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

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

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


‘On s’engage, puis on voit.’

MOTTO OF NAPOLEON


















Prologue



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

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


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

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

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


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

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

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

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


Bob had never been articulate.

‘You’re not well.’

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

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

‘I’ve a friend at the Maudsley.’

I wonder if he thought I was going mad.

‘You’ve been depressed since…Christmas.’

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

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

‘Will you see him?’

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

‘There’s nothing wrong.’

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

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




But I run on too fast.
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