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Chapter One

On the afternoon of the day my grandmother died, I dealt with the case of a burnt letter. Blown into the foyer of Great Marlborough Street Magistrates’ Court on a gust of drizzly wind, I was confronted by the usual smell of cigarettes and wet wool. A scattering of defendants, hunched in damp clothes, eyed each other surreptitiously or peered through the glass panel in a courtroom door.

My client, Miss Gertrude Wright, was weeping on a bench under a noticeboard but as I headed towards her across the muddy terrazzo floor I was obstructed by a man wearing an aged suit and with a military polish to his shoes.

‘You Miss Gifford?’ he demanded.

‘I am.’

‘I come to tell you, don’t you be letting my girl down.’ His index finger jabbed to within inches of my nose and he had the strut of a lady’s man with his pale gold hair and staring eyes of forget-me-not blue.

‘You must be Mr Wright,’ I said.

‘Yeah. And I was expecting a proper lawyer. A gentleman. Then Trudy goes and tells me she’s got some woman.’

‘I shall do my best for your daughter, Mr Wright.’ A worm of antagonism twitched in my breast but I had learned not to be so easily provoked. After all, I had met his type time and again both in the dock and on the bench: cocky, misogynistic and self-righteous.

‘Yeah, you do your best, little lady. And I might as well tell you here and now, we ain’t got no money to pay . . .’

‘I shall be representing your daughter pro bono, Mr Wright, as I expect she has told you. It will cost you nothing.’

‘What are you doing it for then?’ If anything, he was even more suspicious.

‘My firm has a policy of taking on worthy causes such as your daughter’s if we think that otherwise there could be a miscarriage of justice.’ I was hardly going to confide in Wright why it was that the burning of the letter had particularly captured my sympathy. His daughter, with her pathetically bandaged fingers, had given a near incoherent explanation, ‘It burnt so fast. I changed my mind but it was too late . . .’

A curled notice above Miss Wright’s head advertised Christmas closing times. Her damaged hand was still in a sling – I’d hinted to her that visible signs of injury could do no harm. I sat beside her, touched her free elbow and said softly, ‘Bear up, Miss Wright. It will all be over in a few minutes.’ From somewhere she had borrowed a dark brown suit with a long jacket that obscured her youthful figure, and her round-chinned face, unbecomingly framed by a hat trimmed with a pom-pom over each ear, was blotchy. Her penitent tears might help our case; it was the father who could be our undoing.

‘You are aware, I’m sure, Mr Wright,’ I said, ‘that you must not say anything in court unless the magistrates invite you to do so.’

His response was a sudden grin, a wink and a dimple. ‘Oh, I can behave very well when pressed.’

The usher called the case of Gertrude Wright and the father made an elaborate play of holding back the swing doors of the courtroom for me; as I passed him I caught a whiff of tobacco and alcohol. While his daughter was escorted into the dock he planted himself in the front row of the public benches, arms folded, legs wide, his gaze fixed on me. Behind him sat a woman dressed in a matching hat and coat in puce, a colour my mother couldn’t abide. (‘Nobody can wear puce well,’ she said. ‘Or orange.’)

Chin high, I took my place in the lawyers ’benches. I couldn’t help it; I still felt a surge of adrenalin and pride each time I defended a client. This was my arena, this courtroom with its scratched oak surfaces and seats upholstered in tired green leather. The ticking of the institutional clock, the rustle of papers, the scratch of a nib and male murmuring were the background noises against which I was used to pitching my woman’s voice. Three years ago my greatest challenge would have been to apply for an extension in licensing hours; now I had my own portfolio of clients and had grown successful at pitting my wits against even the most intransigent police prosecutor. And I had a reputation here – the chair of the bench raised a sardonic eyebrow when he saw me, and the woman on his left, who was sporting a rather dashing buckle in her hat, had a sisterly gleam in her eye.

‘Miss Gertrude Wright,’ intoned the clerk, ‘you are charged that on 20 January 1926, being employed by Mrs Jane Derbyshire as a housemaid, you did feloniously steal a letter with the intent to deprive its rightful owner of the whole benefit of this chattel, namely the opportunity to read and respond to said letter. Do you plead guilty or not guilty?’

Gertrude clung to the front of the dock, fixated by the sight of the woman in puce who was taking notes in a very small, black leather-bound book – Mrs Derbyshire, presumably. I stood up. ‘Your worships, before my client makes her plea, might I be allowed to address you?’

The chairman sighed theatrically. ‘Miss Gifford, why is it that whenever I see that you are the lawyer acting in defence, my heart sinks to my boots?’

Acknowledging his quip with a swift smile, I said calmly, ‘I wish to make an objection to the indictment. I want to show you that technically no crime was committed. The point is, the letter concerned Miss Wright herself and was asking for a character reference.’

‘This surely aggravates the offence.’

The regard of the woman magistrate was warm and intrigued. ‘My client was in such great fear of her mistress, Mrs Derbyshire,’ I continued. ‘She dared not tell her that she had applied for a new position. When a letter arrived postmarked Ealing, Miss Wright lost her nerve. Her intention had been merely to hide the letter, but as she found herself alone in the kitchen she, very foolishly, threw it into the stove thinking that she would rather lose the chance of a new job than risk the letter reaching Mrs Derbyshire.’

All eyes swivelled from the heavily powdered face of Mrs Derbyshire, who gave the chairman an aggrieved stare, as from one well-heeled householder to another, to the defendant who obligingly cradled her injured hand and made a fruitless attempt to suppress her sobs.

‘The moment Gertrude Wright closed the lid of the stove she recognised her own folly and attempted to pull the letter out again,’ I continued. ‘As you can see, she is still recovering from severe burns to her fingers and thumb and it was because of her injuries that the whole incident came to light. That afternoon, when serving tea, she fumbled with the teapot and the reason for her clumsiness was exposed. Her mistress, Mrs Derbyshire, felt she had no option but to report the matter to the police and discharge her without pay from the position she’d held for the last five years – at fifteen shillings a week.’ I added this last detail for the benefit of the lady magistrate, who I thought was bound to disapprove of so miserly a wage.

‘Miss Gifford, I wonder if you might come to the point?’ said the chairman. ‘Is this your way of informing us that your client is going to prove not guilty? Ah, I see the cavalry’s arrived.’ The courtroom door had wheezed open and I guessed, without glancing round, that Daniel Breen, senior partner in my law firm, was now behind me. The bench threw him comradely smiles over my shoulder and there were the distinctive sounds of him flipping down his seat and unscrewing the lid of his pen.

‘I am going to be very frank with your worships,’ I lowered my voice confidingly, ‘and say I will not take this case to trial, even though we have an excellent defence. My client, as you can tell from her demeanour in court, has already suffered fear and remorse and agonies enough, and you have heard that Mrs Derbyshire has meted out her own punishment.’ Only by the slightest inclination of the head did I direct their attention to the puce costume on my left.

‘Then what are you saying, Miss Gifford? It’s nearly four o’clock and we’ve not yet heard the facts. You’ve told us you won’t take this to trial so is your client pleading . . .?’

‘I’m asking you to take the unusual step of quashing the indictment, your worships.’ (An audible tsk of incredulity from the puce lady.) ‘It is a sheer waste of court time and if the case is heard and Miss Wright receives even so much as a discharge, she will lose any vestige of her excellent character.’

‘Presumably we have only your word for said good character, Miss Gifford.’

‘Is my word not good enough, your worship?’ As I was thirty-two years old, my smile was wry rather than flirtatious. ‘And she obviously comes from a close-knit family – you’ll note that her father has taken the time to lend Miss Wright his support today.’ The bench glanced at Wright who was leaning forward, hands planted on knees, blue eyes guileless. I moved on swiftly. ‘Hasn’t she been punished sufficiently already? No job, no reference, no pay, a scarred hand – and all for a letter that was for the benefit only of herself. It was so easily done, that moment of impulse, so irreversible. She simply didn’t think . . .’

The chairman seemed a little discomfited by my vehemence. He was not to know that I had done the same myself, received a letter, consigned it to the flames unread, sought to rescue it, failed. The finality of what I’d done, the disbelief that paper could be consumed so quickly, the frantic staring into the fire, willing it to be restored had been relived by me time after time. Even now, eighteen months later, I yearned for that letter. So I understood Trudy and her helpless tears. She couldn’t comprehend how such a small action should have such awful consequences; how a page of writing, once reduced to ashes, could become so much more significant than its contents had perhaps deserved.

The police prosecutor, on being asked whether he wished to comment, raised his eyes to the ceiling. ‘It would be a most unusual step, your worships, to quash . . .’

With a scraping back of chairs the bench retired. Behind me Breen had risen to his feet. As usual, his trim figure was engulfed in his trademark oversized coat, his appearance carefully honed for maximum effect in court. His wild hair was greying but his skin was smooth and clean-shaven. He was leaning against the seat back with folded arms and furrowed brow, as if mildly diverted by what he’d just witnessed.

‘It was good of you to find the time, sir,’ I said.

‘I had a trial go short. And I wanted to see how you were getting on. As I told you earlier, you’ve a fifty per cent chance of success but you might be lucky with this particular bench. The lady winger has a lot of sense.’ He made a note in the margin of a document. ‘What’s in your diary for tomorrow?’

‘I’m seeing Lady Petit at three.’

‘So you are. Of course. I was wondering if you’d meet me for a spot of lunch beforehand? Talk a few things over.’

I was surprised. For three years Daniel Breen had been my boss, mentor, guide and critic. In the face of the incredulity, even the ridicule of his peers in the legal world, he had taken me on as a clerk, nurtured my career, pooh-poohed my self-doubt, berated me for my failings, laughed at my mishaps and (more rarely) rejoiced with me in my triumphs but he had never, in all that time, invited me to any social function beyond the Christmas party during which our secretary, Miss Drake, covered her typewriter and the four of us who comprised the staff of Breen & Balcombe sipped sherry and nibbled cheese biscuits.

‘There’s no need to look like that, Miss Gifford,’ he added, glancing up and sweeping his papers into his briefcase. ‘Like everyone else I have to eat. If you have other plans or you can’t stand the idea of sitting across a table . . .’

‘Thank you sir.’

‘Outside Bow Street, then. One o’clock.’ He departed, pausing to nod encouragingly at Trudy Wright, scowl at Mrs Derbyshire and exchange a word or two with the usher. Odd that he hadn’t even stayed to hear the outcome of the case. When I approached the dock, Trudy was pressed into a corner and the cuff of her coat was wet with tears. Her father was tapping a tobacco tin on his knee, head lowered, still glowering at me. Mrs Derbyshire averted her eyes.

At a quarter past four the magistrates were back. The lady winger, I thought, was suppressing a smile.

‘Miss Gifford, we’ve listened carefully to what you have said and are inclined to agree with you. We abhor the idea that our servants should indulge in any kind of dishonesty but in this case, since by taking the letter your client was punishing only herself—’ dramatic pause interrupted by a sob from Trudy ‘—we have decided to advise the police prosecutor that the case should be dismissed.’

‘I’m grateful, your worships.’

Trudy cast herself down with her arm over her eyes. Mrs Derbyshire snapped shut her notebook and clutched her arms tightly beneath her breast. She could barely bring herself to stand when the bench rose, and after they’d gone approached me and hissed in a low, vehement voice, ‘Unnatural woman.’ I said nothing, only packed my briefcase, awaiting the next onslaught and noting that the shoulders of her coat were powdered with dandruff.

‘I pity you that you should have to stoop so low, presumably for want of a husband,’ she went on and directed her glinting eye at the naked third finger of my left hand. With one last furious glare at Trudy, she click-clacked from the court in a gust of violet perfume.

Even a year ago I might have risen to the bait and followed her. Defiant words rushed to my tongue but I bit them back. Wright was standing very close and had heard every word. He too would resent my success, I thought, even though it benefited his daughter. I judged him to be a man who preferred to think the world was against him and to find himself indebted to a woman only proved his point.

Trudy clung to my hand. ‘Is it over then, Miss Gifford? Have I heard the last of it? Will she come after me again?’

In reassuring her, I found myself promising to visit her prospective employer and explain the circumstances of the missing letter in the hope that she might still offer Gertrude employment. Before I’d finished speaking, Wright was steering his daughter towards the door, his arm flung protectively round her shoulders. Tensing at his touch, she darted me a backwards, apologetic look.


Chapter Two

The flat I shared with Meredith and her eight-year-old son, Edmund, my dead brother’s child, was on the garret floor of a house in Pimlico. When I arrived home at six, I found her wrapped in scarf and mittens, sitting cross-legged on a cushion before the undersized gas fire we’d installed at crippling expense the previous winter. It was dark outside and our living room, draped with fabrics gleaned by jackdaw Meredith from market stalls and the oddments bin at Selfridges, looked very snug. From the walls gleamed more jewel colours: canvases daubed with striking figures blocked out with ever more confident brushstrokes – Meredith again. There was even one of me, though I was unrecognisable, being merely the silhouette of a woman at a window, her long limbs dark slashes of paint and her head averted in a most disturbing attitude of wistfulness and solitude. One corner of the room was dedicated to work in progress, so that there was a heady aroma of oil paints, turpentine and gas. Perhaps we had survived asphyxiation only because, being in the roof and with three ill-fitting sash windows, the room was aswirl with draughts.

Edmund, who’d been perched in his mother’s lap while she listened to him read aloud, scrambled to his feet to hug me and I picked him up so that he clung on and buried his face in my neck.

‘You smell of buses,’ he said, throwing back his head and scrutinising me.

‘And you smell of school and small boy,’ I retorted, kissing him again. He had inherited his father’s thatch of light brown hair and full lower lip but his nature was altogether more impish and sensitive and he had his mother’s wide-open, appraising eyes.

He settled back with his book while Meredith pointed to a note on the table written in my mother’s florid hand. Your grandmother is dying. Come at once. You’re needed.

‘Oh Lord,’ I said, ‘when did that arrive?’

‘About an hour ago. She sent the neighbour’s boy. I gave him sixpence.’

Dropping into the only armchair I pulled off my hat, which had become a dead weight on my brow. ‘Don’t go dashing out again,’ said Meredith while her son, thumb in mouth, gazed at me pensively. ‘You look all in. Go tomorrow or leave it until the weekend – you know how your mother exaggerates things, it won’t be that urgent. Or I could call in sometime later in the week.’

I should love to have sprawled there and done nothing but watch them. The wind rattled the windows, my head ached and I was still a little shaken by the animosity that had followed the Wright case. Besides, there was a hint of challenge in Meredith’s tone: us or them. She was a little dishevelled, with her cropped hair spiked up like an elf’s, a sure sign that she’d had a bad day. Yet I knew I would have to go out again. My grandmother had been bedbound for months; uncomplaining, feeble, sometimes fighting for breath. A similarly melodramatic missive arrived most weeks and thus far, when I reached the bedside, the patient had always been peacefully asleep or supping tea. The notes, I realised, were my mother’s way of keeping me at her beck and call, but how could I take the risk?

I prepared what we called a Bohemian supper which we ate huddled round the fire. Edmund had a boiled egg with Marmite soldiers and Meredith and I sardines while I told them about my afternoon in court and explained to Edmund what Gertrude Wright had done and the potential gravity of the offence of theft from an employer.

‘Edmund will grow up such a moral child, thanks to his Aunty Evelyn,’ said Meredith. ‘He will know all about retribution for bad behaviour. And he will be an expert on crime, especially how to avoid conviction.’

‘Needless to say the alleged victim wasn’t best pleased.’

‘Who was the alleged victim?’ asked Edmund.

‘The horrible woman who’d employed Gertrude Wright. She was very cross with me. In fact, she said she pitied me because I don’t have a husband.’

‘People in court are always getting cross with you,’ he said. ‘Don’t you mind?’

‘Of course I mind. I hate it. But it’s my job to take sides so there are always bound to be losers.’

‘Good old Evie,’ said Meredith caustically, and the tension between us tightened. Having lived in such close proximity for eighteen months we were so used to each other that I felt every nuance of her swiftly changing moods. ‘And now you’ll trek out to Ealing on this girl’s behalf and wrestle with the new employer whose ill-timed letter caused all the fuss in the first place. Really, I do applaud you.’

‘And this from a woman who has spent her morning performing smallpox vaccinations in a clinic in Spitalfields.’

‘Not by choice,’ she snapped. ‘I only do it because no one will give me any other work. Whereas you seem compelled to martyr yourself.’

Edmund, who was gnawing the skin off an apple, glanced at her nervously.

Meredith and I shared a room so small that there was space only for a chair between our beds and Edmund slept in a near cupboard on a mattress beneath our clothes rail. We were adept at stepping round each other so that while Meredith put Edmund to bed I boiled a kettle and washed up. Afterwards I packed an overnight case and again put on my hat and coat.

‘I knew you’d go,’ called Meredith who was now stretched beside her son reading the latest chapter from The Wind in the Willows. ‘You can’t help yourself. They have only to squeak and you go running.’

‘You’re right.’ I crawled along the mattress to kiss Edmund who put his arms around my neck and hugged me tightly, that wonderful, tough, small-boy’s grip. ‘And the only gain will be that my conscience is appeased about them all for the next twenty-four hours or so. I shall stay the night and be home again tomorrow evening so you can go to your class.’

She followed me out on to the staircase where Edmund couldn’t hear. ‘Yes, you’ve arranged it all very well, haven’t you? As usual you’re able to do just as you please.’

‘On the contrary, I don’t want to go at all. You know that.’

‘Then stay here. It will be yet another false alarm, a ruse to get you to Maida Vale. The fact is, I need you here – have you thought of that?’

This rare admission of weakness arrested me. Her head was to one side and she was half smiling, as if amused by her own bad temper, but there was a tremor in her voice and I felt a further pang.

‘I’ve been on my own since lunchtime,’ she said. ‘It’s driving me mad, all this inactivity. Especially now you’re so busy. You keep telling me that you want to share in Edmund’s upbringing but it will never be equal between us when you are able to dash off whenever you like. And there’s something very particular I wanted to discuss with you concerning Edmund’s education.’

‘Tell me.’

‘Oh, so now you’ll stay because it’s about him?’

‘Meredith, you’re being unfair.’

‘Maybe I am. Or I’m just being lonely. And I feel wasted, that’s what. I’m not able to get involved in anything properly.’

‘But your painting is going so well.’

‘It’s so darn cold here, my fingers won’t work.’ She was laughing now at her own litany of complaints. ‘But off you go, I know you must, don’t mind me.’

‘I do mind you. I’d really much rather stay. We’ll talk tomorrow.’

‘I have my art class tomorrow.’

‘The next evening then.’

‘Whenever you can spare a moment.’ She grudgingly accepted my kiss on her prominent cheekbone. ‘You know what this is really about? I’m jealous, of course. I want to be told that too.’

‘What do you want to be told?’

‘That another woman pities me.’

‘Honestly, Meredith, it didn’t feel—’

‘No, but you see she said it because she knew you were powerful. Pettiness was the only weapon she had. I should know. Look how I’ve behaved since you came in.’

I left her there at the top of the stairs, her diminutive figure swathed in woollens, the tip of her nose reddened with cold and her fingers fluttering in a gesture of farewell.


Chapter Three

The further the omnibus took me towards Maida Vale, the more I wished I was at home in the flat, bent over my files under the lamp with its drunkenly asymmetric pottery stand glazed by Meredith. I loved evenings accompanied by the little scrape of her brush, the biting of her bottom lip, the sense of purposeful companionship as I prepared my files for the following day, and Edmund asleep in the next room, the quirky little pivot upon which our lives were balanced.

Meredith and I, after a shaky and mistrustful start, had become close friends though she kept me on my mettle. I’d not known either of her existence or Edmund’s until six years after my brother’s death, when the pair had turned up on the doorstep of my family home in Maida Vale. Small wonder, perhaps, after years of grieving for Jamie, that we had been suspicious and even unkind to her when she had claimed to be the mother of his child. Edmund had been conceived in desperate circumstances weeks before my brother’s death, while he had been recovering from an arm injury and Meredith was his nurse. Providing mother and child with a home was the very least we could do to make reparation for my brother’s recklessness and our initial hostility.

Through my life with Meredith and Edmund I had found unexpected delight and her reproaches stung because I knew they were well founded. While my life was full, hers was often solitary because, as an unmarried mother and a Canadian, she was condemned to be even more of an outsider than I was. Her own set, the art crowd with whom she sometimes went to clubs and parties, tended to be somewhat flighty and self-absorbed while I, a recently qualified lawyer at Breen & Balcombe, had an ever-expanding set of clients and above all the comradeship of Daniel Breen and my legal women friends such as Carrie Morrison, fellow pioneers and encroachers on the hitherto wholly male domain of the law.

By the time I reached Clivedon Hall Gardens in Maida Vale, drizzle was hazing the street lamps and as usual the ground floor of my family house was in complete darkness. I rang the bell and turned the key in the latch, a combination bound to irritate the maids but the alternative, which was to surprise everyone by bursting in, as Mother put it, was unthinkable. Inside there were glimmers of light beneath the drawing-room door and from an upstairs landing, otherwise all was gloomier than the street beyond and the miasma of the house clung to me like ageing cobwebs.

My childhood home was a place that never failed to cast a dark shadow on my soul. Time was frozen there, despite a recent succession of female lodgers. While the world outside surged onwards – unrest in the coal industry, shorter skirts and hair, a return to the gold standard, the unnerving clamour of fascism in Italy – here in Clivedon Hall Gardens the past hung in tattered banners from the stairwell. There had once been joy: Mother pirouetting in her pre-war gauzy party frocks; my brother Jamie squealing with delight and fear as he straddled the banister rail and landed with a spine-wrenching thud against the knob at the bottom; myself as a schoolgirl, hurling down my satchel at the end of the day and proclaiming to Min, ‘I’m absolutely starving . . .’ as she ushered me downstairs for bread and jam. And more recently Meredith had darted up and down the stairs in her pastel frocks and dainty shoes with her heart-warming, other-worldly little boy, son of James, at her heels. They had brought tempestuous emotion, tears and laughter, music, fun. And it was to this house that I had returned suddenly, violently in love with a man called Nicholas Thorne. But those were all memories now and all that remained were six women who could not or would not change.

A light flicked on and Min, one of a pair of elderly maids, came creaking up the back stairs wearing a pastel blue cable-knit cardigan buttoned at the neck, and no overall since it was evening.

‘Oh, it’s you,’ she said. ‘I might have saved myself the bother.’

I embraced her as Meredith had taught me to do – unthinkable, before her arrival, that one of us Gifford ladies would have hugged a servant – and smelt sparse hair in need of a wash. ‘I had a message saying Grandmother was ill. I thought I’d better come,’ I said.

‘She’s not a good colour,’ said Min and I had the first premonition that this time Grandmother might really be failing.

‘Has the doctor been?’ I asked. Mother, who counted every penny, would only send for him in dire circumstances.

‘Indeed he has and he’s left her a drop of medicine but we could tell from his face he didn’t think she would last the night.’

‘Good heavens, Min, is it that bad? I had no idea.’

I threw open the parlour door in case Mother was there but it was occupied only by four stuffed birds in glass cases inherited from my paternal grandparents, and the latest lodger, a woman in her early sixties with thin plaits coiled round her head, who had taught needlecraft at a girls’ school and infuriated my mother and aunt by doing virtually nothing.

‘I’m retired,’ she explained. ‘I tell myself, haven’t I given enough?’

Actually, I suspected that the poor thing had no cash to spare for knitting wool or embroidery silks, and that sooner or later she would default on the rent.

She gave me a spiritless wave. ‘Your mother will be glad to see you. We never hear the last of how you’re always too busy to come home.’

I took the stairs two at a time. Grandmother’s room was in the front of the house on the first floor, next to Mother’s. Her thespian roots were evident in the framed photograph of herself as a soft-haired Ophelia, the Indian shawls draped over the bed rail and the hardened Leichner make-up on the dressing table. Everything usually smelt of eau de cologne and toffee bonbons but today there was no mistaking a new odour; the air had gone sour. I heard the rasping breath of a very sick woman and could immediately see, as Min had suggested, that she was a very bad colour indeed. Grandmother habitually wore glasses thick as bottle-bases over her near-blind eyes which now, unobscured, bulged in her face like a baby bird’s and her fingers plucked at the quilt until my Aunt Prudence, who was in attendance and couldn’t bear disorder of any kind, lifted her hands one by one and crossed them over her chest as if she were already dead. They immediately fluttered apart.

Mother was seated by the fire with a copy of the Essays of Elia, a book which she purported to find comforting, though I believed she chose reading material rather as she approached the rest of life – as a source of self-persecution. She was dressed as always in funereal colours, a mauve frock and long black cardigan. Prudence wore beige, apart from a string of yellowish pearls at her throat. ‘Ah,’ she said, catching sight of me, as if I were the answer to a question.

Mother only turned away her face and pressed her lips together to hold back a sob.

‘How is she?’ I asked.

‘Very poorly,’ said Prudence, who had three degrees of sickness in her vocabulary: off colour, not too good and very poorly, the latter invariably prefacing a fatality.

Considering how used we had all been to mortality less than a decade before, it was strange that I had never actually witnessed a death. My brother Jamie had died in France and my father’s death had been abrupt, while I was at Cambridge. I took Grandmother’s hand, thinking that I must grip it tight and haul her back from the abyss, and kissed her forehead.

‘Don’t do that,’ Mother snapped.

‘Why ever not?’

She had no answer. Of course she didn’t. The inhabitants of Clivedon Hall Gardens were governed by rules: most don’ts, some musts. Had not the war proved that this reliance on absolutes was unquestionably right? For example, when Jamie had put himself beyond the Gifford jurisdiction to fight overseas, he had conceived a child out of wedlock and got himself killed. And look at me, Evelyn, unmarried and unmarriageable, dealing in sordid court cases and living in a cramped little flat with the irrepressible Meredith.

Now it seemed that Grandmother was almost free of regulation too. To break the appalling atmosphere of attentiveness to death, I plumped down on the bed, causing her to bounce on the mattress and her eyelids to flutter. ‘It’s Evelyn, Grandmother,’ I said loudly, in her ear.

Perhaps there was the faintest of smiles.

‘She can’t hear you,’ said Mother.

‘I’m not so sure.’ Prudence fixed her stern gaze on Grandmother, as if challenging her to come clean, and for once I found her uncompromising presence a comfort. If Grandmother were to die, Prudence would know what to do.

I stroked the wispy hair from Grandmother’s forehead and looked about me at the souvenirs of her glory days: the feather boa, the little velvet slippers trimmed with gold braid, the strings of beads that used to click on her chest. Where was she now, as her breath ground in her throat?

‘If you like,’ I offered, ‘I’ll take care of her for a while. You must both be in need of a rest.’

‘Oh you wouldn’t know what to do,’ said Mother, who never missed an opportunity to reproach me for being a professional rather than a proper woman, or for my decision to leave home. But Prudence gave my shoulder a squeeze with her fierce, embroiderer’s fingers and left the room. Mother looked decidedly nonplussed at this defection. ‘What if she passes away the minute I’m gone?’ Her forlorn logic was stifling; to every solution there was a snag. ‘I really wondered if you’d bother to come,’ she added.

‘Of course I’d come.’

‘You’re always so busy.’

‘Mother, please. Not now.’ I stretched my legs and closed my eyes, still with Grandmother’s hand in mine.

‘I don’t know what will become of us all once she’s gone,’ Mother whispered.

‘Hush, she might hear you.’ I stroked Grandmother’s hand. ‘I’m going to read to her.’

‘That might be nice, Evelyn, she loved to hear you read. And Jamie. Do you remember how he would fire quotes at her to see if she could remember the next line?’

‘And then he’d throw in something really obscure, like Cymbeline.’

‘But he couldn’t catch her out, even then.’ Thus, fleetingly, we were reconciled as my brother lingered, a dog-eared copy of The Complete Works open on his knobbly knees as he hunted through pages wafer thin and soft as muslin. He was always attempting to roll his rs: Rrrrage! Blow! You catarrrracts and hurrricanoes . . . To my secret satisfaction I could do it and he couldn’t. ‘It’s inherited, Jamie,’ Grandmother had told him as he practised in front of her dressing-table mirror, spraying it with spittle, ‘something to do with the structure of the mouth. If you can’t do it, you can’t.’

At last Mother did go, with a whispered, ‘Whatever you do, don’t touch anything,’ and I began reading, as I always used to, from the Oxford Book of English Verse – Matthew Arnold, Keats, Emily Brontë, the ones Grandmother loved.

Yea, as my swift days near their goal,

’Tis all that I implore:

In life and death a chainless soul,

With courage to endure.

And how you endured, Grandmother, I thought, through all those years of darkness when your sight failed you, confined to a sofa here in Clivedon Hall Gardens, recalling during those interminable afternoons the exhilarating days of stage and politics. What had remained was her astonishing recollection of words, and the ghostly timbre of her actress’s voice so that sometimes when I read to her she would lean forward, extend her hand and take over from memory . . .

Children dear, was it yesterday

We heard the sweet bells over the bay?

In the caverns where we lay . . .

I shivered again, as when she’d first recited ‘The Foresaken Merman’ to me, at the evocation of damp, salt caves and the hoarse wind.

But now she gave no sign that she heard the poems, and I wished I might have some last connection with her and that my words were not floating about in the room but were touching the profound part of her that loved wonderful language.

I met a lady in the meads,

Full beautiful – a faery’s child;

Her hair was long, her foot was light,

And her eyes were wild.

I cleared the ash from the dying fire and shook more coal from the scuttle. Though the noise was shocking in the quiet room, Grandmother didn’t stir. As I warmed my hands I remembered Trudy Wright and the burnt letter. It was in my old bedroom, above this, at a hearth surrounded by blue and white tiles patterned in fruit and flowers, that I had immolated my own letter from Nicholas Thorne before giving myself a chance to read it. I never did find out, therefore, whether it was a love letter or a litany of reproachful explanation and self-justification. I had been too horrified by what had happened, by how complicit he had been in a fatal miscarriage of justice, by the weakness of his words: You know it will destroy me, if it comes out . . .

Caressing Grandmother’s cheek with my fingertip I wondered what she had known of love. Grandfather had died young because, according to Mother, he had overworked himself as a schoolteacher. She described how he had donned overcoat, hat and briefcase in the morning, even though his walk to work was a few yards from schoolhouse to schoolroom, because he was punctilious in all he did. In the photograph beside Grandmother’s bed he looked far older than his mid-thirties, posed uncomfortably on a hard chair with hair carefully combed back from his deep forehead, owlish glasses and the merest twitch of a surprisingly mischievous smile as if he were party to a joke and the photographer wasn’t.

‘So, Grandmother,’ I said. ‘I wonder what you would have made of my day in court.’ I moistened her lips, as instructed by Mother, and dabbed her temples with rose water but she gave no response. After the next inhalation there was a longer pause so that I held my own breath and wondered if her lungs had the strength to draw another.

‘Do you remember when Edmund first came here from Canada, Grandmother, and was so forlorn and homesick? The rest of us were unsure what to do but you never hesitated. You just loved him and made him welcome. I used to find him in here by the fire with all the old albums spread out on the hearthrug, or playing with your button box, matching them up by colour or size. Look, here it is.’ I shook the old chocolate box so that the buttons chattered close to her ear and opened it so that its smell of cardboard, the merest hint of strawberry fondant filling and the perfume of all the clothes from which those buttons had been snipped or fallen, might cover the appalling smell of her dying. She gasped and was still.

I shouted, ‘Mother! Come quickly, Mother,’ rang the bell beside the bed and again seized the little clenched hand. The silence went on until at long last there came another long, rattling exhalation. Footsteps pounded up the stairs, first Mother, then Prudence, then the maids. Even the lodger hovered in the doorway.

Grandmother didn’t breathe again. Her spirit had slipped between the green velvet curtains and away into the night. And the room, in the wake of its passing, was full of cheap and tawdry theatrical souvenirs, a corpse with the fine bones of some ancient bird and a cluster of shocked women.

‘There,’ I said. ‘There.’ And for once overcoming the dread I had of embracing her lest she hold on too tightly, I reached out to my mother so that we stood in each other’s arms.

Prudence, who as my late father’s sister was not a blood relative to Grandmother, watched us before moving forward to kneel before the bed; an oddly biblical figure despite her hand-knitted sky-blue cardigan and black skirt.

‘We should say a prayer, of course,’ she said.
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