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Chapter 1


It was three o’clock on a Monday afternoon in July, sunny and warm, the hay-scented air cooled by a sea breeze which blew in from the north. From the top of the hill, where the road wound up and over the shoulder of Carn Edvor, the land sloped down to distant cliffs; farmland, ribboned with yellow gorse, broken by outcrops of granite, and patchworked into dozens of small fields. Like a quilt, thought Virginia, and saw the pasture fields as scraps of green velvet, the greenish gold of new-cut hay as shining satin, the pinkish gold of standing corn as something soft and furry, to be stroked and touched.


      It was very quiet. But when she closed her eyes the sounds of the summer afternoon obtruded, singling themselves out, one by one, for her attention. The humming of the wind, soft in her ears, stirred the bracken. A car climbed the long hill from Porthkerris, changed gear, came on up the road. From farther away came that pleasant summer-sound, the bee-murmur of combine harvesters. She opened her eyes and counted three, all minimised by distance to toy-size, scarlet and tiny as the models that Nicholas pushed around his nursery carpet.


      The approaching car appeared over the crest of the hill, driven very slowly, its occupants, including the driver, staring from open windows at the marvellous view. Their faces were red with sunburn, spectacles glinted, arms bulged in sleeveless blouses, the car seemed packed with humanity. As it passed the lay-by where Virginia had left her own car, one of the women in the back looked up and saw her watching them from the hillside. For a startling second their eyes met, and then the car had gone, around the next corner and away to Land’s End.


      Virginia looked at her watch. A quarter past three. She sighed and stood up, dusted grass and bracken fronds from the seat of her white jeans, walked back down the hill to her car. The leather seat was griddle-hot with sunshine. She turned the car and started back towards Porthkerris, her mind filled with random images. Of Nicholas and Cara, incarcerated in the alien London nursery, taken to Kensington Gardens each day by Nanny; to the Zoo and the Costume Museum and suitable films by their grandmother. It would be hot in London, stuffy and airless. She wondered if they had cut Nicholas’s hair. She wondered if she should buy him a model combine harvester and send it to him with some suitable, informative, maternal letter.


 


Today I saw three of these working in the fields at Lanyon, and I thought of you and thought you would like a model so that you could see how it worked.


 


A letter for Lady Keile to read approvingly aloud because Nicholas, every inch a male, saw no reason in puzzling out his mother’s writing if his grandmother was ready and willing to read it aloud to him. She thought of the other letter, the one from her heart.


 


My darling child, without you and Cara I am without reason, aimless. I drive around in the car because I can think of nothing else to do, and the car takes me to places that I used to know, and I watch and wonder who it is who drives the monster combine, turning out the hay bales, square and strong as neatly tied parcels.


 


The old farmhouses with their great barns and outbuildings were strung along the five miles of coast like uncut stones on a rugged necklace, so that there was no telling where the fields of Penfolda finished and those of the next farm started. And so distant were the combines that it was impossible to guess at the identity of the men who drove them, or the tiny figures who walked behind, forking the bales into rough stooks to stand and dry in the midsummer sun.


      She was not even sure that he still lived here, that he still farmed Penfolda, and yet could not imagine him existing anywhere else in the world. She let her mind’s eye, like the lens of some great camera, zoom down on to the busy scene. The figures sprang into focus, huge and clear, and he was there, high at the wheel of the combine harvester, shirt-sleeves rolled back from brown forearms, his hair tousled by the wind. And because there was danger in moving in so close, Virginia swiftly presented him with a wife, pictured her walking across the fields with a basket, flasks of tea, and perhaps a fruit cake to eat, and she wore a pink cotton dress and a blue apron and her long bare legs were brown.


      Mrs Eustace Philips. Mr and Mrs Eustace Philips of Penfolda.


      The car nosed over the crest of the hill, and the bay and the white beaches and the distant headlands spread out before her, and far below, spilling down to around the blue goblet of the harbour, were the clustered houses and the Norman church tower of Porthkerris.


      Wheal House, where the Lingards lived, and with whom Virginia was staying, lay on the far side of Porthkerris. If she had been a stranger, new to the district and visiting it for the first time, she would have followed the main road which led right down into the town and out the other side, and consequently become hopelessly ensnared in crawling traffic and hordes of aimless sightseers who spilled off the narrow pavements, or stood about at strategic corners, sucking ice-creams, choosing postcards and gazing in shop windows filled with brass piskies and pottery mermaids and other horrors considered suitable as souvenirs.


      But, because she was not a stranger, Virginia turned off the road long before the houses started and took the narrow, high-hedged lane that wound up and over the hill which stood at the back of the town. It was the long way home, by no means a short cut, but eventually emerged out on the main road again, through a tunnel of wild rhododendrons and not fifty yards from the main entrance to Wheal House.


      There was a white-barred gate and a rough drive that ran up between hedges of pink-flowered escallonia. The house was neo-Georgian, pleasingly proportioned, with a pedimented porch over the front door. The drive swept up between shaven green lawns and flower-beds heavy with the scent of wallflowers, and as Virginia parked the car in the shade of the house, there was a sharp cacophony of barking, and Dora, Alice Lingard’s old spaniel, emerged from the open front door where she had been lying, for coolness, on the polished floor of the hall.


      Virginia stopped to pat her and speak to her and then went indoors, taking off her sunglasses because after the bright day outside, the house seemed pitch dark.


      Across the hall the garden doors stood open to the patio, which, facing south and trapping all the sun, was a favourite spot of Alice’s in all but really wintry weather. Today, because of the heat, she had unrolled the split cane awnings, and the bright canvas chairs and the low tables, already set out with tea things, were narrowly striped by the shadow patterns which they cast.


      On the table in the middle of the hall lay the afternoon’s mail. Two letters for Virginia, both with London postmarks. She laid down her handbag and her glasses and picked them up. One from Lady Keile and one from . . . Cara. The italic letters, which she learned at school, were painfully formed, dearly familiar.


 


Mrs A. Keile,


      c/o Mrs Lingard,


            Wheal House,


                  Porthkerris,


                        Cornwall.


 


No mistakes, no misspellings. Virginia wondered if she had managed by herself or whether Nanny had had to help. With the letters in her hand she went on across the hall and out to where her hostess sat, reclining gracefully on a long chair, with some sewing in her lap. She was making a cushion cover, stitching silk cord around the edge of the coral velvet square, and the colour lay in her lap like some huge fallen rose petal.


      She looked up. “There you are! I was wondering what had happened to you. I thought perhaps you’d got stuck in a traffic jam.”


      Alice Lingard was a tall, dark woman in her late thirties, her firmly built figure belied by long and slender arms and legs. She was what Virginia always thought of as a middle-aged friend, not middle-aged in the strictest sense of the word, but belonging to that generation which lay halfway between Virginia and Virginia’s mother. She was, in fact, a lifelong family friend, and years ago had been a small bridesmaid at Virginia’s mother’s wedding.


      She herself had married, eighteen years or so ago, Tom Lingard, then a young man on the verge of taking over the small family business of Lingard Sons which specialised in the manufacture of heavy engineering machinery in the nearby town of Fourbourne. Under Tom’s chairmanship the firm had expanded and prospered, and after a series of successful take-over bids now controlled interests which spread from Bristol to St Just, and included mining rights, a small shipping business and the sale of agricultural machinery.


      They had never had children, but Alice had diverted her natural domestic talents to her house and garden, and over the years had transformed what had once been a fairly unimaginative establishment into an enchanting house and a garden which was constantly being photographed and written about by the Garden Editors of the glossier magazines. Ten years ago, when Virginia and her mother had come to Cornwall to spend Easter with the Lingards, the work had only just started. This time, having not visited Wheal House during the intervening years, Virginia had scarcely recognised the place. Everything had been subtly altered, straight lines curved, outlines and boundaries magically removed. Trees had grown up, casting long shadows on smooth lawns which seemed to spread as far as the eye could see. The old orchard had been transformed into a wild garden tangled with all the sweetest of old-fashioned roses, and where once had drilled rows of runner beans and raspberry canes, now stood magnolias, creamy petalled, and heady-scented azaleas taller than a man could reach.


      But, domestically, the patio was Alice’s most successful project, neither house nor garden, but with the combined charm of both. Geraniums spilled from terrace pots, and up a trellised wall she had started to train a dark purple-flowered clematis. She had lately decided that she would also grow a vine, and was currently picking the brains of both friends and reference books, to decide on the best way to set about doing this. Her energies appeared to be endless.


      Virginia pulled up a chair and dropped into it, surprised to find how hot and tired she felt. She shucked off her sandals and propped up her bare feet on to a handy stool. “I didn’t go to Porthkerris.”


      “You didn’t? But I thought you’d gone to the post office.”


      “I only wanted some stamps. I can buy them another time. There were so many people and so many buses and so much crushed and sweating humanity that I got claustrophobia and never stopped. Just went on driving.”


      “I can lend you stamps,” said Alice. “Let me pour you some tea.” She laid down her sewing and sat up to reach for the teapot. Steam rose from the delicate cup, fragrant, refreshing.


      “Milk or lemon?”


      “Lemon would be delicious.”


      “So much more refreshing, I think, on a hot day.” She handed Virginia the cup and lay back again. “Where did you drive?”


      “Um? . . . oh, the other way . . .”


      “Land’s End?”


      “Not so far. I only got as far as Lanyon. I parked the car in a lay-by and climbed the hill for a bit and sat in the bracken and looked at the view.”


      “So beautiful,” said Alice, threading her needle.


      “They’re cutting hay on the farms.”


      “Yes, they would be.”


      “It never changes, does it? Lanyon, I mean. No new houses, no new roads, no shops, no caravan parks.” She took a mouthful of scalding hot Lapsang Souchong and then, with care, laid the cup and saucer down on the paved floor beside her chair. “Alice, does Eustace Philips still farm Penfolda?”


      Alice stopped sewing, and put up a hand to take off her dark glasses and stare at Virginia. There was a puzzled frown between her dark brows.


      “What do you know about Eustace Philips? How do you know him?”


      “Alice, your memory is appalling. It was you yourself who took me out there, you and Tom, for an enormous barbecue on the cliffs at Penfolda. There must have been at least thirty people and I don’t know who organised it, but we cooked sausages over a fire and drank beer out of a barrel. Oh, surely you remember, and then Mrs Philips gave us tea in her kitchen!”


      “Now you remind me, of course I do. It was bitterly cold but quite beautiful and we watched the moon rise from behind Boscovey Head. I do remember. Now, who was it who threw that party? It certainly wasn’t Eustace, he was always too busy milking cows. It must have been the Barnets – he was a sculptor and had a studio for a couple of years in Porthkerris before he went back to London. His wife wove baskets or belts or something, terribly folksy, and they had a lot of children who never wore shoes. They were always thinking up the most original parties. It must have been the Barnets . . . How extraordinary! I hadn’t thought about them in years. And we all went out to Penfolda.” But here her memory let her down. She looked at Virginia blankly. “Or did we? Who went to that party?”


      “Mother didn’t come. She said it wasn’t up her street . . .”


      “How right she was.”


      “But you and I and Tom went.”


      “Of course. Bundled up in sweaters and socks. I’m not sure I didn’t wear a fur coat. But we were talking about Eustace. How old were you, Virginia? Seventeen? Fancy your remembering Eustace Philips after all these years.”


      “You haven’t answered my question. Is he still at Penfolda?”


      “As the farm belonged to his father, and his father, and as far as I know his father before that, do you really think it likely that Eustace would up sticks and depart?”


      “I suppose not. It’s just that they were cutting hay this afternoon and I wondered if it was he who drove one of the combines. Do you ever see him, Alice?”


      “Hardly ever. Not because we don’t want to, understand me, but he’s a hard-working farmer, and Tom’s so busy being a tycoon, that their paths don’t often cross. Except sometimes they meet at the hare shoot, or the Boxing Day meet . . . you know the sort of thing.”


      Virginia picked up her teacup and saucer, and observed, minutely, the rose painted upon its side.


      “He’s married,” she said.


      “You say that as though you were stating an irrefutable fact.”


      “Aren’t I?”


      “No, you’re not. He never married. Heaven knows why. I always thought he was so attractive in a sun-burned, D. H. Lawrence-ish sort of way. There must have been a number of languishing ladies in Lanyon, but he resisted the lot. He must like it that way.”


      Eustace’s wife, so swiftly imagined, as swiftly died, a wraith blown to nothing by the cold wind of reality. Instead, Virginia saw the Penfolda kitchen, cheerless and untidy, with the remains of the last meal abandoned on the table, dishes in the sink, an ashtray filled with cigarette stubs.


      “Who looks after him?”


      “I don’t know. His mother died a couple of years ago I believe . . . I don’t know what he does. Perhaps he’s got a sexy housekeeper, or a domesticated mistress? I really don’t know.”


      And couldn’t care less, her tone implied. She had finished sewing on the silk cord, now gave a couple of neat firm stitches and then broke the thread with a little tug. “There, that’s done. Isn’t it a divine colour? But it’s really too hot to sew.” She laid it aside. “Oh dear, I suppose I must go and see what we’ll have for dinner. What would you say to a delicious fresh lobster?”


      “I’d say ‘pleased to see you’.”


      Alice stood up, unfolding her long height to tower over Virginia. “Did you see your letters?”


      “Yes, they’re here.”


      Alice stooped to pick up the tray. “I’ll leave you,” she said, “to read them in peace.”


      Keeping the best to the last, Virginia opened her mother-in-law’s letter first. The envelope was dark blue, lined with navy-blue tissue. The writing-paper was thick, the address blackly embossed at its head.


 


32 Welton Gardens, S.W.8.


 


My dear Virginia,


      I hope you are enjoying this wonderful weather, quite a heatwave and into the nineties yesterday. I expect you are swimming in Alice’s pool, such a joy not having to drive to the beach every time you want to swim. The children are both well and send their love. Nanny takes them into the park every day and they take their tea with them and eat it there. I took Cara to Harrods this morning to buy some new dresses, she is getting so tall and was quite out of her old ones. One is blue with appliquéd flowers, the other pink with a little smocking. I think you would approve! Tomorrow they are going to tea with the Manning-Prestons. Nanny is looking forward to a good gossip with their Nanny, and Susan is just the right age for Cara. It would be nice for them to be friends. My regards to Alice, and let me know when you decide to come back to London, but we are managing beautifully, and don’t want you to cut short your holiday at all for any reason. You really were due for one.


                                          Affectionately,


Dorothea Keile


 


 


She read the letter twice, torn by conflicting emotions. Double meanings sprang at her from between the meticulously penned, well-turned sentences. She saw her children in the park, the baked London grass turned yellow in the heat, trodden and tired, and fouled by dogs. She saw the white-hot morning sky high above the rooftops and the little girl being fitted into dresses that she would neither like nor want, but would be too polite to reject. She saw the Manning-Prestons’ tall, terraced house, with the paved garden at the back where Mrs Manning-Preston held her famous cocktail parties, and where Cara and Susan would be sent to play while the Nannies talked about knitting patterns and what a terror Nanny Briggs’s little charge was going to be. And she saw Cara standing silent, petrified with shyness, and Susan Manning-Preston treating her with contempt because Cara wore spectacles and Susan thought she was a ninny.


      And “we are managing beautifully”. The statement seemed to Virginia completely ambiguous. Who was “we”? Nanny and the grandmother? Or did it include the children, Virginia’s children? Did they let Cara sleep with the old teddy that Nanny swore was unhygienic? Did they remember always to leave the light on so that Nicholas could get himself to the bathroom in the middle of the night? And were they ever left alone, disorganised, dirty, untidy, to play secret, pointless games in small corners of the garden, with perhaps a nut or a leaf, and all the imaginings that were contained within their small, clever, bewildering brains?


      She found that her hands were shaking. She was a fool to get into this state. Nanny had looked after the children since they were born, she knew all their idiosyncrasies and nobody could cope with Nicholas’s sudden rages better than she.


      (But should he have such rages? At six, shouldn’t he have grown out of them? What frustration sparks them off?)


      And Nanny was gentle with Cara. She made dolls’ clothes and knitted scarves and sweaters for the teddies out of left-over bits of wool. And she let Cara wheel her doll’s perambulator into the park; over the crossing by the Albert Memorial, they went. (But did she read to Cara, the books that Cara loved? The Borrowers and The Railway Children and every word of The Secret Garden.) Did she love the children, or simply possess them?


      These were all familiar questions which, lately, had been raising themselves with ever-increasing frequency within the confines of Virginia’s own head. But never answered. Knowing that she was evading a vital issue, she would shelve her own anxiety, always with some excuse to herself. I can’t think about it now, I’m too tired. Perhaps in a couple of years when Nicholas goes away to prep school, perhaps then I’ll tell my mother-in-law that I don’t need Nanny any longer; I’ll say to Nanny it’s time to go, to find another new baby to look after. And perhaps just now I’m too emotional, I wouldn’t be good for the children; they’re better with Nanny: after all, she’s been looking after children for forty years.


      Like a familiar sedative the well-worn excuses came pat, blunting Virginia’s uneasy conscience. She put the blue letter back into its expensive envelope and turned, in relief, to the second one. But the relief was short-lived. Cara had borrowed her grandmother’s writing-paper, but the sentences this time were neither meticulously penned nor well-turned. The ink was blotched and the lines ran down the side of the paper as though the words were tumbling hopelessly downhill.


 


Darling Mother,


      I hope you are having a good time. I hope it is nise wether. It is hot in London. I have to go and have tea with Susan Maning Preston. I dont no what we will play. Last night Nicholas screemed and Granny had to give him a pil. He went all red. One of my dolls eyes has come out and I cant find it. Please will you rite to me soon and tell me when we are going back to Kirkton.


                                          With love from Cara


P.S. Dont forget to rite.


 


She folded the letter and put it away. Across the garden, across the lawns, the blue of Alice’s swimming-pool glimmered like a jewel. The cooling air was filled with bird-song and the scent of flowers. From inside the house she could hear Alice’s voice talking to Mrs Jilkes, the cook, doubtless about the lobster which they were going to eat for dinner.


      She felt helpless, totally inadequate. She thought of asking Alice to have the children here, and in the next instant knew that it was impossible. Alice’s house was not designed for children, her life did not cater for their inclusion. She would be irritated beyond words by Cara forgetting to change her gumboots, or by Nicholas kicking his football into the treasured flower-borders, or drawing “pictures” on the wallpaper. For without Nanny, he would doubtless be impossible because he was always twice as naughty without her to keep an eye on him.


      Without Nanny. Those were the operative words. On her own. She had to have them on her own.


      And yet the very thought filled her with dread. What would she do with them? Where would they go? Like feelers her thoughts probed around, searching for ideas. A hotel? But hotels here would be filled to the brim with summer visitors and terribly expensive. Besides, Nicholas in a hotel would be as nerve-racking as Nicholas at Wheal House. She thought of hiring a caravan, or camping with them on the beach, like the summer migration of hippies, who lit fires of driftwood and slept curled up on the chilly sand.


      Of course, there was always Kirkton. Sometime, she would have to go back. But all her instincts shied away from the thought of returning to Scotland, to the house where she had lived with Anthony, the place where her children had been born, the only place they thought of as home. Thinking of Kirkton, she saw tree shadows flickering on pale walls, the cold northern light reflected on the white ceilings, the sound of her own feet going up the uncarpeted, polished stairway. She thought of clear autumn evenings when the first skeins of geese flew over, and the park, in front of the house, sweeping down to the banks of the deep, swift-flowing river . . .


      No. Not yet. Cara would have to wait. Later, perhaps, they would go back to Kirkton. Not yet. Behind her a door slammed, and she was jerked back to reality by the arrival of Tom Lingard, back from work. She heard him call Alice, then drop his briefcase on the hall table, and come out to the patio in search of his wife.


      “Hello, Virginia.” He bent and dropped a kiss on the top of her head. “All alone? Where’s Alice?”


      “Interviewing a lobster in the kitchen.”


      “Letters from the children? All well? Well done, that’s great . . .” One of Tom’s idiosyncrasies was that he never bothered to wait for an answer to any of his questions. Virginia sometimes wondered if this was the secret of his outstanding success. “What have you been doing all day? Lying in the sun? That’s the job. How about coming and having a swim with me now? The exercise’ll do you good after all this lazing about. We’ll get Alice to come too . . .” He went, spring-footed and bursting with energy, back into the house and down the passage towards the kitchen, bellowing for his wife. And Virginia, grateful for directions, stood up and collected her mail and went indoors, obediently, and upstairs to her bedroom to change into a bikini.










Chapter 2


The solicitors were called Smart, Chirgwin and Williams. At least, those were the names on the brass plate by the door, a plate which had been polished so long and so hard that the letters had lost their sharpness and were quite difficult to read. There was a brass knocker on the door, too, and a brass doorknob, as smooth and shining as the plate, and when Virginia turned the knob and opened the door, she stepped into a narrow hall of polished brown linoleum and shining cream paint and it occurred to her that some hard-working woman was using up an awful lot of elbow grease.


      There was a glass window, like an old-fashioned ticket-office with INQUIRIES written over it, and a bell to press. Virginia pressed the bell and the window flew up.


      “Yes?”


      Startled, Virginia told the face behind the window that she wanted to see Mr Williams.


      “Have you got an appointment?”


      “Yes. It’s Mrs Keile.”


      “Just a moment, please.”


      The window slammed down and the face withdrew. Presently a door opened and the face reappeared, along with a well-upholstered body and a pair of legs that went straight down into sturdy lace-up shoes.


      “If you’d like to come this way, Mrs Keile.”


      The building which housed the solicitors’ office stood at the top of the hill which led out of Porthkerris, but even so Virginia was taken unawares by the marvellous view which leapt at her as soon as she walked into the room. Mr Williams’s desk stood in the middle of the carpet and Mr Williams was, even now, getting to his feet behind it. But, beyond Mr Williams, a great picture window framed, like some lovely painting, the whole jumbled, charming panorama of the old part of the town. Roofs of houses, faded slate and whitewashed chimneys, tumbled without pattern or order down the hill. Here a blue door, there a yellow window; here a window-sill bright with geraniums, a line of washing gay as flags, or the leaves of some unsuspected and normally unseen tree. Beyond the roofs and far below them was the harbour, at full tide and sparkling with sunshine. Boats rocked at anchor and a white sail sped out beyond the shelter of the harbour wall, heading for the ruler line of the horizon where the two blues met. The air was clamorous with the sound of gulls, the sky patterned with their great gliding wings and as Virginia stood there, the church bells from the Norman tower struck up a simple carillon and clock chimes rang out eleven o’clock.
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