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Momentous day. Waking, normally a torment, had been oddly radiant, replete with what was either a dream or a memory of an old and almost forgotten friendship, one that had not deteriorated, or dwindled into indifference. There was a distance, but the distance was benign, brought about simply by a removal that was physical and not the result of estrangement or over-familiarity.

It was a memory, I decided, but it had the accoutrements of a dream: sunshine, the approval of my peers, and at the heart of it three people who were on intimate and loving terms meeting for dinner in a restaurant where they were something of a fixture, their Friday nights an unchanging tradition. Unaffected cordiality, mutuality: three friends meeting for a meal, open and honest, with no thoughts of rivalry, nothing withheld. That had been real enough. Or had it? Despite everything the memory was pure. Now that I am old and lame such visitations are precious. But of course it was youth that was being celebrated, as it had been, unthinkingly, at the time.

In that time we were confident and ambitious. We had no doubts that we would make our mark, as writers, we thought, as journalists, as politicians. But in fact none of this happened. Looking back now I can see that we would be slightly pitied for those ambitions. Yet they seemed realistic at the time. In fact we all married and gradually lost touch with one another. Mary was the first to go. She married as she was expected to marry, to the sort of man who was almost part of her family circle. For a time she kept in touch, and then it became a matter of Christmas cards and one of those newsy accounts of her children’s progress. (Now one of those children is a fairly well-known diplomat.) Then Julie, to a man who was, and was to remain, the ideal husband, modest, protective, devoted. Of that marriage I retain the most beneficent memories: indeed that was probably the memory that triggered my euphoria on waking.

My own marriage was brief and ended in divorce, leaving us both untouched by dramatic regret. I married for old-fashioned reasons – to get away from my frail unstable family, and because I was so impressed by Julie’s obvious contentment and serene smile. She had a lavish disposition, dispensed hospitality, gifts, affection, patronage, and, as time went on, authority. It was she who urged me to marry my husband, whom she thought I could convert into something more than he could ever become. He was eccentric and secretive, and I knew, somewhat uneasily, that he would let me down in some unspecified way, and also that I would disappoint him. Julie, to whom I confessed these misgivings, laughed them away. Mary, more realistic, said I had waited too long and that it was time to make up my mind. I see now that I was the more passive of the three of us and must sometimes have made them impatient. For my part I still craved the sort of partnership that Julie enjoyed, the memory of which can still bring a smile to my face, as if her plenitude could be replicated, as if it were there for all to enjoy – as it was, for a time. It was she who kept in touch, after Mary moved to Scotland. We met frequently, then less frequently, and then perhaps once a year. All gone now, myself the unlikely and unwilling survivor, a brooding and no doubt disagreeable old woman to whom memories of youth come unbidden, and unwelcome, now that youth is out of reach.

The strange euphoria occasioned by this dream carried me through the following day, in the course of which certain obdurate facts emerged. We had been friends, not truly equals. This was not a difference of class but of caste. Mary had had all the confidence and assumptions, with few doubts to disturb her composure, while Julie was the epitome of comfortable bourgeois rectitude. Her mother was Swiss; she spoke effortless French. They were both on easy terms with their upbringing. Julie, in particular, spread her generosity freely. She befriended everyone she met, invited them to her dinner parties, which were delightfully informal, and which particularly delighted her husband, Michael, who joined in the preparations. Her guests were frequently to be found as much in the kitchen as in the dining-room. And in time our differences gained the upper hand. My family was a source of many frustrations, which was why I invested so heavily in friendship. This fault has persisted throughout my life. But in the dream we were all identical, and this, perhaps, was the reason for my benign interpretation of our friendship, and certainly the reason for the legacy of this particular dream. It must have been a dream, for only in dreams does true meaning unfold, while memory, in due course, supplies the details.

My own family, too nondescript to feature in our discussions, also accounted for my eagerness. ‘Don’t be so eager,’ Mary once said to me, but that was a feature of memory rather than dream. For in the dream we were all innocent, before the intrusion of men, who brought an end to our disclosures. Any plans we had were for our futures, more specifically for the work we would do, the shining careers that beckoned. In fact we achieved very little, although Julie put in some time at the BBC, in the French service, while Mary abandoned her studies when her husband-to-be inherited his title on his father’s death. I worked quite contentedly as a librarian in a college of further education, where I found myself far more at home than at home. None of us achieved the ‘career’ we had planned, yet I am sure we would have felt some scorn for the thrusting self-consciousness of today’s women, and their insistence on their rights. Our innocence was the innocence before The Fall. That was why both the dream and the memory seemed so singular and retained such a radiance, however illusory that may have been.

I have no friends now, only acquaintances. Mary, in Scotland, confines herself to her Christmas newsletter, while Julie became a Catholic and eventually removed herself to a Catholic retirement home near Oxford. This was the remedy she sought for her loneliness after her husband’s sudden death. I had a change-of-address card from her with the briefest of messages (‘Love, as always, Julie’). I never saw them again, and if we were to meet our conversation would be desultory and undemanding. Even on postcards (and I still send them) I can think of little to say. It was only this dream that brought them back to me, and gave the day some semblance of significance. After long absence, when there should be more to say, there is in fact less to impart and nothing to share. But that moment of recollection was precious. And only the more reliable progress of the day made it more significant, and for that reason something to be cherished. Even if it was unreliable it brought back feelings that in truth have gone for ever.

It may have been the impression of sunlight that made the dream so emblematic, a radiance that seemed entirely natural but which symbolized our friendship, and also a stage of life which nothing had yet impaired. Now the days seem uniformly dark, but that too is emblematic. And I feel less sympathy towards women than I once did. Even in old age I prefer the company of men. But I regret the loss of innocence which darkens everything. Now I feel shame not only for my failures but for my all too modest successes. My erstwhile friendships might not please me so much now, their lustre vanquished by experience. But innocence, so present in that dream, is irreversible.
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The nights are long but I sleep little. I do not begrudge these waking hours. I go back in my mind to all the rooms I have slept in, remember in detail the streets of my earliest perambulations: that chemist on the corner, the house where the two women doctors practised, the way to school… This is no doubt a characteristic of old age, but the result is to cast all later associations into a territory, a context, which no longer seems familiar. When I am reconciled to being awake and beginning another day my surroundings seem quite alien, and it takes me some time to remember what I am supposed to do and how to do it. The business of re-integrating myself into my present life is strange and difficult: I am no longer at home. And those latter-day acquaintances, whom I pass on my way to the shops, are now, I realize, strangers compared with long-ago companions whom I no longer know but who were once part of a life I had not yet begun to question. This gives the day an unwelcome quality which persists. I read The Times carefully but the news seems quite irrelevant, the characters too complex to comprehend. The interior life is so strong that it overwhelms the here and now. It fades once the light is strong enough to assert the primacy of the day, but even then it belongs to other people. But that almond tree that flourished near the crossing is as present now as it was then and I long to go into that little park which I have not seen for more than fifty years. I could go and see it again, of course, but the idea is inadmissible. It belongs to past time and I am condemned to live in this strange present which I find so inferior, so featureless, so indistinct.

I read the old books now, stories with a moral and a resolution. I instinctively look for modesty in women and strength in men. All very old-fashioned now, but then simplicity of purpose is so very hard to come by. The transparency of my early life yielded eventually to a strategy of obfuscation so that no one really knew me. This was perhaps defensive, for I have nothing to be proud of.

Lighted windows attract me, promising a comfortable domesticity which I have never been able to achieve for myself. The legacy of my fractious parents and my evasive husband prove much stronger than my own arrangements. My early life would have been comfortable enough had it not been compromised by the many arguments that were a feature of our life. Strangely my husband had more in common with my parents than I had; all were on a lifelong mission to deny the truth, the truth being that they were furiously disappointed. Had I confessed to an unhappiness of my own they would have been indignant, even self-righteous. This too was a poisoned legacy which I have tried to combat, possibly with some success. But the result is that I know no one in whom I can confide, or indeed to whom I can confess. Only those friends of my youth could have been sufficiently receptive to my thoughts, which in fact I never voiced. I was too careful of their contentment to want to breach it in any way. It was an ideal, but unlike the lighted windows substantial enough. I took equal care not to inflict these thoughts on my lovers, who thought of me as sensible. In time these unshared feelings confined me in a way that was better left undisturbed. I am thought of as perfectly reasonable, not in need of special treatment. I feel for others in the same category but I do not desire their company. Only children would people the void but I had none. This too was irreparable.

The dream was now gone, leaving only the consciousness that I had once been happy. That happiness had not been sustained, or indeed sustainable. The facts spoke for themselves: those friends were no longer present and replacements had never been found. My marriage had left something of a stain: my husband was not always honest, and there was something wrong about his family, or rather lack of family, for I only ever got to meet his sister, a distracted woman whom I would occasionally visit, although after my divorce it was evident that I was no longer welcome. Work at the college filled my days and inevitably my horizon. I looked to my colleagues to fill the gap left by my lack of close associates. And so they did until I retired and was left to my own devices. I tried various forms of volunteering but these were a poor substitute and I was conscious that I was not really useful. I took note of this and resolved to make the most of my new anonymity, but it is hard to live without company, let alone ideal company, and it seems as if that may have been left behind with the unquestioning faith of youth. But even that faith may not survive for very long. It may not even survive infancy.

As the day settled into its usual torpor I registered the fact that Mary and Julie had more in common than I had had with them, both individually and as a self-contained unit. I took it for granted that this was the case and did not resent it. My opacity had cast its shadow then as it does now; only at one point in those early years were we true equals. All my life I had been searching for a breakthrough, into intimacy, into acceptance. My brief marriage taught me one invaluable but unwelcome lesson: that we are all alone, that no reciprocity is to be sought between people formed by different outlooks, and not only outlooks but different environments, both mental and physical. My disappointment persists to this day, the only difference being that I no longer search for the impossible. I accept the fact that we are all atomized and there is little we can do about it. Yet the regret remains. That, however, must be kept to oneself. When I graduated from female friendships – childlike, expectant – I felt that I had at last grown up. Inevitably there was a loss of transparency but at the same time I received my first lesson in circumspection. When a man of whom I was extremely fond alluded to the differences in our make-up, which was vague enough to include everything in our relationship which he saw as inconvenient, I resolved never again to divulge any personal information that might be construed as divisive. I was up against an ingrained sense of superiority which I dismissed as futile, unbecoming. I was more than happy with my modest position in the library, which he seemed to think rebounded to his disadvantage. In time I found more congenial partners, but there was never to be total disclosure, and I decided that it was better that way. Any tenderness kept in check was lavished on the infant son of my erstwhile sister-in-law, who softened towards me when she saw how willing I was to love her infant son. Ralph, or Ralphie, delighted me by that lack of calculation that I had experienced in my early friendships. When his mother died prematurely, of pneumonia, he was taken away to live with relatives in Gloucester and I rarely saw him again. He went away to school, and the connection was broken. I mourned the loss of our meetings but I knew that my regrets were one-sided. Now of course he would be a father, even a grandfather, but I prefer to think of him as a child, just as I prefer to think of my friends as young, as in the dream. Sometimes, on the verge of sleep, I recapture that eagerness for which Mary reproved me, remember that smile of anticipation… Even half-conscious one is rarely out of character.
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First, a few details. I live in a basement flat in Eccleston Square, near Victoria, the same flat I moved into when I married my husband, who lived there at the time. I saw no reason to move after his death. It suits me well enough. Of course it is dark in winter, but then so is everywhere else. I usually go out as early as is respectable in order to buy the newspapers. Proper shopping comes later and involves an excursion to Victoria Street. I take a taxi back and am home far too early, but am now tired and quite glad of my own solitude. The solitude is a burden but it is also familiar. My only other excursion is to the hairdresser, Top Chic, in Pimlico Road, for it is important to keep up appearances, even if there are few witnesses. Keeping up appearances is part of my ethos, even if it is too late now to look for reciprocity or appreciation. I rather hope I shall die at the hairdresser’s, for they are bound to know what to do. At least that is what I tell myself.

I am not lonely except in company. I accept the odd invitation but it does not go well with me: I am easily overwhelmed by insistent conversation and usually leave with a sigh of relief. At such times the night seems beautiful to me and I wish that I had the strength to walk, as I used to, through the empty streets, appreciating those lighted windows which hold such promise. But with no one to care for me I have had to become prudent, monitoring my strength, or lack of it, a process which fills me with boredom and, for some reason, with shame. I am in bed far too early and sleep little. Night terrors are common at my age and never lose their power. It is at such times that I long for a presence, even that of my former husband. Lovers have no place in my memory, which is probably as it should be. When women of my age talk roguishly about men whom they consider attractive they strike me as delusional. The presence I desire is nameless, but powerfully felt, and not easily identified. Dawn offers something of a release. I am up and dressed by seven, and after a cup of tea am free to go out for my newspapers. Although it is early some people are already going to work. How I envy them! I search their faces, which are young, and occasionally they smile. These young people, for they are all young, lift my spirits and enable me to begin the day.

This reminder of the real world is more than welcome: it is necessary. After the rigours of a night filled with phantoms the street represents normality, the world of work, of the young, of the light. Even at the end of winter there are intimations of change, though it takes an experienced eye to discern them. For a brief moment I feel renewed, as if I still belong in this world, am still a part of it, enlivened by a young face, by a smile, which I freely return. But then I remember my age and its precariousness, and turn reluctantly, but more carefully, towards home. The newspapers bring no comfort: they are a measure of my estrangement, but I am bound to read them, searching for links to the world I once knew. They restore me briefly to a lost sense of citizenship. But in truth I am more interested in familiar local detail, my ties with my neighbours, the man in the house opposite bending over his breakfast. I imagine him reading his paper and settle down to mine with a brief flicker of solidarity. He too gets up early, and perhaps his nights are as troubled as mine. Or perhaps he is anxious to begin his day, and feels nothing for the past. We have never spoken, but nod if we encounter one another in the street. Our lack of interest is neutral but not uncomfortable.

My second outing is more laborious and less pleasurable. It is then that the brutality of the season reasserts itself, and the faces are no longer young. There are more women than men, a new population of people on their phones, too busy to smile. I proceed now with more caution, even with fear. Fear stalks the old and must be conquered every day, mostly experienced at night but sometimes erupting in the daytime, during an ordinary walk, on an ordinary street, performing ordinary everyday tasks. It is at such times that I long to be at home, although the usual dull day awaits me. And if there is no taxi in sight I warn myself to be patient, while at the same time registering the fact that the situation is intolerable but must be tolerated.

The afternoons hold something better. There are my bi-weekly visits to Top Chic, where I submit gratefully to the ministrations of others. Gaby, who does my hair, is from Eritrea, and is a beauty. But her beauty does not seem to work to her advantage; she has trouble at home and she is pregnant. She is at least fortunate in her work, for the other girls are stoutly on her side and form a bulwark against any male depredations. Any man dropping in for a haircut soon learns to mind his manners.

‘How are you?’ I enquire as a towel is placed round my neck. But she is not forthcoming.

‘Water all right?’

‘Yes, lovely, thank you.’

The formalities concluded I allow myself to relax, lazily attentive to the buzz of conversation to which I have no duty to contribute. These girls are nominally under the supervision of two male stylists, but they take no notice of them and seem to run the place quite efficiently as a sort of female collective. They are hot-tempered, or seem to be, and infinitely kind. A cup of tea is placed before me as a matter of course, and sometimes there is a biscuit in the saucer. I am fond of these girls, who have no particular feeling for me other than as a client who tips well. They remind me of my days at work, when I was surrounded by students, equally indifferent, equally self-absorbed, but also well-disposed.

I take my time, for now I am tired, and grateful for a hand under my elbow as I lever myself out of my chair. Briefly the conversation is halted as they say, ‘See you on Friday,’ and hold the door open for me. Then the day is over. The street seems strangely quiet after the hectic atmosphere of the salon. I appreciate this new form of what I suppose is feminism, each espousing the cause of the other. This was not the form in my day, when individual effort was more de rigueur, and voices were kept down. On my return the flat seems more silent than usual, but my outing has satisfied some brief social impulse and I settle down with my book – Dr Faustus – and fill my time resignedly until I abandon all efforts and prepare for the long night ahead.
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I rejected Dr Faustus, which was a long way from fulfilling my need for reassurance, or rather reaffirmation. Deranged personalities should be avoided, in art as well as in life. Keep it to yourself, I wanted to say, just as I wanted to admonish those women (and it is mostly women) who choose me as the recipient for their observations, on the simple basis that I am bound to be sympathetic since I have no family, or at least none that I refer to, and am therefore fair game for their reminiscences which I do not welcome. But of course I am less tolerant now that I am old and much more selfish. Once I would have marvelled at such confessions, even encouraged them, as well as their uninhibited readiness. But that was when I was, as Mary said, eager, and before the discovery of solitude. I still treasure my working days, but even more that walk home each evening from Bloomsbury, that blessed interval before the evening began, at which time solitude lost something of its charm. I now know only too well how one can long for company, but only company of one’s own choosing. And books, which have always been my companions, can sometimes disappoint. That was why Dr Faustus had to go back on the shelf. I detected an arrogance, a self-centredness which I found distasteful. Something more modest was needed, but nothing appealed.

At this bleak time of the year (early February) one watches the sky anxiously for signs of change. A light rain falling intensifies the darkness and the silence, and on this particular day made my second weekly visit to Top Chic problematic. But it was important to maintain one’s arrangements in case any break in routine held a superstitious indication of ultimate change, of submission to circumstances. I set out grimly, already bored by the prospect of the day, which seemed to bristle with discomforts. Going out was only mildly preferable to staying in, and my self-imposed routines brought no satisfaction. It was just that having devised them I saw no reason to let them lapse. They imposed a discipline of sorts which seemed to answer some vague moral prompting, and that was the measure of their value. My appearance held no interest for myself or for anyone else. Briefly I wished I had a confidante who would loyally buck me up, but I knew no one so compliant. Also I had nothing to read, which made the day stretch endlessly before me. Even the routine pleasantries at the hairdresser’s seemed preferable to my own silence. And those girls, of whom I was fond, did all the talking necessary and were in themselves a diversion. They were kindly, they were familiar, and familiarity would have to do.

The rain had stopped but the light was bad and the street unwelcoming. I was greeted with something like warmth: apparently there had been cancellations, owing to the weather. Even the girls’ conversation was subdued. In this atmosphere it was easy to let oneself be lulled into acceptance. I was provided with a magazine and devoted my attention to the adventures of celebrities of whom I had barely heard. ‘The heartache behind my new album’, I read, until the print blurred, and the next thing I was asked was, ‘Did you bring an umbrella?’

‘No. Why? Is it raining?’

‘Look at it.’

It was indeed raining, not heavily but with a stolid persistence, the sort of rain that is the bane of hairdressers and customers alike. No wonder the place was empty.

‘Could you get me a taxi?’ I asked, shelling out tips.

‘Doubt it. I could give Chris a call, if you like.’

‘Chris?’

‘He runs a car service. You might have seen him here.’

‘I don’t think…’

‘Youngish. Tall. He takes Mrs Armitage home.’

‘I don’t remember seeing him.’

‘I’ll give him a call. You’ll be quite safe with him.’

This was met with some cheerful sniggering, which I ignored. Sometimes the young do nothing for one’s dignity.

Despite innumerable social advances it is still difficult for a woman to have to rely on a man, particularly for a woman of my age with little to recommend her. An obligation was involved, and a certain grace required to discharge it. It was only a taxi, I told myself, as I sat glumly watching the rain, but what was the reason for the girls’ implied mockery? One of us, either myself or this Chris, was in some way laughable, for the laughter was not ironic but vaguely spiteful. When a tall figure appeared I thought I detected the reason, or perhaps merely an explanation. It was he who had the upper hand, as in days of old. He greeted them heartily, but it was clear that he regarded them individually and also collectively as a species. He was exceptionally well-favoured, tall, easy in his movements, and with an unusually pleasing face, alight with a desire to oblige. Never mind the rain, he seemed to imply: I’m here now. And he was young, or youngish, in his mid to late twenties, I guessed, as he turned to me almost eagerly.

‘Mrs Warner?’ he enquired.

‘Elizabeth Warner. This is very good of you.’

I could hear the age-old submission in my voice and took myself in hand.

‘Eccleston Square,’ I said more firmly.

‘Chris,’ he replied. No surname, but that was all he was prepared to supply.

‘I’ll see you next week,’ I said to Gaby. She took no notice. Indeed there was something of a hiatus in the usual background conversation. This was hardly surprising: he was exceptionally good-looking and would have been something of a conquest, had it not been for that easy smile, that willingness to please. A really desirable man, or what I still thought of as a real man, would display a certain reluctance, even a defensiveness, when his own wishes in the matter, or perhaps his own arrangements, had not been consulted. Yet this Chris was all smiles, all anxiety to please. Any defensiveness was exhibited by the girls in the face of his superior attractions.

‘You wait here,’ he said. ‘I’ll fetch an umbrella. Don’t want to get your hair wet.’

Settled in the back of the car I reflected how agreeable it was to be managed in this way. I would have liked to be wordless, lulled by the wet road, the darkening sky, but I made my usual effort.

‘I expect you’re rather busy,’ I remarked. ‘In this weather. Such a long winter.’

‘Busy? Yes. But I’m as busy as I want to be. I’m freelance. I’ll give you my card. That way you can always get me. Shopping, and so on.’

The idea was attractive. I was sick of my excursions. And at my age I thought I deserved a little indulgence.

‘On the corner, there,’ I said. ‘On the left.’

Again the umbrella was unfurled. There was courtesy but no undue deference. This evidence of good manners pleased me. It was like being in the hands of a superior hotelier taking care of an old and valued client.

‘You must let me know how much I owe you.’

‘Twenty pounds is what I usually charge. Or you could open an account.’

‘I’ll do that. I doubt if I’ve got enough money on me. I forgot to go to the bank. Perhaps you could take me there in the morning.’

‘It would be a pleasure.’

I was longing for a cup of tea, and now anxious to be alone.

‘What time shall I pick you up?’

‘Would nine be all right? Then I could do a big shop. And thank you once again.’

When he had left I looked at his card which merely gave his name (C. J. Gordon) and the number of his mobile phone. I made my tea and reflected. His smile had remained constant throughout my tedious remarks. For some reason I trusted him. I smiled in recognition of his much warmer smile. Young, I thought. That was what made me smile.
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That night I had a disturbing dream. I dreamed that a flat I had once considered moving into revealed itself as a wilderness of staircases. Staircases led up to every level and ended abruptly in corners and alcoves. And what I had thought was a flat was in fact a six-storey building. It was unoccupied: there was no one there to give me directions. Sun shone through dusty plate-glass windows. The task of re-negotiating several of those staircases in order to reach the ground floor was impeded by unexpected turns which led to more stairs. In the dream I was willing and able but I woke with a sense of horror before I could find my way out. Like other dreams, good and bad, it was difficult to dispel.

Blind alleys. That was the meaning of the dream, and it cast an unwelcome light over my past life, banal and harmless though it might have been. My early friendships, which it had been difficult to replace, my attachments to men, my life of work, even my past travels, which I had undertaken so resolutely after my divorce, my lack of context in this flat which I had not chosen and to which I did not truly feel entitled, now seemed bleak, a life of making-do, without alternatives. The lack of joy in everyday living, the loss of that eagerness which had once sustained me through changes of fortune and then deserted me, now, in the bleak daybreak, threatened to undo me. I thought, but rejected the thought, that I might go back to bed, since I was fit for nothing else, but resisted the temptation. Besides, that young man was coming to drive me to the bank and I had not paid him or indeed made proper arrangements to be picked up in the future, as had previously seemed such a good idea. I rather thought I might revert to relying on my previous habits, since any change invites superstition. For this reason I dressed carefully, for it was important to remain in command. Once the morning had been got through my failure of nerve would be without witnesses, returning me to the barren devices that the dream had revealed. How clever, I thought, was my unconscious mind, summoning up a lifetime in the space of at most a couple of hours.

How wrong I had been to measure myself among those more fortunate friends! My place was with the lowly, those for whom a walk home after work was pleasure enough. These had not been lifelong friendships. Perhaps no friendships are. The experience of drifting apart is hard to bear, yet all are subject to that sort of change. My vision of the world, in which all certainties are exceptional, delusive, was no doubt accurate enough, but I found it hard to bear, more so in winter, even more so at night. Little now remained of that dream apart from the frustration of those stairs, and my own gallant acceptance of the challenge, the endless contretemps. I could see the man in the house opposite bending over his breakfast or his newspaper or both and silently extended what fellow-feeling remained to me. It was easier to do this to a stranger than to anyone close. For all I knew he had a family or associates, or both. I found his apparent solitude hard to contemplate and roused myself to put on the kettle and begin some semblance of a normal day.

When the bell rang I was startled, looked at the clock and saw that time had passed, that it was almost nine o’clock. I opened the door to be met with that smile of ready accessibility that I had forgotten, so shadowed had been my more recent thoughts. He was indeed an attractive prospect standing there, slender, fresh-faced, almost enough to dispel the miasma of the night. He had an air of health which immediately recommended him as someone to be trusted. He was lightly dressed in an impeccable white shirt and black trousers, like some sort of businessman ready for a day of meetings. And young, as if impervious to change and decay.

‘Chris. Good morning. I’m afraid I’m running a bit late this morning. Would you like a cup of coffee?’

‘Coffee’d be great.’

‘Do sit down,’ I said in a hostessy voice. ‘How do you like your coffee?’

‘Black, please, no sugar.’

‘I hope I’m not delaying you. Are you busy today?’

‘Well, I’ve got Mrs Armitage at ten. After that I’m my own man.’

Ah yes, Mrs Armitage, to whom I owed this prodigy. ‘What will you do?’

‘I’ve got various ideas. I’m planning to set up a business. Get myself on-line, build up a client base.’

‘I’m sure you’re wise.’

He spoke like a businessman already. On-line, client base. How realistic this was I had my doubts, but there was no mistaking his drive. ‘In the taxi line?’ I asked.

‘Well, maybe. The idea is to make some contacts, build up a business, then sell it and retire.’

‘Well, retirement is not all that great. Better to keep working. At least that’s my experience.’

He raised an eyebrow. ‘There’s a great big world out there. I want to see it all. Have you travelled much?’ This was pure politeness on his part, but it set off a series of vistas in my mind: Rome, Seville, Athens… I had seen them all, but had not lingered, had come home to duty. What I remembered was the promise of enchantment. And the sun, the sun!

‘More coffee?’ I asked. ‘I’m afraid I’m making you late. Perhaps tomorrow would be better. I was going to the bank, wasn’t I? Remember, I haven’t paid you for yesterday. And you must charge me for this morning.’

‘Don’t worry. It’ll go on the account. I’ll take your card number, shall I? And yes, I’ve got time for another cup of coffee.’

‘So, you’re ambitious. You’re quite right to be so. I’m sure you’ll do well. Have you a family to support?’

‘No, I’ve no family. I’m adopted. Nice people, but we grew apart. I never really wanted to think of them as my real parents.’

‘Did you try to trace your real parents?’

‘No way. They gave me away, didn’t they?’

It was the first time that nature had broken through his apparently sunny disposition. There was a resentment there which had not faded, and now might never fade.

‘Mark you, my so-called parents did the right thing. Sent me to a good school and all that.’

That was why he spoke so well. And yet beneath the cultivated accent there was something a little more raw, the legacy of a genetic trace. Nature again.

I poured him more coffee. Looking after him in this way was good for both of us, particularly for myself, after such a night. This had now almost vanished, although I knew I should return to it in the course of the day. But for the moment I was happy to watch him, to envy his ease. He was certainly attractive, with his graceful manners. If there was something unfinished about him that was part of his youth, and it was his youth that was his greatest advantage. Strangely, I found him utterly sexless, which was perhaps why Gaby and the other girls had been so antagonistic. But in my case this almost added to his charm. I might have been an elderly relative, an aunt, for example. That was my role these days. I did not think of myself as anybody’s mother, and there was nothing maternal in my appreciation of his temporary presence in my kitchen.

‘Is it still raining?’

‘No. Going to be a nice day. Well, if you’re sure about this morning I’d better get going.’

‘Perhaps you’ll come back tomorrow? I really do need to go to the bank.’

‘Fine. Sure you’ve got all you want? Newspaper?’ ‘No, thank you. I’ll go out later. And I’ll see you tomorrow.’

‘Same time?’

‘Same time. If that’s convenient.’

‘About nine, then. And thanks for the coffee.’

It was utterly quiet after he left, the flat sinking into desuetude. Yet he had saved me from a day which might have been spent in regret, remorse. And the ease with which he put himself at my disposal was the best of recommendations. And tomorrow I would have the coffee ready for him, without fear of making him late. His ambitions struck me as outlandish, but they were not my concern. For him the future held promise, nothing but promise. It was not my place to offer advice. I trusted his confidence. His confidence was perhaps his most serious attribute. It filled the gap that is usually occupied by sex.
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It was pleasant to be offered an arm to guide me down the front steps, wafting me back to the sort of past that I had never known. We had had our coffee and I was preparing myself for a visit to the bank, although I wondered if I shouldn’t have been wiser to make my own way there. I was wasting money, I knew that, but his presence was agreeable, and it seemed a fair exchange. I knew perfectly well that I was paying for his company, as I had never in my life done before, but there was more to it than that. He was some sort of safeguard, one that might become necessary. I did not put any words to this. I had no need to. It is always later than you think.

He seemed to consider it quite in order to talk about himself, and in fact was eager to do so. He had no objection to answering questions, and although I warned myself to keep a distance I was fascinated by his apparent wholesomeness and wanted to know how this had been achieved. I had been reticent for far too long, simply on account of my circumstances, but now I was impatient, too impatient to spend another day reading in this dark flat, and already succumbing to my own curiosity, with the same recklessness that now ruled whatever financial arrangements we had – both – contrived. He found it natural that I should want to know about him, and perhaps enjoyed the approval that I did not bother to hide. Nevertheless I refrained from comment, confining myself to routine enquiries of the most mundane and innocent kind, and cautioning myself to remember that this was an arrangement that put my mind at rest, although I somehow regretted my previous self-reliance, as if I had sacrificed my independence, squandered it on a chance encounter, as I had done too many times in the past. But I was not proof against the charm of pouring his coffee, as if catching up on a form of family normality. And the deciding factor was his entirely natural acceptance of this formality. His serene availability did not mask a healthy self-absorption: he found it natural that others should be interested in him and was willing to interest them even further. I saw too that he was completely incurious and found this commendable, an aspect of energy and therefore commensurate with his youth. Simple egotism exerts its own fascination.

He was again meticulously dressed, almost polished. I could not suppress a smile as he greeted me almost joyously. This was evidently his manner with old ladies, and if it contained the slightest suspicion of mockery, or self-mockery, those same old ladies were not in a position to complain. But in fact the stratagem invited complicity, and recognition on both sides that this approach was the correct one. For a brief moment I regretted my former colleagues, now as old, or older than myself, weathered by a lifetime of duty and entirely sceptical about its benefit. In comparison this young man was a novice, and an ignorant one at that. He paid his dues simply by his attendance, and his willingness to lend his presence to charmless elders like myself.

I wondered about his way of life. References to ‘my flat’ and ‘the gym’ indicated that he was not in need. But he was greedy. He seemed to take great care of himself, was eloquent on the subject of his diet, which was obsessively healthful, many vegetables, lentils… No carbs, he told me, no fats. All this over a cup of sugarless black coffee, which I had ready for him, although on my own I should have been out at this hour. Behind the radiant smile there was a blank.

‘Have you got a girlfriend?’ I could not help myself asking.

‘I keep my options open,’ he replied. ‘I’m quite close to one or two friends, but I’m not ready to commit. Things to do, places to go. Now, you said you wanted to go to the bank.’

I was effectively put in my place. But I deserved this snub. ‘The bank is in Wigmore Street,’ I said. ‘Do you think we could go through the park?’

‘Certainly.’

The arm was held out for me, and I was carefully installed in the back of the car. These attentions made me feel old, older than my usual self, but then I reflected he did not know the grim determination that keeps old people on track. And it was not my place to enlighten him. I settled down to enjoy my outing, but the morning had been slightly overshadowed. And the park, which I had longed to see, was also a disappointment, bleak, under a sunless sky, with few pedestrians, none of the activity that I had anticipated. I was almost glad when we reached Wigmore Street, and the bank, to which my father had ceremoniously introduced me when I was ready to open my first account. I still banked there, although it was inconveniently situated, out of a remnant of family piety. My father had taken a certain pride in handing down instructions, and I felt bound to him in this respect, if in no other.

I was again handed in and left with a cashier.

‘I’ve left the car on a meter,’ he said. ‘It’s round the corner. I’ll come back for you. Can you manage?’

Of course I could manage. There was quite a lot of business to transact, and I withdrew more than my usual amount of cash for the week ahead. It seemed essential to set the financial record straight before I was consigned to decrepitude. Besides, I had no idea how much he charged. ‘The account’ was purposefully vague. The sensible thing would be to settle up with him as soon as we got home, and then contact him on an ad hoc basis. But when an assistant cashier approached and said, ‘Your son asked me to tell you that the car is parked round the corner, and that he’ll come back for you,’ I could not resist a certain pleasure in the pretence, certainly for myself, even, I hoped, for him as well. I gained some status from my supposed relationship, and responded graciously to the farewells which seemed to me less indifferent than those usually offered.

After that the park seemed to have retrieved something of its former charm. Nonetheless I was glad to be out of it. London seemed smaller than I remembered it, crouching under a grey sky that persisted regardless of the changing season. It was almost a relief to be back in my basement, though that too seemed darker than usual. And I had not stopped to do any shopping, which meant another outing on the following day. This was proving to be less helpful than I had anticipated.

‘You must let me know how much I owe you,’ I said.

‘Fifty pounds should cover it.’

‘Does that include yesterday?’

‘Oh, I’d forgotten about that. Let’s say sixty-five. What about tomorrow?’

‘Yes, I’ll want to go to Waitrose.’

‘Okay, call it a hundred.’

It was ridiculously expensive. But how else was I to proceed, with friends widely scattered, neighbours no doubt well-meaning, but as old as myself? I cursed my circumstances, which certainly could have been worse, but at the same time could have been better. I was reduced to employing this young man, whether I liked it or not.

‘Do sit down,’ I said tiredly. ‘Would you like more coffee? I certainly need some.’

‘No, I’ll get off. Sure you’re all right?’

‘I’m fine,’ I said. Suddenly I could not wait to be on my own. ‘Don’t look so worried. I’m perfectly all right. Oh, the money.’ I handed over the notes. ‘And I’ll see you in the morning.’

‘Same time?’

‘Same time. After that I shan’t need you for a bit.’

He looked concerned. ‘You’ve got my number. Don’t hesitate to ring me if you change your mind.’

His concern seemed genuine, and despite my impatience to see him gone I was touched. ‘You’ve been a great help,’ I managed to say. ‘I’ll see you in the morning.’

It seemed oddly quiet after he left. I was sorry to have shown weakness, even more sorry to have felt so suddenly deprived. I made coffee, drank it slowly, not quite reconciled to my habitual solitude. And I had nothing to read. But there comes a time when books let you down. Surely that time had not arrived? But in comparison with a living presence there is no contest. That I knew and had always known. Ideally that living presence should be of one’s own choosing. The default presence was that of a stranger, whose goodwill must be paid for, and who may or may not be willing. At least this young man was willing. And he seemed to care. For that I must be grateful. And gracious. After all, I had no choice.
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Arm-in-arm we entered Waitrose. ‘Leave this to me,’ he said, detaching a trolley. We strolled at a leisurely pace through milk, tea, coffee, oranges, washing powder, smoked mackerel fillets, biscuits, eggs, bread, a dish mop and a bottle of sparkling water. Even so it seemed a meagre haul compared with what I saw around us, trolleys piled high with goods wheeled by purposeful women whose shopping proclaimed them to be wives and mothers and no doubt chief executives into the bargain. The sight of such extravagance, or so it seemed to me, underlined my poor performance as a functioning woman. When we reached the till I remembered I could not expect this service on a daily basis, nor was there any need to. As my purchases were being put into a bag I darted off, almost enthusiastically, for an extra pint of milk. That way I could last out until the weekend. He swung the bags, four of them, back into the trolley, then stood beside me protectively as I entered my card. ‘Pin number,’ said the assistant. I punched it in, and the morning’s work was done. It had taken little more than three-quarters of an hour.

Outside it seemed warmer, lighter, less clouded, not yet spring but no longer winter. I breathed in the London air, stood almost appreciatively on the pavement, devoid of anxiety. When we reached Eccleston Square I was not quite resigned to being home. ‘You go on in,’ he said. ‘I’ll take care of this stuff. Leave the door open.’ I put the kettle on for coffee. When I had laid out two cups and saucers I heard his steps, then, turning, saw a stout grey-haired woman entering the sitting-room behind me.

‘Did you know your front door was open?’ said this person.

We stared at each other. ‘Mary. Is it you?’

‘Yes, it’s me. How are you, Beth?’

‘It must be more than fifty years,’ I said wonderingly.

‘Hadn’t you better close that door?’

‘I’m expecting deliveries.’ This sounded not only prim but pretentious. I could hear the approaching footsteps, and wondered how soon I could get rid of him, or of Mary, or of both of them. Socially this presented a challenge, and I was out of practice. ‘What are you doing in London?’ I asked. ‘Oh, do sit down. I’ll make some coffee.’ I thought lingeringly of previous arrangements, now relegated by this bulky stranger whom I had once known so well and who was now disposing herself in my usual chair.

‘Coffee would be very welcome. We’re here for a memorial service. Old friend of Alec’s, and I dare say the last. I must say you’re not looking too bad. At least I recognized you.’ She laughed.

‘Where have you come from? You never come to London. At least, you haven’t …’

‘That church in Piccadilly. Absolutely packed.’

‘How did you find me?’

‘Well, our man was waiting for us, so I told him to drop me here before taking Alec on. We’re staying at Robin’s.’

Robin, I remembered, was the diplomat.

We surveyed each other. Seeing Mary divorced from her former persona was unwelcome. Evidently she felt the same. If, as she said, I hadn’t changed, she, disastrously, had mutated into a majestic old lady, reflecting my own age back to me.

‘Eighty-one,’ she said unerringly. She had always been good at reading my expression. ‘You were a year younger, if I remember.’

‘Yes.’

‘And do you manage?’

‘Well, I have to, don’t I?’ I could hear bags being dumped in the kitchen.

‘Mind if I make myself a coffee?’ sang a voice.

‘Oh, of course. You know where everything is.’

Mary raised an eyebrow. For a moment I thought she was going to reproach me for being too eager, and I felt sharply disappointed that she was drinking the coffee that was not hers by right.

‘How long are you here for?’

‘Only the night. And perhaps a day, to see the grandchildren. You never had any, did you?’

‘No. My marriage was short-lived.’

‘What happened to your husband?’

‘He went to a post in America, and married again. Then he died.’

‘And you’ve stayed here?’

‘Well, it suits me well enough.’

She cast a critical eye. ‘It’s fairly central, I suppose. Though it could do with a lick of paint.’

Chris entered the room, his ever-ready smile in place, his coffee cup in his hand.

‘Do sit down. This is an old friend, Lady Fellowes. Chris is my taxi driver.’ It was not the most tactful of introductions, and the smile had hardened. Quite deliberately he took a seat, though it was clear to everyone in my suddenly crowded room that status was likely to become an issue. Mary’s eyebrows remained raised. She had always been good at enforcing and reinforcing social boundaries.

‘Do you ever hear from Julie?’ I asked, somewhat desperately.

‘No. Probably dead. She went into a convent, didn’t she?’

‘Something like that.’ I remembered it was Julie whom I had preferred, her sweetness, her happiness, her ideal marriage… She was the template for all my aspirations, none of which had come to fruition. There seemed no possibility of making this company cohere. Chris lounged uncharacteristically in his chair, one leg crossed on his knee. Suddenly there was nothing to say.

‘Well, I suppose I’d better be getting back. Can your friend give me a lift?’

‘Of course. And stay longer next time.’

But the boot was on the other foot. ‘Take care of yourself, Beth.’ I was enveloped in an old woman’s embrace, physical features blurred into an unindented shape, a memorial service of its own. ‘When you’re ready, driver. Eaton Place.’

‘Goodbye,’ I said sadly. My sadness was for Chris, not for Mary who had become markedly authoritarian, and who no longer resembled that friend of my youth, still vivid in my memory. She now meant less to me than the offence that seemed to be my fault. And he was offended; of that there was no doubt. And in this incipient class divide I was instinctively on his side.

‘Eaton Place,’ Mary repeated sharply. ‘I take it you know it?’

‘Certainly.’ He did not offer her his arm. ‘Will you need me tomorrow?’ he enquired with exaggerated deference. ‘Only I’m rather busy. Chockablock, in fact.’

‘I’ll call you in the morning,’ I said. ‘Mary, come back soon.’

She waved a desultory hand in my direction as she preceded him up the stairs. When the street door closed it sounded like the end of an era.

My most immediate disappointment was that my dream had been unreliable, and yet it had seemed so convincing at the time. Mary’s reappearance was little more than an interruption and a renewed emphasis on her superior social attainments. No doubt she had summed up my own as having deteriorated from a position which had never been secure to one in which I was dependent on the kindness of strangers. And why not? I thought defensively. What had those friends done for me, or would do for me now? That young man – but how old was he? He had suddenly, with the hardening of his mouth, looked older, possibly thirty, or even a little more. What was young was his ambition, his vocabulary. His sudden expression of alienation was an instinctive reflection of a background of which I knew nothing. I imagined an unsympathetic upbringing, a lack of maternal love. My own childless state now appeared to me as a compass error, one which disposed me to make-believe affections. There was no need to examine this more closely: it had been obvious from the start. But for him the case was different, perhaps more extreme. What had been unstated had been brought to the surface. This was somehow my fault, or rather it had occurred through my agency. I must make it up to him, I thought, as I tidied away the cups. And if that involved me in extra expenditure that must be regarded as a side-effect. I relied on our next conversation to imply – no more than that – that I could not manage without him, that his presence was a benefit like no other. This, I realized, was no more than the truth.
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There was little I could do to repair this gaffe, which was not of my making but for which I felt entirely guilty. I postponed thinking about it and concentrated on Mary. The night had brought no new dreams. I had slept heavily and when I woke it was with a feeling of oppression and the conviction that I had been tolerated rather than liked and that my so-called eagerness had signified my ineptitude at gauging the responses of others. There was no reason why I should consign this friendship to the past, a past which I saw as almost legendary, but I did so. The knowledge that Mary would make the same assumption was of no comfort: in a sense nothing had changed. But at some point in the night I knew that everything had changed. Even my memories had changed, and the early friendships that had seemed to me so natural, so promising, had in fact been ephemeral, the creation of circumstances which had been bound to change. I registered, for the first time, that certain friendships rely on distance, even on indifference, if one is not to overstep the bounds that had seemed so strong. Mary’s social antennae had in fact been an accurate guide, her rudeness a statement of the obvious. That she still had some memory of our friendship was of no comfort to me. Our interpretations of friendship were radically at odds, and I reproached myself for not having recognized this at the time.

Her graver error was not to have changed, to have remained detached and worldly, with no intimation of the final shipwreck that we both faced. For age had preserved our faults and made them indelible. I was more at fault than Mary for not having seen this earlier. Once again I marvelled at the power of the unconscious mind, propelling to the surface conclusions reached in the hours of darkness, resolving mere discomfort into unwelcome conviction. I was still sufficiently fond of her to hope that she had not been too disappointed in our reunion, but knew that to try to put this right would be a mistake. In any event she would be back in her known world of husband and children, and I once again immured in my charmless basement which, as she had observed, could do with a coat of paint. Fortunately I had no plans for the day, could read or think without interruption. This might prove to be a blessing in disguise, for it would take some ingenuity to dispel Chris’s displeasure, which had been palpable. I reminded myself that I was not entirely responsible for Mary’s bad manners, although he might not see it that way. We had made no appointment, and I hoped that in a few days’ time he might agree to overlook this and return to his usual state of uninflected good humour. I would let a little time elapse before telephoning him, but telephone him I should have to, for I could hardly expect him to make the first move. Our arrangement was sufficiently loose to make this seem natural, and he was young enough to dismiss old ladies and their habits in favour of his own concerns. In his world view Mary and I had less right to exist than anyone of his age. For the time being that would have to do. The robustness of youth would resolve the situation in his favour. I had no quarrel with that.

When three days had passed I telephoned his mobile, as he had instructed me to do. There was no answer. Indeed the phone seemed to be inactive, or merely switched off. This was problematic: it was Friday and I had better buy something for the weekend. Also it was my day for the hairdresser’s and I was no longer quite so ready to make these journeys, however brief, without reliable company, or indeed any company. I sighed, almost resigned, when the telephone rang. I looked at my watch; it was later than his usual call, almost ten fifteen. I took this as reluctance on his part to collude with me any further.

‘Mrs Warner?’ enquired an unfamiliar voice.

‘Elizabeth Warner, yes.’

‘Brian Maitland here.’

‘Mr Maitland? From the bank?’

‘Yes. Some rather troubling news, I’m afraid. Quite a substantial sum has gone from your current account. Did you withdraw such a sum?’

‘How much?’ I asked, my mouth dry.

‘Seven hundred pounds. Of course you still have a healthy balance in your deposit account, but it was unwise to withdraw so much. Had you realized that so much had gone? And so quickly?’

‘No.’

‘Did you let anyone see your debit card? Or your pin number?’

I remembered him standing next to me at the till, his hand under my elbow. His attentiveness. I should miss that.

‘Thank you for your call, Mr Maitland. There is no need to take this any further. Cancel the card, of course. Perhaps you would transfer some money from my deposit account. In fact why not transfer the lot?’

‘I can hardly advise…’

‘Only I might be leaving,’ I said. ‘I will of course let you know. I’ll look in some time next week.’

Somehow I was not surprised. Nor was I particularly angry. In fact my principal reaction was one of admiration. He had taken his revenge on Mary’s high-handedness, in which I was implicated, and devised his own strategy, his own advancement. If I felt anything it was remorse for my having taken him for granted. There was a wound there that I had not taken seriously enough. We had both been deluded into thinking ourselves better than we were.

Out of curiosity I tried his number once more. Once more there was no answer.

Outside the weather, from what I could see from my dusky basement, was improving. The sky was lightening, and I had a strong desire to be out. Or to be gone. A curious lightness, no doubt a reaction to the changing season, relieved me of my habitual anxiety to do the right thing, to give no offence, to abide by strict rules. I looked around the flat, saw, as if for the first time, the low ceilings, the shadowy corners, caught sight of the man opposite bending over his crossword. I also saw that this place, and the life it contained, was intolerable. I sat down again, obedient to the spirit of the place, aware that if I were not careful this would be my doom.

I could move. This had in fact been at the back of my mind for some time, but only as a mirage, something that a more reasonable person would propose. Now it began to take shape. No more foreign travels, that was for sure. That part of my life was over. But I could do something a little more inventive with the time remaining to me. I could go to the coast, within sight of the sea, revisit those little towns where my parents had taken me on holiday as a child. Dorset, Devon, even Kent. All I really needed was a bed- sitter and a bathroom. This would suit me well enough: I was not cut out to be a householder. And in coastal towns, holiday places, there were boarding houses which could provide such resting places. I was done with permanence, and also with nostalgia. I wanted to sit in the sun, to watch different people, to rely on my own concerns to guide me through the rest of my days. That was my epic discovery: pure selfishness as an infinite resource. I smiled. I was indebted to him, now more than ever. He handled the matter efficiently, if not well. But he had taught me an invaluable lesson.

When I eventually went out it was into streets enlivened by a pale sun. At the hairdresser’s I said to Gaby, ‘I may not see you for a while.’

‘Going on holiday?’ she asked indifferently.

‘Yes. Could you trim it for me?’

‘No problem.’

While the scissors crept round my neck I registered the fact that even here my time was up. I handed over a larger tip than usual and wished her luck. She gave her usual abstracted smile. She had never been more than half-attentive.

At the desk I paid with my credit card, feeling no superstitious warning of what might happen, or of what had happened. I knew who was to blame and I included myself in that knowledge. With a residual sadness came an altogether new sense of freedom.

‘Chris taking you home?’ asked Sally, at reception.

‘No, not today.’

‘Was he okay? Only he can be a bit…’

‘He was fine,’ I said. ‘In fact he did me a great favour.’

She looked surprised. I could not tell her that he had restored my liberty. She would not have believed me, and for the moment neither could I. But when I went out into the sunlit street I knew it to be true. The season had changed, and through some mysterious agency I had too.
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