I don’t want to miss it, OK?’

‘Prudie—’

‘Just leave me alone,’ she said, with another little spurt of anger. And, for the second time, a door was shut in my face.

I think, if that meeting with Prudie had not taken place, that I might have given up and gone home. The dream of Winterscombe had remained with me all evening on the edge of my consciousness: I felt my home pulling me back.

I might have said then, ‘The hell with Constance,’ but the meeting with Prudie changed that. Perhaps Prudie – once my friend – had turned against me of her own accord; but, knowing Constance’s ways, I doubted it. It would have been subtly done, I thought: no overt recriminations, just a matter of nuance, Constance’s drip-technique of tiny asides, small but telling hints. Had Prudie understood finally that she herself had been used – was that why she had been so quick to accuse me of using Constance?

I considered that charge, which I knew to be untrue – and it made me angry. I suppose it also hurt; since I still loved Constance, she retained the power to wound me.

Two women. I remembered Mr Chatterjee; I thought that, by some fluke, he had been correct – had pointed me, anyway, in the direction of resolution. Who was Constance? Was she the good godmother of my New York childhood, or the bad? Was it my mother, as Vickers had said, who had banished Constance from Winterscombe – and, if so, why? What was it my mother had known about Constance that I still did not?

There was time when your papa liked Constance very much indeed … And she always liked him …

A sly suggestion, made thirty years before, yet never forgotten. I wished that voice would go away; I wished they would all go away – but they would not. It seemed to me, though, that I had reached an impasse. I believed Constance to be in New York, and I believed her to be avoiding me. If Miss Marpruder would not help me in this search, there was no one left who would – or so I thought. Then, gradually, an idea came to me. I was thinking of my visit to Bertie’s grave that morning. I was thinking of the flowers on that grave, their similarity to the flowers I had seen in Vickers’s house the previous evening.

I thought of Constance and Vickers over the years, their shared worship at the altar of style. I thought of them forever swapping the names and telephone numbers of clever talented young men: young men who could restore French chairs, drape curtains, paint trompe-l’œil, dye fabrics – or arrange flowers so they looked as if they had just been picked from an English country garden.

I telephoned Conrad Vickers at once.

He sounded wary at first, as if expecting more questions on the subject of Constance. When he discovered all I needed was the name of his marvellous florist, he relaxed at once.

‘Dah-ling, of course! They’re for a client – a potential client? My dear, say no more – his name’s Dominic. He’ll do them perfectly. One millisecond, I have the number here … Oh, and when you call, do mention my name. He can be the teeniest bit difficult. Last year, he couldn’t be helpful enough – but this year … well, you know how it is! A touch of the temperaments. Folie de grandeur. He’s beginning to drop names to me now – which when you think about it is really rather silly. Oh, and by the way, don’t be fobbed off with his frightful assistants. Speak to Dominic himself – he’ll melt before your charms. Yet another feather in his cap. Byee …

‘Ye-e-es?’

Dominic spread the one word over several syllables. With those syllables, he contrived to convey languor, grandeur, and incipient obsequiousness. Co-operation might ensue, said that voice, in certain circumstances – if a duchess were on the other end of the line, for instance, or should it turn out that the First Lady happened to be calling Dominic, in person, at seven o’clock on a Monday morning.

I considered. In my work, I had to deal with many Dominics. It seemed to me I had a straight choice: be assertive or be flustered. Fluster might create an ally: it seemed worth a try. I used my English accent, not my American one: I gave a Knightsbridge wail.

‘Dominic? Is that Dominic himself? Thank heavens I’ve reached you – there’s been such a flap …’

‘Calmez-vous,’ said Dominic, in a very bad French accent.

I gave him a false, and resounding double-barrelled name.

‘Love it,’ he carolled. ‘All of it. And the accent.’

‘Dominic, I do hope you can help. You see, I’m the new assistant – and you know how Miss Shawcross is. One mistake, and I’ll be the ex-assistant. She’s in a terrible state about the order. You are working on the order?’

‘Dah-ling!’ It was a near-perfect imitation of Conrad Vickers. ‘Of course! I’m working on it now.’

‘You are sending delphiniums?’

‘Sweetheart, of course,’ he was now, definitely, an ally. ‘Delphiniums, the most gorgeous roses, some cheeky little pansies—’

‘No lilies? You’re sure, no lilies?’

‘Lilies? For Miss Shawcross?’ he sounded rattled. ‘Would I? My dear, she loathes them – more than my life’s worth.’

‘Oh, thank goodness. There must have been a mistake. Miss Shawcross thought someone mentioned lilies …’ I paused. ‘Last problem, then, Dominic, which address are you sending them to?’

‘Which address?’

A note of wariness had crept into his voice. My heart was beating very fast.

‘Are you sending them to the Fifth Avenue apartment?’

It worked. It was Dominic’s time to wail.

‘Fifth, dah-ling? No, Park. The same as last week. And the week before. Look, it’s here, right in front of me. Seven fifty-six Park Avenue, apartment five oh one. Don’t tell me it’s Fifth, because if it is, I shall crucify that assistant of mine …‘

‘No, no, it’s not. Park is correct,’ I said hastily, writing down the address. ‘Oh, what a relief! And they’ll be there – when?’

‘At ten, sweetie, you have my word …’

‘Dominic, you’ve been marvellous. Thank you so much.’

‘Rien, dear, absolutely rien. Oh, by the way—’

‘Yes?’

‘Did Miss Shawcross like that special bouquet I did for her? She needed it Sunday – to take out to her little girl’s grave, you know? She rang me personally. I could hear the tears. It really got to me. Un frisson, dear. I mean, I guess I never thought of her in that way. As a mother. I never even knew she’d had children …’

There was a silence.

‘No,’ I said. ‘No, Dominic. Neither did I.’

Constance had never given birth to a little girl – or to a little boy, come to that. Constance – and she had once explained this to me at length – had been unable to have children of her own. I was her daughter, she would say: she had always insisted on that.

Had she been embarrassed to explain that the flowers were for a dog she once loved very much? If so, why elaborate? Why make up a story like that, when no explanation was necessary? I thought I knew the answer to that one: lies were part of Constance’s nature. She once told me a very terrible lie, and I had realized then: Constance lied for one very simple reason – lies delighted her, she revelled in their ramifications. ‘What is a lie?’ It was one of her favourite maxims. ‘A lie is nothing. It is a mirror image of a truth.’

I was standing outside her apartment-building on Park as I thought this. It was nine-thirty, and under my arm was a huge box of flowers purchased earlier, in my American accent, from Dominic’s. A flamboyant box, it bore his name in large green letters. It seemed appropriate, I thought, that I should find Constance at last through duplicity.

I had tracked her down at last. This, then, was where she was hiding. I looked up at the building. Presumably the apartment must be borrowed from a friend; even so, it seemed, for Constance, a curious choice.

Constance was full of irrational strictures – one could stay here but not, for some reason, there – and on the subject of Park Avenue she had always been cutting. It was a dull, safe, predictable, bourgeois place. ‘Park,’ she would say, ‘is unimaginative.’ It was not particularly imaginative to live on Fifth, of course – but I knew what Constance meant. Furthermore, if Park were respectable and dull, this building she had selected, was the dullest, the most irreproachable for blocks. Twelve storeys of red sandstone; a grandiloquent doorway reminiscent of the Knickerbocker Club. It seemed an odd place for Constance to hole up.

Still, it was a temporary arrangement, I told myself, as I entered an august lobby. I was nervous. Another few minutes, and I would be speaking to Constance herself. Would she welcome me? Reject me? I advanced on the front desk.

‘I’m from Dominic’s – with the flowers, for Miss Shawcross? I’m a little early, I guess. Can you check it’s OK to go up?’

I was inept when it came to falsehoods. I blushed as I spoke. I waited to be denounced as an imposter. I was astonished when the man replaced the phone and said: ‘Five oh one. Go right on up.’

I counted to fifty outside the apartment door. My hands had begun to shake.

It was not Constance who opened the door, it was a maid. Worse than that, it was the same maid, the lilliputian termagant of the day before.

I should have foreseen that possibility, I suppose – but I had not. In despair, I waited for her to recognize me.

I am five feet ten inches tall; her gaze began somewhere mid-chest. It mounted slowly. I waited for more miniaturized rage, for a door shut in my face. To have come so far and then to fail, was more than I could bear. I put my foot in the door.

I looked down to do this. When I looked up, I saw something astonishing.

No sign of hostility: the maid was smiling.

‘Victoria, yes?’ She gave a tiny giggle. ‘On time – very good. You come in. Through here – quick.’

She took the box of flowers, disappeared behind them for a moment, set the box down and set off at a smart pace down a narrow corridor. She opened a door with a flourish, then stood back to let me pass.

The room beyond, overlooking the avenue, was empty. No Constance stood there. I turned back to the maid in bewilderment; a telephone in the hall began to shrill.

‘You wait. One minute. Please excuse.’

The maid disappeared. She closed the door behind her. From the hallway beyond, I heard long silences, mouse-like maid squeaks.

Confused, I walked across to the room beyond – a bedroom. No one lurked; no Constance waited, just behind the door. Both rooms astonished me. I could not imagine Constance, even in extremis, living here.

You should understand Constance was a decorator – an obsessive arranger of rooms. Everything in her rooms, even her hotel rooms, had to conform to her taste. Constance would no more sit in a room she found unsympathetic than a concert pianist would listen to an amateur mangle Mozart.

Could Constance, in any circumstances, live here?

Constance liked flamboyant rooms; she liked strong, vivid, daring colours: budgerigar yellow, finch green, Prussian blue or – her favourite, this – a garnet which gave a womb-like effect, and which she called – inaccurately – Etruscan.

She liked these vivid rooms to be enclosed sumptuous spaces, crammed with rare and surprising things. Out of colours which in less sure hands would have clashed, out of furniture whose derivation and date were discordant, Constance made harmony.

Japanese screens – she had always loved them; indeed, loved screens of any kind. An abundance of flowers, always. Chinese porcelain; some charming curiosity – a bird-cage, say, shaped to resemble a pagoda, a bowl filled with shells, an antique wooden toy; painted furniture, always; and mirrors everywhere, old ones, their mercury stained and foxed. Could Constance live here? No, she could not.

This room was painted off-white. It was a symphony of Syrie Maugham creams and beiges. It sang the song of the cocktail age, 1925–30, at the latest, a period Constance had always detested. It was rectilinear, chaste, with a nod towards Bauhaus brutalism. Constance could not be here, I decided. I had come to the wrong place. As I turned to the door, the maid re-entered, and I discovered my mistake.

Constance was here in this room with me. This was, I suppose, where I found her, and – as I might have foreseen – she was waiting to play another trick.

‘Present.’ The maid gestured across the room towards a table of bleached wood. She gave another little giggle. ‘Miss Shawcross – on phone. Flight being called. Big hurry. Left present for you. You take it with you – yes?’ She gestured again at the table. She gestured towards something on the table.

I walked the length of the room. I looked at it. It seemed a curious kind of present. There on the table was a stack of notebooks – about twenty or twenty-five of them, I estimated. Each was about twelve inches by fourteen each had an identical black cover. They resembled old-fashioned school exercise-books. The top book in the pile bore no label or identifying mark of any kind; the rest, I was later to discover, were similarly anonymous. They had been carefully and neatly stacked, the pile tied with well-knotted string.

In case there should be any doubt that this was a present and intended for me, a note had been attached with my name on it. Heavy white paper; familiar handwriting: the strokes of the letters were bold, the ink black, the message brief.

Whistle and I’ll come to you, Constance had written. You’ve been looking for me, dearest Victoria. Well, here I am.

I went back to England, back to Winterscombe. I took Constance’s present with me, the notebooks still unopened, still tied together with string. I suppose I knew there was no point in pursuing Constance herself any further, no point in calling friends, or hotels or airlines. I had the notebooks instead: Here I am.

Even so, I was reluctant to undo that parcel. I was made uneasy by the manner and the circumstances in which it had been given. I was also irritated by the note Constance had attached: Whistle and I’ll come to you. It was a quotation, I thought, and a familiar one – but I could not place it. A line from a poem? I was not sure.

When I arrived at the house, I put the parcel of notebooks away in the library. I avoided the room; I avoided them. This was easy enough at first: Winterscombe distracted me.

In order to come here, I had had to postpone some commissions, delegate work to others. Better not to delay I told myself, as I locked up my town flat; several weeks had already passed while I extricated myself from London. It was, by then, September. Winterscombe was in a poor state of repair; it would not do to leave it closed up, empty, another winter – that was the argument I used to myself. It was not the whole truth: the truth was that, after years of avoiding it, my home pulled me back.

Memories should not be monkeyed with – I had felt that. I had wanted Winterscombe to remain the house of my childhood, the house I had loved between the wars. Even when Steenie lived there, I had been reluctant to visit it. During the years I lived in America, avoiding Winterscombe was easy. I avoided it still, even after I returned. It was simple enough: I purchased the London apartment, though I spent less time in it than I did in hotel rooms. If Steenie pressed invitations upon me (and he did, at first) I could always plead pressures of work. Until the months of his final illness, I had revisited the house no more than three or four times. I had never spent a night under its roof. I had dreaded the house, dreaded to see its proof of change, of time passing. Yet now – and I felt this very strongly – it called to me.

A matter of practicality, I told myself. Winterscombe would have to be sold. But before it could be sold, before I telephoned Sotheby’s or Christie’s about auctioning its contents, I would have to go through the house. I did not want the dispassionate hands of an auctioneer or a valuer sorting through the trunks and boxes, examining old clothes, old toys, papers, photographs, letters. That sad task – one with which anyone middle-aged will be familiar – was mine. This was my past, and my family’s: only I could decide what to discard, and what to keep.

I had allowed myself one month. Almost as soon as I arrived, I realized that a month would not be enough: Steenie had left Winterscombe in chaos.

During the years when, down on his luck, he had lived there, many rooms had been closed. In the months of his last illness, I had had no heart to explore them. Now, when the caretaker came up from the lodge, when rooms were unlocked, windows opened, cupboards exposed, I saw to the full the havoc which Steenie had wrought.

At first, I thought it carelessness: Steenie never minded disorder. Then, as the days passed, I changed my mind. What Steenie had been doing, I realized, was searching for something, searching with increasing desperation, going from room to room, opening a desk here, a trunk there, spilling the contents out, then passing on. Steenie had left a trail of some kind – a trail it was impossible to follow.

In the old disused ballroom where Franz-Jacob and I once danced, I found a box of my grandmother’s dresses. Another lay, half-unpacked, in the room always known as the King’s Bedroom, a third, spilling whale-bone corsets, turned up in the stables.

There was a croquet-set in a bathroom, a collection of moth-eaten teddy-bears on a back-landing. Parts of a once opulent dinner-service lay in the china-pantries; the rest was stacked under the billiard-table. And the papers – there were papers everywhere, glimpses of a family past I never knew existed. Love letters, from my grandfather to my grandmother, letters home from the trenches from her sons. Ancient bills, theatre programmes, children’s drawings, photograph-albums, envelopes containing clippings of babies’ hair, ledgers recording fishing catches or numbers of pheasants shot, designs for orphanages never built, drafts for speeches in the Lords, newspaper cuttings, pictures of long-dead dogs, of favourite ponies, of unidentified women in huge Edwardian hats, of unidentified moustached young men, playing tennis, or posed on the portico steps, wearing First World War uniforms.

There were treasures here, for me, in this welter of papers. I found journals kept by my mother which I had never known existed. I found letters my father sent her long before I was born. I looked at these things with pleasure and with unease, wanting to read them, uncertain if I had a right to do so. I felt like a trespasser, and – this increased my unease – I was clearly not the first person to trespass here. Where I searched now, Steenie had searched before me – that much was clear. Letters had been tossed to one side, envelopes torn, diaries opened then thrown down: it was as if Steenie had been looking for something, failed to find it, and become increasingly frantic. A nasty suspicion came to me. Could my uncle have been looking for those notebooks which now lay downstairs, neatly parcelled up in the library?
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