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Now

One of the women buying amber was so much like Mrs Cosway that it gave me a shock to see her. She seemed shorter but people shrink with age. Otherwise the likeness, from her curly white hair to her spindly legs and fine ankles, was almost uncanny. She was holding up a string of pale yellow beads, looking at them and smiling with that excitement you only see on the faces of women who love shopping and pretty things.

Charles has a theory that if you are in X, a distant place you have never been to before, and while there you meet or pass in the street your nearest and dearest, a spouse or lover or even your child, you won't recognize them. Not only do you not expect to see them there; you know they can't be there because you have certain knowledge that at this moment they are hundreds of miles away. Of course, they can be there, they are there, they have deceived you or your knowledge of their whereabouts is in fact very uncertain, but the chances are you will pass on, telling yourself this was no more than an extraordinary resemblance.

Mrs Cosway fitted into none of the categories I have named. I hadn't even liked her but I had certain knowledge of where she was now. She was dead. This woman looked like her but was someone else. I turned away and began to walk on. She called after me.

‘Kerstin!’

If she had pronounced my name as it should be pronounced, that is as, more or less, ‘Shashtin’, I might have turned round and gone up to her but it wouldn't have been a shock, it wouldn't have sent a shiver through me. But she had called me ‘Curstin’, the way the Cosways, all of them except John, invariably had done. I walked across the cobbled square and went up to her.

‘You don't know me, do you? Of course I'm awfully changed, I know that. It's inevitable at my age.’

The voice told me. ‘Ella,’ I said.

She nodded, pleased. ‘I knew you. You've changed too but I knew you. This is my daughter Zoë and my granddaughter Daisy. Always girls in our family, isn't it?’

Zoë was a tall dark woman in her early thirties, handsome, brown-eyed, holding a child of about six by the hand. We shook hands.

‘Does she remind you of anyone?’

‘Winifred,’ I said.

Zoë made a face. ‘Oh, Mother.’

How often had I heard those words from Ida when Mrs Cosway said something particularly outrageous.

‘What brings you to Riga?’

‘Zoë wanted to see the art nouveau in Alberta Street. She's doing an art history course, so we thought we'd do a tour of the Baltic States.’ If Ella assumed I was doing the same thing, if for a different reason, she was right but I doubt if that was why she didn't ask. The Cosways were never much interested in other people's activities. ‘Shall I buy this amber? You'll say it's a wicked price, I know.’

‘On the contrary,’ I said. ‘You'll never get it cheaper anywhere else.’

Perhaps she resented this for she said rather severely, ‘Mother never forgave you for the diary, you know.’

This wasn't the moment for argument. ‘It's a long time ago. What happened – is – mean, what became of John?’

‘He's still alive, if that's what you mean. Zorah took him to Tuscany with her but he lives alone now – well, with a couple to look after him. You'll say that anyone as crazy as he is couldn't manage, but he does.’

I smiled at her usage, the attributing of unlikely views to me, which once annoyed me so much.

‘Buy that amber for me, Zoë, will you? Our bus will be here any minute. Oh, John, yes. He has a lovely house near Florence. Or so I'm told. Not that we ever get invited, do we, Zoë? Of course he's a rich man. The land the Hall was on was sold and they built four houses where it was. Planning! I ask you. I don't know what he does with it all. They say he never goes out and he's seventy-five now.’

Their tour bus came slowly round the corner and pulled up in the square. It was nearly full. I wanted to ask her whom she had married. Who was Zoë's father? They were already on the steps.

‘Will you be back here tonight?’ I said.

‘We're due back at five, aren't we, Zoë?’

‘Meet me for a drink,’ I said, naming my hotel. ‘Six-thirty OK?’

She called something back that I didn't catch. I waved as the bus moved off, and when it was out of sight, turned away. What I had heard of John Cosway made me so happy that I walked back to the hotel, to Charles and Mark and Anna, with a spring in my step.


Then

1

I am a cartoonist.

We are thin on the ground, we women cartoonists, it's still thought of as a man's job, and there are even fewer of my sort who aren't English and never went to art school. Over the close-on thirty years that I have been contributing a couple of cartoons to each issue of a weekly news magazine, I have drawn Harold Wilson and Willi Brandt, Mao Zedong and Margaret Thatcher (hundreds of times), John Major, Neil Kinnock, David Beckham and Tony Blair (nearly sixty times). People say I can catch a likeness with a few strokes and squiggles; they know who it's supposed to be before they read the caption or the balloon coming out of a character's mouth. But I was no child artist prodigy, I don't remember learning anything about art at school and for years all I ever drew was a Dog Growing for my small niece and nephew.

I'll tell you about the Dog Growing because you may want to make one for your own children. You take a sheet of paper; a piece of A4, cut vertically in half, will do very well. Then you fold it in half again and fold the folded-over piece back on itself to make an inch-wide pleat. Flatten it out again and draw a dog across the folds. It's best to make it a dachshund or a basset hound because it should have a long stretch of body between forelegs and hindlegs. Then refold your paper into its pleat. The dog now has a short body but when the child opens the pleat the dog grows into a dachshund. Of course, when you get practised at it, you can make a Giraffe's Neck Growing or a Turkey Growing into an Ostrich. Children love it and that was all I ever drew all through my teens and when I was at university.

I was going to be a nurse and then I was going to teach English. I never considered drawing as a career because you can't make a living out of a Dog Growing. It was in the late sixties when I came to England, fresh from the University of Lund and my English degree and with a fairly humble nursing qualification. I had a job lined up and a place to live, but my real motive in coming was to renew my love affair with Mark Doulas.

We had met at Lund but when he graduated he had to go home and all his letters urged me to follow him. Get a job in London, get a room. Everyone in London, he wrote, lives in a bedsitter. I did the next best thing and got a job in Essex, near the main line from Liverpool Street to Norwich. The family who were employing me were called Cosway and the house they lived in, Lydstep Old Hall. I had never in my life seen anything like that house.

It was very large yet it hardly looked like a house at all, more a great bush or huge piece of topiary work. When I first saw it in June it was entirely covered, from end to end and from foundations to the line of the roof, in intensely green Virginia creeper. I could see it was oblong and that its roof was almost flat but if there were architectural features such as balconies, railings, recessed columns, stonework, none showed through the mass of glossy green. Windows alone peeped out of this leafy wrapping. It was a rather windy day and, because the breeze set all the hundreds of thousands of leaves shivering, there was an illusion that the house itself moved, shrank, expanded and subsided again.

‘Be like living inside a tree,’ said the taxi man as I was paying him. ‘You'd think all that stuff would damage the brickwork. I wouldn't fancy it. Friends of yours are the?’

‘Not yet,’ I said.

Lydstep Old Hall was the first thing I ever drew. Apart from Dogs Growing, that is. I drew it that night, from memory as I was inside the house, and that is how I have drawn everything ever since.


Mark's sister-in-law Isabel Croft got me the job. She had been at school with the youngest Cosway girl.

‘Zorah won't be living at home any longer,’ she said when I asked her to tell me about the family. ‘I don't really know who will. Ida, certainly. She house-keeps for them. Her other two sisters I never knew well. They may have married or gone to live elsewhere. The house actually belongs to John.’

‘The one I'm to have charge of? He's schizophrenic, is that right?’

‘I don't know,’ she said. ‘“Charge” is rather a strange word to use.’

‘Mrs Cosway's,’ I said, ‘not mine.’

‘I never heard a name for what's wrong with John,’ Isabel said. ‘It rather puzzles me – but there, I expect Mrs Cosway knows what she's talking about. There's a trust to administer the estate. It's a strange business, something to do with the way Mr Cosway left things in his will. I don't suppose you want to know the details. His marriage had gone wrong, I think, and he and Mrs Cosway hardly spoke to each other in his last years. Mrs Cosway was always nice to me but she is rather a difficult woman. Well, you'll see. The house is very big but they keep some of the rooms shut up.’

I asked her what she was going to say about being puzzled. She hadn't finished her sentence.

‘I was going to say I wouldn't have thought John needed looking after. You've been a nurse and he didn't need a nurse when I knew him. Of course he sometimes behaved strangely but he never did any harm. But I don't really know.’

There were so many things she didn't say. Most of them she simply knew nothing about. The Cosways were good at keeping things hidden – from other people and one another.

In the novels of the nineteenth century which I had read while studying English, girls taking posts in country families are always met at the nearest station by some old retainer with a pony and trap. No such offer had been made to me. The Cosways had neither retainer nor pony and the one car they possessed was used by Ella Cosway to go to work. I took a taxi. There were always taxis outside Colchester station and still are for all I know.

The route it followed has been much built up since then and the old road has become a three-lane highway. We drove along winding lanes, some of them narrow, for part of the way following the valley of the River Colne, passing the gates of several great houses. I had read a little about the architecture of Essex and knew that the county lacked building stone. Wood, brick, chalk and flint were the materials used and another material called pudding stone, oblong and rounded pebbles of flint, much used in the construction of churches and of some walls. But the most important material of all was timber and I gazed out of the taxi window, happy to see the information I had read of confirmed in mansions and farmhouses built of tiny Tudor bricks with weatherboarding and half-timbering. Of course it aroused my expectations of what the house I was going to would be like, for Isabel had never described it. It might have a moat, as some did, part of its roof might be thatched, its windows mullioned and its woodwork bare and unstained. And then there was the maze.

‘In the grounds, do you mean?’ I'd said to her. ‘Made of hedges?’

But she only laughed and said, ‘You'll see.’

My excited anticipation made me ask the driver how much further it was and when he said two miles, I had to restrain myself from telling him to hurry up. We bypassed the village but no matter where you were within five miles of Windrose you could hardly fail to see the church, All Saints, its tall rose-red tower a landmark which drew and held your eyes. The Great Red Tower of Windrose, people called it, and some said the name of the village came from its colour. Lydstep Old Hall was about half a mile further on, at the top of a long hill. We approached it along a cart track which the taxi man called a ‘drive’ and which had been gravelled over where it opened out and the house was reached. There was no sign of a maze in this part of the grounds, only grass and ancient oak trees and holly.

The front door, of weathered oak, was of course set back, a rectangular hole deep in the green canopy. Now they were close to my eyes, I saw how large each shiny leaf was and when one brushed my face, felt how cool it was to the touch. You can sometimes only tell an artificial houseplant from a real one by touching its leaves, and then there's no doubt. The imitation one feels stiff and dead while the real seems to breathe and yield under your fingers. The leaf that touched my cheek was like that.

I rang the bell and a woman came to the door. You may have seen her picture in the papers and on the television, though there weren't many of these and it was so long ago. None of the photographs of family members were good likenesses. The drawing I made of her was nearer, though perhaps it's vain of me to say so. At first I thought she must be an employee. She looked about fifty and wore one of those crossover overalls, the staple of sitcom dailies.

She held out her hand and said, ‘I am Ida Cosway. How do you do?’

The hand she gave me was hard and calloused, red and work-damaged.

‘Kerstin Kvist,’ I said and followed her into the hallway, humping my two suitcases.

No description of the inside of that house appeared in the papers and I shan't describe it now. Later on I will give some idea of how it was. I shall just say now that this hallway was the oldest part, an ancient vestige of a house which may have dated back to before Tudor times and which Ella Cosway told me had stood on this spot when the Battle of Agincourt was fought. The fine timbering I hoped to see showed on the plastered walls and low ceiling and there was some carving, vague shapes of roses and shields, half-obliterated by time and wear. Facing the front door was a great inglenook fireplace of red and black bricks.

Ida asked me if I had eaten and when I said I had, offered me a cup of tea. Swedes drink far more coffee than tea but I accepted because I disliked the thought of being shown to my room before I had made my situation and the terms under which I was prepared to work here clear to her (in case her mother had kept them to herself) and found out a little more about this family. She took my cases from me and placed them side by side at the foot of the staircase, rather a mean staircase for such a large house with such a noble hallway, its treads covered in linoleum and its wooden banister rail attached to the bare wall by metal struts. We went down a passage into the kitchen, very large and reasonably well appointed, but the height of its ceiling, all the pots and pans and a lantern hanging from a big black iron contraption the shape of a drying rack, made me think of a film I had seen set in the eighteenth century where food was prepared in just such a place. There were a table and a number of assorted chairs, armchairs as well as the upright kind, and a sofa covered in a blue check blanket.

‘Do sit down,’ Ida said in her lifeless voice. ‘You must be tired from your journey.’

‘Not really,’ I said. ‘I should like to go out for a walk later.’

‘Goodness,’ she said. The monotonous tone she invariably spoke in made it unclear whether this was uttered in admiration for my hardihood or dismay at my folly. ‘Sugar?’

‘No, thank you,’ and I added hastily, ‘and no milk either.’

I had stopped her just in time. The habit of putting milk into an infusion of leaves has always struck me as bizarre. I watched with relief as she passed me a large saucerless mug of neat brown tea, clear as the water of the Colne was in those days.

‘Are your mother and your brother at home?’ I asked her.

‘Mother is out with John.’ I nodded, though the day was grey and the wind rising all the time. ‘He insists on going out and she doesn't care for him to go alone.’ She managed to smile at me, a smile which aged her by sending wrinkles up her cheeks and round her eyes. ‘I expect that will be one of your jobs. They'll soon be back.’

‘Perhaps you'll tell me something of what I'll be expected to do for him. Your mother's letters said very little.’

‘What excellent English you speak,’ she said. ‘Really, I didn't expect it.’

‘All Swedes speak English.’ This was an exaggeration, though most do. ‘They wouldn't get very far if they didn't. You were telling me about your brother.’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘John, yes.’

I sensed she disliked the idea and was trying to avoid it, but lacked the cunning or conversational skills to do so. In the ensuing silence, I drank my tea and studied her. She was a tall woman, as tall as I am, and I, to use the system then used in England, am five feet nine. The drawing I did of her four or five weeks later shows a fine-boned face as rough and neglected as her hands, and grey-threaded hair as dull as her dark brown tweed skirt. Perhaps my cartoonist's habit of exaggerating a subject's outstanding feature came into play here, for I doubt if Ida can have been as round-shouldered as she is in my sketch. Whether I rendered the tension which seemed to grip her, I can't tell. It intensified as I pressed her to tell me more about her brother, though I tried to speak gently.

She spoke more rapidly, as if anxious to say what had to be said as fast as possible, so that pleasanter things could be discussed. ‘He was quite normal as a little boy. Later on he began to get – strange. My mother has her own theories as to what started it off and so does our doctor, Dr Lombard. He treats John. He needs constant care – well, watching.’

‘I'm very sorry. Your mother takes care of him?’

‘She and I,’ Ida said, ‘and now you. Now she's getting old – well, of course, she is old – it is becoming too much for her to do single-handed. My sisters and I help but they both have jobs. It was John himself who wanted you – well, wanted someone, and of course what John wants John gets.’ Her dry laugh had an unpleasant sound, halfway between a cough and a gasp. I was later to learn that Mrs Cosway and her other daughters also laughed like that, as if laughter itself was a discreet substitute for a bitter comment. ‘Though not as much as he used to,’ she said.

I had no idea what she meant.

‘You said you would stay a year, I think. There won't be a great deal for you to do. And you needn't look like that –’ I wasn't aware I was looking anything but interested ‘– there's nothing distasteful. Anyway, you've been a nurse. He can feed himself and the – the other thing, you know.’ She meant his excretory processes and what nurses call the waterworks but the effort at clumsy euphemism made her blush. ‘You won't find it arduous. Really, it's more like babysitting only the baby is a grown man.’

She seemed to be considering whether to say more, then impulsively said, ‘There's madness in the family.’ The expression was old-fashioned then if not yet politically incorrect, but she repeated it. ‘Yes, madness in the family.’ When people say this, phrasing it in various ways, they always sound pleased about this particular genetic inheritance. Cancer or arthritis ‘in the family’ is spoken of quite differently. ‘My great-grandfather was strange,’ she said. ‘He went completely insane, and his son was eccentric, to say the least.’

She compressed her lips and I could tell she was feeling she had said too much. ‘Perhaps I could see my room now,’ I said.

‘Of course.’

We went upstairs. The passage was wide, more like a gallery, and with framed engravings on the walls. Ida showed me into a room facing the front. ‘This room,’ she said, putting the suitcase she was carrying for me on the bed, ‘was intended for my brother. It has its own bathroom, you see. My father was alive then and he had it put in. John didn't like it. He twice let the bath overflow and water came down through the ceiling. He doesn't like showers either – well, he doesn't much like upstairs, so now he sleeps in a room off the hall. I told you he always gets what he wants. But it's dreadful to be mad, isn't it?’

‘It's very sad,’ I said sincerely. ‘I feel for you all.’

‘Do you?’ she said wistfully as if little sympathy for their lot had come from anyone else. ‘That's nice of you.’

Because I like to have things straight, with everyone knowing what everyone else is doing, I asked if it would be all right for me to take a look round downstairs before I went out. At first she seemed taken aback but she rallied. ‘Of course. Turn right out of your room and you'll find the back stairs. They are nearer.’

For a moment I was unsure if this was her rather clumsy way of telling me that now I was in the position of a servant, I must use the back stairs just as I must use the back door. But when I knew her better I understood that it was quite otherwise. She was just awkward. She had been cut off from ordinary social usage by a sheltered and reclusive life.

I unpacked one of the cases and hung my clothes in the cupboard on the dry cleaner's wire hangers provided. I mention this because these hangers epitomized perhaps more than anything the way the Cosways lived, with a mean and cheeseparing indifference to comfort. The first drawer I opened was full of pencils – well, there were probably twenty of them rattling around in it. I wondered who had left them there – the schizophrenic brother? Sometimes I think it was those pencils, HBs, Bs and BBs, hardish, soft and very soft, which prompted me to draw and that without them, I might now be just retiring from my teaching job in Stockholm.

The other suitcase I left till later. Looking out of my window between the thin, unlined curtains of a fabric I believe was called cretonne, I saw an old lady, tall and very thin, walking slowly along in the meadow beyond the garden, with a young man. Of course John Cosway wasn't very young, he was thirty-nine, but everyone treated him as a child, including myself for a while.

The back stairs I found without trouble. They too were ‘linoed’ in a dull gravy-brown colour. They brought me into a passage where one open door showed me the way into the back garden, flowerless but well tended, and another into a passage with many doors, all of which, I think, were locked. I say ‘I think’ because at that time I tried only two of them. The passage was unlit, though there were bulbs in parchment lampshades hanging from the ceiling. I walked in the other direction and found a gloomy dining room. Pictures on the walls were all steel engravings of ruins in eighteenth-century Italy. Since then I have often seen engravings like these on hotel walls and marvelled at why people would want to look, or be expected to want to look, at monochrome pictures of crumbling walls, broken turrets, fractured staircases and piles of weed-grown rubble. One of those in the Cosways' dining room was of a dispirited-looking shepherd and a fat maiden reclining side by side on the topmost tier of a ruined amphitheatre.

John's room, I thought, must be behind one of the doors opening off the hall. I decided it would be wrong of me to try any of those doors and went into the drawing room instead. It was large and of those slightly wrong proportions that characterize large late-Victorian chambers, for the hallway at the Hall was all that remained of an ancient building. Like the other rooms I had seen, though adequately if drearily furnished, this one was without cushions or table lamps or books. Ornaments there were but they were the kind that made me think none of the occupants of this house had chosen them; they were of the sort which friends and relatives, desperate for what to give at Christmas or birthday, bestow for the sake of giving something, no matter what. There was a paperweight in the shape of a cat and made of chromium, a green and khaki plant holder with no plant to hold, two or three small glass animals, probably Venetian, and a fretwork letter rack, designed to be on a wall but which no one had bothered to hang up.

To all this kitsch there was one exception, a geode. It was the beautiful thing in that room and much larger than these things usually are. When I first saw it I wondered where it had come from and what it was doing there, this oval stone dull as granite but showing, where it had split open, its glittering lode of amethyst quartz. I would have liked to touch it but did not quite care to. It seemed over-familiar on my first day there. There would be other occasions, I thought, and I walked back along the passage to find my way out into the garden. The interior of the house had disappointed me but I had faith in the maze. I was sure I was about to find it.
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How much of the lawns, shrubberies, copses and parkland I walked over were part of the Lydstep land, I had no idea at the time. These grounds were pleasant and pretty enough but I had been looking for a labyrinth and I hadn't found it. I was struck by the strangeness of that in itself, that a maze, which by its very nature is a puzzle, should also be a puzzle to find.

As I came back, the kitchen window opened and Ida put her head out, calling to me to come in as tea was ready. I believed I had had my tea and supposed the next meal would be supper or dinner but when I walked into the kitchen I saw bowls of tinned fruit and plates of tongue and ham, a cake and biscuits and a great many already buttered slices of bread. Frugal in many ways Mrs Cosway might have been but her meanness didn't extend to food. The Cosways always ate well.

‘This is my mother,’ Ida said, and with great formality, ‘and this is my brother John. Mother, may I introduce Miss Kvist?’

‘Kerstin Kvist,’ I said, giving my name its Swedish pronunciation.

Mrs Cosway didn't get up but put out her hand. ‘How do you do?’ She had that English upper-class voice which foreigners find forbidding and sometimes absurd. She appeared to be turning the syllables of my name over in her mind. ‘According to your letter your name is Kerstin,’ she said like an overbearing teacher, ‘not Shashtin. Have you changed it since you wrote?’

‘K, e, r, s, t, i, n is pronounced Shashtin, Mrs Cosway.’

‘What a strange idea,’ she said, implying by words and look that, among civilized people, only English pronunciation was admissible and that I might not know how to articulate my own name. ‘It must make things very awkward. Say hallo to Miss Kvist, John.’

My drawing of Julia Cosway shows a craggy face, the skin rough and deeply wrinkled with the same neglected look as her daughter's and her mouth set in a downward curve. I think I have caught on that ruined face the grimness and distaste it wore when she looked at her son. I had an impression of control being exercised and words she would have liked to utter, suppressed. I was too young then to know that there are women who actively dislike their own children.

Like the rest of them (as I later came to find out) John Cosway was good-looking, with regular features and dark eyes. I had no idea then if his other sisters were tall or if he were an instance of one member of a family failing to inherit height, but when I saw him in the meadow he had seemed shorter than Mrs Cosway. So much for the old wives' tale that a man is always taller than his mother. Of the whole family and the other Windrose people I came to know, John is the only one I never drew. It seemed wrong to try to catch the likeness of a mentally disturbed and defenceless man, as if I would be doing something unfair.

‘Hallo, Miss Kvist,’ he said in the tone of an upper-class robot.

My impression was that he spoke entirely of his own volition and not because he had been prompted. But the hand I held out to him was not so much ignored as repudiated. It wasn't quite a shrinking, more a controlled retreat.

To cover my dismay, I said, ‘You must call me Kerstin,’ and to Ida and her mother, ‘I'd like everyone to do that.’

Mrs Cosway had the same sort of coughing laugh as Ida, dry, cackling and dismissive. She laughed like that then and said she would try. ‘But I don't know how I shall get my tongue round it.’

‘Shashtin,’ said John, with perfect enunciation. ‘Shashtin, Shashtin.’

‘Eat your tea, John.’ His mother spoke to this handsome, intelligent-looking man as if he were a child of five.

Unused to digesting anything at that hour, I did my best with a slice of ham, half a round of bread and four halves of apricot. John cut his bread and butter up into small triangles, each slice divided into four. These he severally spread with jam, fish paste, Marmite and cream cheese, each triangle different in colour and flavour, and placing the plate directly in front of him, the horizontal cut through the centre of the bread parallel with the table edge, began to eat, taking care not to disarrange the other pieces when he picked up the top left-hand triangle. He seemed totally concentrated on this task, absorbed by it to the exclusion of all else.

I have already said that I prefer to get things straight and to clear up mysteries when I meet new people, for I particularly dislike being among those who expect you to know everything about them and their family, its ramifications and offshoots, without ever having been told. Such women – they are usually women – are quickly irritated and even become angry if you fail to place the child they are talking about in its proper context or are ignorant of whose wife so-and-so is or that uncle such-and-such died three years before, even though there is no possible way you could have known.

I had therefore made up my mind to ask for details of family members from Mrs Cosway when she suddenly said, ‘You will need to know who everyone in the household is and where in our family they fit, Miss – er, Shashtin.’ She pronounced my name correctly for the first and last time.

‘Yes,’ I said, ‘I will.’

‘My eldest daughter and my son you have already met. My daughter Zorah, that is Mrs Todd, is not here at present. She is in London, she has a home there.’ Whereas now the American word for ‘house’ is a commonplace, it was seldom used in England then. Mrs Cosway spoke it with a kind of bitter pride. ‘The other two Misses Cosway, my daughters Winifred and Ella,’ she said, ‘are at present out. They seem to need constant entertainment and will later be attending a wine and cheese party, whatever that may be, in the village hall. That is the extent of our family. Is there anything you would like to ask?’

Her crisp tone and manner of one chairing a committee amused me but I took care not to let my amusement show. ‘Not about what you've just told me,’ I said, ‘but I would like to know what my duties are to be.’

‘Tea is over,’ she said. ‘We'll go into the drawing room.’

John remained behind with Ida, to whom was left the task of clearing up and washing the dishes. I began to wonder if she did all the work of this house without any help from her sisters, whom their mother had made sound as if they led hectic and frivolous lives.

Now that it was close on evening the day had brightened and shafts of pale sunshine gleamed through the French windows on to the carpet, showing up the threadbare patches on its faded pink and green. Later on, a single hanging lamp, a branched wooden chandelier with two of its bulbs missing, would light this room. Mrs Cosway had seated herself on the pink and beige sofa and, with a downward patting motion of her hand, indicated to me that I was to sit in what Ida told me some time afterwards was called a fireside chair, wooden-armed and with a loose seat cushion. Again I noticed that there was nothing to do in this room except watch television, no books, no record player or radio, no pictures to look at (except for a huge and very dark landscape in oils) or photographs to comment on. You could, I supposed, occupy yourself with examining the geode.

‘I see you are looking at Grandfather Cosway's find.’

‘Yes,’ I said, wondering if this was the mad forebear, ‘it's very beautiful.’

Again that dismissive laugh. It would be hard to say how I knew it was a laugh at all for no light showed in her eyes, her mouth remained downturned and the sound which came out of it was no more than a series of coughs.

‘My late husband's grandfather was one of those amateur geologists. It was quite a popular thing to be in the last century. Of course they were all amateurs then, there was no such thing as a degree in these subjects and they were none the worse for that.’ She waited for my agreement and, when none came, went on, ‘He was an explorer too and he found that amethyst geode while travelling to Mogador through the Atlas Mountains. On a camel, I suppose.’ A pause while she gave this some thought. ‘Do you think it would have been on a camel?’

Not realizing then – how could I have realized? – that this was the only time she would ever address a friendly casual inquiry to me, I said, ‘A camel or a donkey perhaps.’

‘A donkey isn't a dignified animal. Grandfather was very dignified, according to my husband, and corpulent, though he may not have been in his youth. He was a peculiar man but gifted. He made our library here. Did you ask me something?’

‘What my duties are to be.’

‘Ah, yes. Really they'll consist in looking after John when I am unable to. When I'm tired, for instance.’ She had a disconcerting stare or, rather, one which she intended to be disconcerting. I returned it and our eyes met. ‘You could ask him. He wanted you. But you'll get a dusty answer.’ She followed this up with her cough-laugh and said unexpectedly, ‘I am nearly eighty years old, you know.’

I don't belong to that school of thought which decrees that when someone tells you her age you should automatically reply that she doesn't look it. Mrs Cosway looked every hour of her seventy-nine years.

‘I think it will be best,’ she said, ‘for you to observe my routine with John tomorrow and perhaps the next day. Then you'll know how to take over when necessary. Once we've done that, I'd like to take a rest on my bed every afternoon after lunch for two hours and sometimes I should like to go out in the evenings.’ That look was again levelled at me. ‘One has friends in this village whom one doesn't see enough of. I would like to see them.’ She proceeded to tell me some of the things about John Ida had already mentioned and some she had not. ‘He has medicine – well, drugs. Strictly prescribed by our doctor, of course. Without them there's a possibility he might be violent. It's a bad business, isn't it?’

I thought this a strange way of putting it. ‘It's very sad,’ I said for the second time that day, and she looked narrowly at me as if I had corrected her.

‘Is there anything else?’

‘I'd like you to confirm that I'm to have every other weekend off and one whole day in every week.’

‘Oh, yes, that was agreed.’

She turned her eyes to the sunspots on the carpet. Outside, where the evening seemed to be warming and brightening all the time, Ida was putting up a washing line, taking advantage of the unexpected drying weather. John had come out with her because, it seemed, the clothes prop refused to stand erect. He took it from her, careful not to touch her hands, drove it into the ground, and stood back, nodding slightly.

Mrs Cosway's eyes followed mine and she twisted round in her chair the better to see her son. ‘Strange, isn't it?’ she said. ‘He was quite a normal child. Of course he never got on well with other boys and he used to have these tantrums. One couldn't do anything with him. But apart from that – well, what is there to say? It makes one wonder. Our doctor, a brilliant man, says his trouble is the result of a severe emotional shock.’

It made me wonder too. Ida had told me her mother had her own theories about the onset of John's schizophrenia. If she had she was clearly determined not to mention them to me – or not yet? John and Ida were pegging out the clothes now, John arranging all his pegs precisely the same distance apart regardless of the width of the pillowcase or shirt he was hanging up. Something about this surprised me for I had never heard of obsessive compulsive behaviour being part of the schizophrenia pattern.

‘You may as well start tonight,’ Mrs Cosway said ‘He sleeps downstairs but he doesn't have his bath till the morning. I give him a sleeping pill.’ She added in the sort of tone that expects argument, ‘Always.’

‘Is he a poor sleeper, then?’

She didn't answer. ‘He insists on the pill. He thinks it's a vitamin – well, multi-vitamins. It's better that way.’

I was shocked. Of course I was. ‘Your doctor prescribes it?’

‘Of course. “I should tell John it's vitamins,” he said. “Otherwise you'll find he won't take it.”’

It seemed wise to ask no more along these lines for the present. ‘I'd like to ask you something else. It has nothing to do with John. Are there any books in the house?’

‘Books?’ She said it as if I had asked whether there were any elephants.

‘Yes. If you don't mind I'd like to have a look and borrow something to read. Just until I can find a library.’

She seemed to be considering, weighing something or someone up. Perhaps me. Then she said, ‘We have a library here. We keep it locked.’

I could find nothing to say.

‘Yes, I dare say you find that strange. One has one's reasons. I told you my husband's grandfather made the library in this house. Let me just say that the way he made it was odd and not particularly – suitable.’

This immediately made me think it must contain one of those secret Victorian collections of erotica I had read about. But all I said was, ‘I shall manage until I can get into Colchester and join the library.’

‘I didn't say we had no books. Ella has plenty. You can have a look in her room, she won't mind,’ Mrs Cosway said, with the air of someone making a derogatory remark, ‘she's easygoing,’ and she laughed.

She was very old and I expected her to have some difficulty in getting up off that sofa, into which she had sunk deeply. Its seat cushions sagged and it looked as if its springs had gone. I sensed that any help I offered would be brusquely refused. But I need not have worried, for she stood up as easily as a twenty-year-old and without that tell-tale movement of pushing herself upright by pressing on the seat with both hands. Once on her feet, she stood as erect as I did, her back straighter than her daughter's.

‘John will want to go to bed now,’ she said.

It was very early, not yet seven, and an unexpectedly fine day. Ida and John were no longer on the lawn, where bed linen and shirts hung unmoving in the still air. Mrs Cosway went off to look for him and he came back with her. Perhaps I should say that he came in and she came in, there being no sense of one having fetched the other. I saw that he moved slowly and in a dazed fashion but there was no coercion on Mrs Cosway's part.

Apart from mine, there appeared to be only one bathroom in the house, though that virtually useless sanitary device, the washbasin, was to be found in every bedroom except John's. It took me a few days to appreciate my luck in having, rare in England at that time, a private shower room two metres from my bed. Where John had chosen to sleep wasn't like a bedroom at all but another drearily furnished high-ceilinged chamber with armchairs and ‘fireside’ chairs, small tables and an upright piano, the curtains of chenille in a colour called ‘old gold’. It was dark too, due to the Virginia creeper leaves thrusting over the edges of the window. John's bed was a convertible settee and his washing arrangements a marble-topped stand with an earthenware bowl on it and a jar for his toothbrush.

‘I'll come back in ten minutes,’ I said, determined not to be there while this grown man undressed himself.

Mrs Cosway gave me a look implying she hadn't expected any assertiveness from me. I said nothing and occupied myself with unpacking the rest of my clothes and setting out on a dressing table which would serve me as a desk the large leather-bound diary I had brought with me.

I gave them the time I had said I would, which seemed reasonable. John was in striped pyjamas and a dressing gown. ‘Shashtin,’ he said, a flat utterance of my name with no apparent pride in his correct pronunciation.

‘John,’ I said, and after that, when we greeted each other, it was always with the simple Christian name.

Mrs Cosway was looking at me narrowly. ‘I'm not sorry I was wrong but I expected someone of eighteen or nineteen. You must be several years older than that.’

‘I'm twenty-four,’ I said, feeling like Elizabeth Bennet when interrogated by Lady Catherine de Bourgh.

The little staccato laugh preceded her words. ‘When I was young red hair like yours was considered quite ugly.’

‘Luckily for me,’ I said, ‘times have changed.’

‘Yes.’ If she detected a sharp note in my response she gave no sign of it. ‘I expect you're thought good-looking. You have a modern face. Now get into bed, John, and I'll give you your pill.’

He gave no sign of having heard her. Later I understood that apparent acquiescence from him to her instruction was really her telling him to do something he had already made up his mind to do. He wanted to go to bed, he was tired; he wanted the pill because he had been told it was vitamins. Nothing would have made him do what he disliked. It was a little while before I realized this and realized too that when he did what his mother wanted it was sometimes because he had been kept in ignorance of the true facts. But that was in the future. On my first evening there I saw John remove from the pockets of his dressing gown a ballpoint pen, a pencil, a dice, a tiny green bottle with ribbed sides, a safety pin, a boiled-sugar sweet wrapped in cellophane, a tiny book perhaps measuring five centimetres by three and a reel of sticking plaster. These objects he arranged in a pattern on the bedside table, several times straightening up, contemplating his achievement and moving one piece or another an infinitesimal distance away from where it had been. Mrs Cosway waited, not very patiently, tapping one toe on the lino. At last he was satisfied. He took off his dressing gown, hung it on the door hook and got into bed. I expected some good-night ritual, a story read or told perhaps, a hot drink brought, but Mrs Cosway merely gave him water in a mug with a handle he could hold. She put a white tablet into a small glass dish and held it out to him. He took it, drank and swallowed it. He was treated like a child and I half-expected his mother to kiss him. But she stepped back, careful not to touch him.

‘Good night,’ she said, adding neither name nor endearment.

I too said good night to him and began to tidy the room, careful not to disturb the objects on his bedside table. Mrs Cosway did nothing but she watched me. John was asleep by the time we left the room. Only a barbiturate would work so fast, I thought, and thought too that I disapproved. Mrs Cosway left the door ajar.

‘Noise from out here won't disturb him,’ she said.

Nothing would have, not with phenobarbitone inside him.

‘You could do that if I went out, couldn't you? One must be careful not to touch him. He screams if he's touched.’ She looked at the watch which hung loosely on her emaciated arm. ‘I see it is five and twenty past seven. Supper will be in exactly one hour.’

‘I shan't want supper,’ I said. ‘I rather thought we had had our last meal of the day.’

‘Goodness, no. Ida will be cooking something and there will be cheese and a pudding.’ Mrs Cosway looked me up and down critically. ‘You are far too thin.’

I questioned whether I was as thin as she or Ida but not aloud. Ever since I had seen John given that barbiturate capsule in the guise of a vitamin pill, I had wanted to be away from her. I needed to be alone. As I had told her, I wasn't hungry and I felt that for tonight, with conversation expected from me as we sat round a table, I had nothing left to say.

‘Of course you must do as you wish.’ She said it in the tone which means you really should do as she wishes and dislikes the turn events have taken.

‘If there's nothing you'd like me to do.’

‘Oh dear, no. Not at this hour. Here is Ella's room.’

Its frivolity was a shock. I only just stopped myself gasping at its colours. Beyond a doubt, Ella Cosway's favourite colour was pink, all shades of it, peach, blush, sugar-pink, rose, fuchsia, coral, and every one of them was represented here. Roses blossomed on the pale pink curtains, the covers were pink and white candy stripes, the carpet raspberry ice-cream and the cushions the colour of a blonde's rouge. Even the sewing-machine cover was pink. On the striped window seat stood or sat a dozen ‘grown-up’ dolls, each dressed in contemporary fashion, with shoes on their feet and handbags hooked over their arms. The books were in a small white bookcase by the bedhead and, judging by the dolls and the general pinkness, I feared the worst. I was wrong. My need was for a book that was quintessentially English and which gave a picture of English life in country and town, though not necessarily of the present day. After rejecting Villette as too sad and not in any case primarily set in this country, Barchester Towers because I had recently read it and The Egoist because the print was tiny, I chose Great Expectations and carried it off with me to my bedroom.

It was not a bad room, only dull and rather bare. But the cupboard was adequate, there was a fine long mirror of the kind which I believe is called a pier glass, and a good armchair covered in the same cretonne as the curtains. I took the diary from the dressing table and settled down in the armchair to write my first entry, resolving to write something every day. Needless to say, I failed in this lofty aim but I did write something most days. If I hadn't – well, what might have happened if I hadn't was still a long way off.

Of course there was no radiator in the room. This was England before the seventies when central heating became the rule. In the winter it would be very cold in this house, a fire lit only in the drawing room and perhaps in the hallway fireplace where, I'd already discovered, if you stood on the hearth and looked upwards you could see the sky through the wide-open chimney. Standing there in the winter, as I did only once, I felt the powerful draught, the icy wind strong enough to lift my hair and blow it out in a horizontal stream.

That evening my thoughts kept returning to the man I always wanted to call a boy, a ‘poor boy’, though he was fifteen years my senior, lying in a drug-induced sleep he had been deceived into. As yet I could do nothing about it so I resolutely drove it from my mind, sat down and began to write what had happened that day. It was about three-quarters of an hour later that I heard a car come down the track. Later on I learnt that inside that house you would always be aware of the arrival of a car by the noise it made grinding across the gravel.

I looked out of the leaf-bordered window, a move which involved no drawing back of the curtains as their thin fabric was very nearly transparent. At nine-thirty on that fine cool midsummer night it wasn't yet dark and I was able to see quite clearly the two people who had arrived home.

They were both women, two more daughters of the house. It was impossible for me to tell which was the elder but I identified Ella by her cotton dress, patterned all over with large pink roses, and her high-heeled pink shoes. She had been driving, so it was her sister, the passenger, who was the first to get out of the car, a badly battered old Volvo. I may have put this in the diary but whether I did or not, I remember that my first thought at sight of Winifred was how easy it was for a basically good-looking woman to make herself ugly with heavy make-up, a dipping hemline and a hand-knitted droopy cardigan.

Both of them were dark-haired and tall, though Ella was shorter than her sister. Winifred looked to me like one of those women who had been told when she was young that she was growing too tall and who, accordingly, had begun to round her shoulders and stoop. It was with a stance like this that she moved towards the front door, wrapping her arms round her chest as if she was cold. I couldn't hear what they were saying to each another, though I could tell they had been quarrelling. Perhaps ‘quarrel’ is too strong a word. They must have had one of their frequent little spats, probably over some happening at the wine and cheese party.

As Winifred disappeared from my view under the porch and its canopy of leaves, Ella let out a peal of laughter. Not the cough characteristic of her mother and her sister Ida, but a silvery, ringing sound, which I'm sure was derisive, though that evening it sounded to me affectionate and sweet. Below me I heard the front door creak open and close with a soft slam.

A leaf was caught between the window lattice and its frame. I slid it out and laid it on the dressing table. Then, without thought it seems now, certainly without taking any decision, I took a soft pencil out of the drawer and began to draw the house on one of the endpapers in the diary.
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