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Nabokov referred disparagingly to T. S. Eliot's The Waste Land as "the Waistline". I think he meant that it was a puffed-up bourgeois concoction.

Well, he was wrong. You've got to love The Waste Land; for that matter, you've got to love the waistline, whose return, in extreme form, to the catwalk this season is nothing less than poetry in motion: flirty, feminine and glamorous, and maybe worth suffering for. Not convinced? Then just consider, for a moment, what we're leaving behind. 

Around ten years ago, people, mainly young people, started appearing in the street as a loose army of the androgynous. No labels, no baths. Grunge: that baggy, shape-hating look, too cool to fuss over gender, too low-key to flirt. This sloppy-Joe gamin/e thing was clearly not going to work on grown-ups, but you could admire it from afar. You had to hand it to them.

They looked free: genuinely past caring. They were too evolved for dressing to please -and I do mean the opposite sex (though we oldsters, so out of touch, could assume that attraction itself had undergone a shake-down, and was now also unwashed and anti-striving).

Grunge made me feel old -and it made them look so young, like toddlers, I kept thinking, tempted at times to pull up their trousers for them (trousers bought large as if they'd soon be growing into them). But it didn't worry me. On the contrary, teenage daughters seemed so safe, tented in man-sized clothes.

And then, about five years ago, grunge did the decent thing and sloped off.

The boys turned to leisurewear: flammable tracksuits and fuming trainers (the sports-clothing manufacturers usurping the fashion designers -thanks to the rappers). And the girls? The girls went from an appealing ambivalence about sex and power to a bracing hermaphroditism.

This is the look; it comes expensive and it comes cheap and, for just a few moments longer, it is still with us. The upper is all woman: tight-packed crop tops over push-up bras. And the bottom, it's all blokeish, bum-crack trousers, sometimes pre-dirtied (those chalked-on crease lines; the urine-dyed jeans). Between the builder's bottom and the Barbie top, what you get is the yard of flesh -the torso now extended up to the underwire of a bra and down to the bikini line: a broader canvas for decoration and scarification, at the back an Eastern-themed black tattoo and, at the front, a festering navel ring. Even though this looked bad on almost everyone -even gorgeous young women with non-festering navel rings look as if they are standing in front of a funfair mirror -soon, unless you went straight to Sue Ryder, you could not buy jeans that weren't cut along the Caesarean scar.

The real legacy of the bum-crack years: a loss of pudeur. We are unimpressible, and they are unembarrassable. (The Spanish for pregnant may be embarazada, but of course expectant mothers feel proud, not embarrassed.

Still, in their low-slung, bump-exposing trousers I wonder that they don't also have a feeling of straightforward vulnerability, and a missing instinct for protectiveness, for wrapping themselves up, not to hide but to swathe and cocoon.) But "loss of pudeur" is not exactly shamelessness. It is a loss of discernment and sensitivity. Gut-featuring fashion is the sartorial equivalent of talking loudly, and intimately, on a mobile phone in a crowded train. And when I see fat girls or old girls or even honey-skinned yoga-toned girls half-naked and not seeming to notice or care what effect they are having on other people (did I ask to see your rolls/stretchmarks/outie?) it reminds me of the particular distaste inspired by the sight of American tourists, when there were American tourists, walking around the city, or in museums and churches, wearing running shorts, baseball caps and beach clothes. Am I stuffy? Perhaps -I can imagine similar regret when men stopped wearing hats; but didn't they look great?

I for one am delighted, therefore, at the return of the waist, or the return of the waistband -the comeback cinch. It means ditching flesh in favour of femininity, and the return of the classical curvy glamour girl.

So Salma Hayek, not Gwyneth Paltrow. Not Jodie, but Nigella -who, though in fact seriously chubby, nevertheless looks so plausible, so downright fabulous: it's about proportion and the (relative) wasp waist, and, above all, it's about nostalgia (why else do people bake). The look, sultry but motherly, and the aroma (buttery) attack us in the same way. In fact, nostalgia is a strong element of cinch appeal. Think of the marmalade glow of Julianne Moore in Far from Heaven. But no need to look to hired professionals. Most of us have framed photos of the most adored starlet of the Forties or Fifties: our mother, in soft focus -the original domestic goddess.

I have an even better proof: the hand-made blue suit -with its curious patches of velvet on the collar, its funny little pocket at the middle of the tummy, the fabric-covered buttons, the shredding silk lining. This is the suit my mother wore when she married my father in 1956 in Tangier. Here in one disintegrating garment I have all the evidence I could ever wish for of my mother's daring (they eloped), her happiness (she got four children) and, increasingly intriguing to me, her glamour -glamour I am therefore in line for, glamour which rests entirely in the tiny worsted blue waist. So, although I cannot, and never could, wedge myself into it, the suit stays: don't bother looking for it at Sue Ryder. And the same goes for my collection of her absurdly small belts, worn at the very first notch. I pretend I am saving them for my daughters; but really I just like the connection.

These talismanic items and others, all in use before I was born, have filtered into some of my most treasured false memories. My mother was well into zingy Pucci dresses, pale lipstick and hairpieces by the time I needed tucking in, but when I imagine her leaning over to kiss me goodnight (heartbreaking perfume of a parents' night out) she is wearing one of those belted A-line Fifties rustling silk dresses, just like Julianne Moore. It's as if the hourglass (and its slipping sands) acts as a kind of aide-memoire for each of us as we work up our personal creation myth. I think my mother is lucky in this. My own daughter is constantly folding my T-shirt under to make it look like a crop top (why can't her mother be cool?). I hardly dare to think how she'll be dressing me in her future memoriesI Because it's fashion, there has to be a joke, or spin, on attraction -an inversion, or an exaggeration. Wearing a corset is perhaps a bit like binding feet -pain and deformation are an integral part of it. The writer Jung Chang, whose concubine grandmother's feet were bound, explains that the attraction was for the way it made a woman walk "like a willow in the wind" (and not, presumably, for the way it made her broken feet rot). A man's protective instincts are aroused. Think of the opportunities: a tight corset, causing broken ribs, fainting and an inability to breatheI and then there is the delicious job of liberating her -more titillating if still conscious: for it is a two-person job, getting in and out of a corset. Or is the attraction, as the evolutionists drearily insist, all down to making babies?

I once read, I think in Newsweek, that while the main principle of attraction among beasts is symmetry (moose with neat antlers rule; ditto butterflies with Rorschach-perfect wing patterns), attraction in humans is specifically linked to the waist-hip ratio. The hourglass is supposed to be suggestive of fecundity. And, if so, it's not just an index of male-to-female attraction. The tiny waist triggers some happiness hormone relating to a very particular birth: your own.

Can the waist-hip-ratio gimmick possibly be true? Maybe, but no need to panic: the thickened waist (the result of all these years of slobbing around in low-slung trousers?) might be rectified by a commensurately broadened set of hips: it's the ratio that counts, not the size. But what of size? How small should a woman's waist ideally be? That's the question the new fashion poses. Think of Scarlett O'Hara, all 18 inches of her being shoe-horned into the green velvet curtain dress, battle gear for her bid to rekindle Rhett Butler's attentions.

Now 18 inches isn't a lot. Only 9 to a side. So is the subtext here not just mamma-nostalgia but also a kind of paedophilia? Just as bound feet are child-like, so is the 18-inch waist. Looking ahead, I am beginning to think all this might be even more worrying than hip-huggers. I know two real babes. My daughters, ages 6 and 4, and neither one unduly tubby. I got out the tape. 18 inches? 17? Not a chance: they measured in at 24 and 22 inches (already too late for the blue suit). OK, they are still unformed, still in the bowling-pin phase. But "be prepared" is the Girl Scouts' motto. Perhaps just as they now produce miniature thongs and tiny "training" bras, some clever kids' clothier will come out with a cute little corset. It seems we may be needing them -if only to put an end to the wheedling for bikinis and crop tops, and the shared use by my little girls of a pair of clip-on hoop earrings as belly-button rings, one each, navel rubbed red for authenticity.
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