

  [image: ]




  The Shell Seekers




  ROSAMUNDE PILCHER




  [image: cover]




  www.hodder.co.uk




  Copyright




  Copyright © 1987 by Rosamunde Pilcher




  First published in Great Britain in 1988 by New English Library




  A division of Hodder Headline




  This Hodder Paperbacks edition 2005




  The right of Rosamunde Pilcher to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.




  All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.




  All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.




  A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library




  Epub ISBN: 978-1-848-94118-2




  Book ISBN: 978-0-340-75246-3




  Hodder and Stoughton Ltd




  A division of Hodder Headline




  338 Euston Road




  London NW1 3BH




  Praise for The Shell Seekers




  ‘A long, beguiling saga, typically English … Splendid’




  Mail on Sunday




  ‘Her genius is to create characters you really care about’




  Daily Express




  ‘A beautiful, haunting story … that will tug at your heart strings’




  Prima




  ‘A huge warm saga … A deeply satisfying story written with love and confidence’




  Maeve Binchy, The New York Times Book Review




  Also by Rosamunde Pilcher




  Sleeping Tiger




  Another View




  The End of Summer




  The Empty House




  The Day of the Storm




  Wild Mountain Thyme




  September




  Coming Home




  Winter Solstice




  SHORT STORY COLLECTIONS




  The Blue Bedroom




  Flowers in the Rain




  This book is for my children, and their children.




  The author and publisher are grateful to the following for permission to quote from copyright material:




  Chappell Music Ltd for ‘You’re the top’ and ‘I get a kick out of you’, words by Cole Porter, © 1934 Harms Inc.; Faber and Faber Ltd for ‘Autumn Journal’ by Louis MacNeice from ‘The Collected Poems of Louis MacNeice’; EMI Music Publishing Ltd for ‘Only a rose’ © 1925 Famous Music Corp., sub-published by B. Feldman & Co. Ltd.




  Prologue




  The taxi, an old Rover smelling of old cigarette smoke, trundled along the empty, country road at an unhurried pace. It was early afternoon at the very end of February, a magic winter day of bitter cold, frost, and pale, cloudless skies. The sun shone, sending long shadows, but there was little warmth in it, and the ploughed fields lay hard as iron. From the chimneys of scattered farmhouses and small stone cottages, smoke rose, straight as columns, up into the still air, and flocks of sheep, heavy with wool and incipient pregnancy, gathered around feeding troughs, stuffed with hay.




  Sitting in the back of the taxi, gazing through the dusty window, Penelope Keeling decided that she had never seen the familiar countryside look so beautiful.




  The road curved steeply; ahead stood the wooden signpost marking the lane that led to Temple Pudley. The driver slowed and with a painful change of gear, turned, bumping downhill between high and blinding hedges. Moments later they were in the village, with its golden Cotswold stone houses, newsagent, butcher, the Sudeley Arms, and the church — set back from the street behind an ancient graveyard and the dark foliage of some suitably gloomy yews. There were few people about. The children were all in school, and the bitter weather kept others indoors. Only an old man, mittened and scarved, walked his ancient dog.




  ‘Which house is it?’ the taxi driver inquired over his shoulder.




  She leaned forward, ridiculously excited and expectant. ‘Just a little way on. Through the village. The white gates on the right. They’re open. There! Here we are.’




  He turned in through the gates and the car drew up at the back of the house.




  She opened the door and got out, drawing her dark blue cape around her against the cold. She opened her bag and found her key, went to unlock the door. Behind her, the taxi driver manhandled open the boot of the car and lifted out her small suitcase. She turned to take it from him, but he held on to it, somewhat concerned.




  ‘Is there nobody here to meet you?’




  ‘No. Nobody. I live alone, and everybody thinks I’m still in the hospital.’




  ‘Be all right, will you?’




  She smiled into his kindly face. He was quite young, with fair bushy hair. ‘Of course.’




  He hesitated, not wishing to presume. ‘If you want, I’ll carry the case in. Carry it upstairs, if needs be.’




  ‘Oh, that’s kind of you. But I can easily manage …’




  ‘No bother,’ he told her, and followed her into the kitchen. She opened the door, and led him up the narrow, cottage stairs. Everything smelt clinically clean. Mrs Plackett, bless her heart, had not been wasting time during the few days of Penelope’s absence. She quite liked it when Penelope went away, because then she could do things like wash the white paint of the bannisters, and boil dusters, and buff up the brass and silver.




  Her bedroom door stood ajar. She went in, and the young man followed her, setting her case on the floor.




  ‘Anything else I can do?’ he asked.




  ‘Not a thing. Now, how much do I owe you?’




  He told her, looking shamefaced, as though it were an embarrassment to him. She paid him, and told him to keep the change. He thanked her, and they went back down the stairs.




  But still he hung about, seeming reluctant to leave. He probably, she told herself, had some old granny of his own, for whom he felt the same sort of responsibility.




  ‘You’ll be all right, then?’




  ‘I promise you. And tomorrow my friend Mrs Plackett will come. So then I won’t be alone any more.’




  This, for some reason, reassured him. ‘I’ll be off then.’




  ‘Goodbye. And thank you.’




  ‘No trouble.’




  When he was gone, she went back indoors, and closed the door. She was alone. The relief of it. Home. Her own house, her own possessions, her own kitchen. The Aga, oil-fired, simmered peacefully to itself, and all was blissfully warm. She loosened the fastening of her cape, and dropped it across the back of a chair. A pile of mail lay on the scrubbed table, and she leafed through it, but there seemed to be nothing there either vital or interesting, so she let it lie, and crossed the kitchen, opening the glass door that led into her conservatory. The thought of her precious plants, possibly dying of cold or thirst, had bothered her somewhat during the last few days, but Mrs Plackett had taken care of them, as well as everything else. The earth in the pots was moist and loamy and the leaves were crisp and green. An early geranium wore a crown of tiny buds, and the hyacinths had grown at least three inches. Beyond the glass her garden lay winter-bound, the leafless trees black lace against the pale sky, but there were snowdrops thrusting through the mossy turf beneath the chestnut, and the first butter-gold petals of the aconites.




  She left the conservatory and made her way upstairs, intending to unpack, but instead allowed herself to be diverted by the sheer delight of being home again. And so meandered about, opening doors, inspecting every bedroom, to gaze from each window, to touch furniture, to straighten a curtain. Nothing was out of place. Nothing had changed. Finally downstairs again, and in the kitchen, she picked up her letters, and went through the dining room, and then into her sitting room. Here were her most precious possessions; her desk, her flowers, her pictures. The fire was laid. She struck a match, and knelt to touch it to newspaper. The flame flickered, the dry kindling flared and crackled. She piled on logs and the flames rose high in the chimney. The house, now, was alive again, and with this pleasurable little task out of the way, there could be no further excuse for not ringing up one of her children and telling them what she had done.




  But which child? She sat in her chair to consider the alternatives. It should be Nancy, of course, because she was the eldest and the one who liked to think that she was totally responsible for her mother. But Nancy would be appalled, panic-stricken, and loud with recrimination. Penelope did not think that she felt quite strong enough to cope with Nancy just yet.




  Noel, then? Perhaps, as the man of the family, Noel should be spoken to. But the notion of expecting any sort of practical help or advice from Noel was so ludicrous that she found herself smiling. ‘Noel, I have discharged myself from hospital and come home.’ To which piece of information, his reply would, in all likelihood, be, ‘Oh?’




  And so Penelope did what she had known all along that she would do. She reached for the telephone and dialled the number of Olivia’s London office.




  ‘Ve-nus.’ The girl on the switchboard sounded as though she were singing the name of the magazine.




  ‘Could you put me through to Olivia Keeling, please?’




  ‘Just a mo-ment.’




  Penelope waited.




  ‘Miss Keeling’s secretary.’




  Getting to speak to Olivia was a little like trying to have a chat with the President of the United States.




  ‘Could I talk to Miss Keeling, please?’




  ‘I’m sorry, Miss Keeling is in a meeting.’




  ‘Does that mean she’s sitting round a boardroom table, or is she in her office?’




  ‘She is in her office …’ The secretary sounded disconcerted, as well she might, ‘… but she has someone with her.’




  ‘Well, interrupt her please. This is her mother speaking, and it’s very important.’




  ‘It … can’t wait?’




  ‘Not for a moment,’ said Penelope firmly. ‘And I shan’t keep her long.’




  ‘Very well.’




  Another wait. And then, at last, Olivia.




  ‘Mumma!’




  ‘I’m sorry to disturb you …’




  ‘Mumma, is anything wrong?’




  ‘No, nothing is wrong.’




  ‘Thank heavens for that. Are you ringing from the hospital?’




  ‘No, I’m ringing from home.’




  ‘Home? When did you get home?’




  ‘At about half past two this afternoon.’




  ‘But I thought they were going to keep you in for at least a week.’




  ‘That’s what they intended, but I got so bored and so exhausted. I never slept a wink at night, and there was an old lady in the bed next to mine who never stopped talking. No, not talking. Raving, poor old soul. So I just told the doctor I couldn’t stand another moment of it, and packed my bags and left.’




  ‘You discharged yourself,’ Olivia said, flatly, sounding resigned, but not in the least surprised.




  ‘Exactly so. There’s not a thing wrong with me. And I got a nice taxi with a dear driver and he brought me back.’




  ‘But didn’t the doctor protest?’




  ‘Loudly. But there wasn’t much he could do about it.’




  ‘Oh, Mumma.’ There was laughter in Olivia’s voice. ‘You are wicked. I was going to come down this weekend and hospital visit. You know, bring you pounds of grapes and then eat them all myself.’




  ‘You could come here,’ Penelope said, and then wished that she hadn’t, in case she sounded wistful and lonely; in case it sounded as though she needed Olivia for company.




  ‘Well … if you’re really all right, I might put it off for a bit. I’m actually frightfully busy this weekend. Mumma, have you spoken to Nancy yet?’




  ‘No. I did think about it, and then I chickened out. You know how she fusses. I’ll call tomorrow morning, when Mrs Plackett’s here, and I’m safely dug in and can’t possibly be budged.’




  ‘How are you feeling? Truthfully, now.’




  ‘Perfectly all right. Except, as I told you, a bit short of sleep.’




  ‘You won’t do too much, will you? I mean, you won’t plunge out into the garden and start digging trenches or moving trees?’




  ‘No, I won’t. I promise. Anyway, everything’s hard as iron. You couldn’t get a spade into the earth.’




  ‘Well, thank God for small mercies. Mumma, I must go, I’ve got a colleague here in the office with me …’




  ‘I know. Your secretary told me. I’m sorry I disturbed you, but I wanted you to know what was happening.’




  ‘I’m glad you did. Keep in touch, Mumma, and cherish yourself a little.’




  ‘I will. Goodbye, my darling.’




  ‘Goodbye, Mumma.’




  She rang off, put the telephone back on the table, and leaned back in her chair.




  Now, there was nothing more to be done. She discovered that she was very tired, but it was a gentle tiredness, assuaged and comforted by her surroundings, as though her house were a kindly person, and she was being embraced by loving arms. In the warm and firelit room and the deep familiar armchair, she found herself surprised by, filled by, the sort of reasonless happiness she had not experienced for years. It is because I am alive. I am sixty-four, and I have suffered, if those idiot doctors are to be believed, a heart attack. Whatever. I have survived it, and I shall put it behind me, and not talk nor think about it, ever again. Because I am alive. I can feel, touch, see, hear, smell; look after myself; discharge myself from hospital, find a taxi and get myself home. There are snowdrops coming out in the garden, and spring is on the way. I shall see it. Watch the yearly miracle, and feel the sun grow warmer as the weeks slip by. And because I am alive, I shall watch it all happen and be part of that miracle.




  She remembered the story of dear Maurice Chevalier. How does it feel to be seventy? they had asked him. Not too bad, he had replied. When you consider the alternative.




  But for Penelope Keeling it felt a thousand times better than just not too bad. Living, now, had become not simple existence that one took for granted, but a bonus, a gift, with every day that lay ahead an experience to be savoured. Time did not last for ever. I shall not waste a single moment, she promised herself. She had never felt so strong, so optimistic. As though she was young once more, starting out, and something marvellous was just about to happen.




  1




  Nancy




  She sometimes thought that for her, Nancy Chamberlain, the most straightforward or innocent occupation was doomed to become, inevitably, fraught with tedious complication.




  Take this morning. A dull day in the middle of March. All she was doing … all she planned to do … was to catch the 9:15 from Cheltenham to London, have lunch with her sister Olivia, perhaps pop into Harrods, and then return home. There was nothing, after all, particularly heinous about this proposal. She was not about to indulge in a wild orgy of extravagance, nor meet a lover; in fact, it was a duty visit more than anything else, with responsibilities to be discussed and decisions made, and yet as soon as the plan was voiced to her household, circumstances seemed to close ranks, and she was faced with objections, or, worse, indifference, and left feeling as though she were fighting for her life.




  Yesterday evening, having made the arrangement with Olivia over the phone, she had gone in search of her children. She found them in the small living room, which Nancy euphemistically thought of as the library, sprawled on the sofa in front of the fire, watching television. They had a playroom and a television of their own, but the playroom had no fireplace and was deathly cold, and the television was an old black and white, so it was no wonder they spent most of their time in here.




  ‘Darlings, I have to go to London tomorrow to meet Aunt Olivia and have a talk about Granny Pen …’




  ‘If you’re going to be in London, then who’s going to take Lightning to the blacksmith to be shod?’




  That was Melanie. As she spoke, Melanie chewed the end of her pigtail and kept one baleful eye glued to the manic rock singer whose image filled the screen. She was fourteen and was going through, as her mother kept telling herself, that awkward age.




  Nancy had expected this question and had her answer ready.




  ‘I’ll ask Croftway to deal with that. He ought to be able to manage on his own.’




  Croftway was the surly gardener-handyman who lived with his wife in a flat over the stables. He hated the horses and constantly spooked them into a frenzy with his loud voice and uncouth ways, but part of his job was helping to cope with them, and this he grudgingly did, manhandling the poor lathered creatures into the horse-box, and then driving this unwieldy vehicle cross-country to various Pony Club events. On these occasions Nancy always referred to him as ‘the groom’.




  Rupert, who was eleven, caught the tail end of this exchange, and came up with his own objection. ‘I’ve said I’ll have tea with Tommy Robson tomorrow. He’s got some football mags he said I could borrow. How’m I going to get home?’




  This was the first that Nancy had heard of the arrangement. Refusing to lose her cool, knowing that to suggest that he change the day would instantly bring on a high-pitched flood of argument and wails of ‘It’s not fair,’ she swallowed her irritation and said, as smoothly as she could, that perhaps he could catch the bus home.




  ‘But that means I’ve got to walk from the village.’




  ‘Oh well, it’s only a quarter of a mile.’ She smiled, making the best of the situation. ‘Just for once it won’t kill you.’ She hoped that he would smile back, but he only sucked his teeth and returned his attention to the television.




  She waited. For what? For some interest, perhaps, in a situation that was patently important to the whole family? Even a hopeful query about what gifts she intended to bring back for them would be better than nothing. But they had already forgotten her presence; their total concentration homed in on what they watched. She found the noise of this all at once unbearable, and went out of the room, closing the door behind her. In the hall a piercing cold enveloped her, rising from the flagged floor, seeping up the stairs to the icy voids of the landing.




  It had been a bitter winter. From time to time, Nancy stoutly told herself — or any person impelled to listen — that she did not mind the cold. She was a warm-blooded creature, and it did not bother her. Besides, she enlarged, you never really felt cold in your own house. There was always so much to do.




  But this evening, with the children being so disagreeable, and the prospect before her of having to go along to the kitchen and ‘have a word’ with the morose Mrs Croftway, she shivered and pulled her thick cardigan closely about her, as she saw the worn rug lift and shudder in the draught that poured in from beneath the ill-fitting front door.




  For this was an old house that they lived in, an old Georgian vicarage in a small and picturesque Cotswold village. The Old Vicarage, Bamworth. It was a good address, and she took pleasure from giving it to people in shops. Just put it down to my account — Mrs George Chamberlain, The Old Vicarage, Bamworth, Gloucestershire. She had it embossed, at Harrods, at the head of her expensive blue writing paper. Little things like writing paper mattered to Nancy. They made a good impression.




  She and George had moved here soon after they were married. Shortly before this event, the previous incumbent of Bamworth had all at once had a rush of blood to the head and rebelled, informing his superiors that no man … not even an unworldly man of the Church, could be expected, on his painfully meagre stipend, to live and bring up his family in a house of such monstrous size, inconvenience, and cold. The diocese, after some deliberation and an overnight visit from the Archdeacon, who caught a cold and very nearly died of pneumonia, finally agreed to build a new Vicarage. A brick bungalow was duly erected at the other end of the village, and the old Vicarage put on the market.




  Which was bought by George and Nancy. ‘We snapped it up,’ she told her friends, as though she and George had been enormously quick off the mark and astute, and it was true that they got it for peanuts, but in time she discovered that was only because nobody else wanted it.




  ‘There’s a lot to do to it, of course, but it’s the most lovely house, late Georgian, and quite a bit of land … paddocks and stables … and only half an hour to Cheltenham and George’s office. Quite perfect, really.’




  It was perfect. For Nancy, brought up in London, the house was the final realisation of all her adolescent dreams — fantasies nurtured by the novels that she devoured, of Barbara Cartland and Georgette Heyer. To live in the country and to be the wife of a country squire — these had long been the peak of her modest ambitions, after, of course, a traditional London Season, a white wedding with bridesmaids, and her photograph in the Tatler. She got it all except the London Season and, newly married, found herself mistress of a house in the Cotswolds, with a horse in the stable and a garden for church fêtes. With the right kind of friends, and the right sort of dogs; with George Chairman of the local Conservatives, and reading the lesson on Sunday mornings.




  At first all had run smoothly. Then, there was no lack of money, and they had done up the old place, and Snow-cemmed the outside, and installed central heating, and Nancy had arranged the Victorian furniture that George had inherited from his parents and happily decorated her own bedroom in a riot of chintz. But as the years went by, as inflation ballooned and the price of heating oil and wages rose, it became more and more difficult to find anyone to help in the house and garden. The financial burden of simply keeping the place going grew heavier each year and she sometimes felt that they had bitten off more than they could chew.




  As if that were not enough, they were also already into the horrifying expense of educating their children. Both Melanie and Rupert were at local private schools as day pupils. Melanie would probably stay at hers until she finished her A levels, but Rupert was down for Charlesworth, his father’s public school; George had entered his name the day after Rupert was born, and taken out a small educational insurance at the same time, but the paltry sum that this would realise would now, in 1984, scarcely pay the first train fare.




  Once, spending a night in London with Olivia, Nancy had confided in her sister, hoping perhaps for some constructive advice from that hard-headed career woman. But Olivia was unsympathetic. She thought they were fools.




  ‘Public schools are an anachronism, anyway,’ she had told Nancy. ‘Send him off to the local comprehensive, let him rub shoulders with the rest of the world. It’ll do him more good in the long run than all that rarefied atmosphere and old-world tradition.’




  But this was unthinkable. Neither George nor Nancy had ever considered State education for their only son. In truth, from time to time Nancy had indulged in secret dreams of Rupert at Eton, trimmed with fantasies of herself at the Fourth of June in a garden-party hat; and Charlesworth, solid and reputable as it was, seemed a bit like second-best. She did not, however, admit this to Olivia.




  ‘That’s out of the question,’ she said shortly.




  ‘Well then, let him try for a bursary or a scholarship. Let him do something to help himself. What’s the point of bleeding yourself white on account of one small boy?’




  But Rupert was not academic. He had no hope of a bursary or a scholarship and both George and Nancy knew this.




  ‘In that case,’ said Olivia, dismissing the subject because she was bored by it, ‘it seems to me that you have no alternative but to sell up the Old Vicarage and move somewhere smaller. Think of the money you’d save not having to keep the old place up.’




  But the prospect of such an action filled Nancy with more horror even than the mention of State education for her son. Not simply because it would be tantamount to admitting defeat and giving up everything she had ever strived for, but also because she had an unhappy suspicion that she and George and the children, living in some convenient little house on the outskirts of Cheltenham, bereft of the horses, the Women’s Institute, the Conservative Committee, the gymkhanas and the church fêtes, would become diminished, no longer of interest to their county friends and would be left to fade, like dying shadows, into a family of forgotten nonentities.




  She shivered again, pulled herself together, turned from these gruesome imaginings and trod firmly down the flagged passage in the direction of the kitchen. Here the huge Aga, which never went out, rendered all comfortingly warm and cosy. Nancy sometimes thought, especially at this time of the year, that it was a pity they didn’t all live in the kitchen … and any other family but theirs would probably have succumbed to the temptation and spent the entire winter there. But they were not any other family. Nancy’s mother, Penelope Keeling, had practically lived in the old kitchen in the basement of the big house in Oakley Street, cooking and serving enormous meals at the great scrubbed table; writing letters, bringing up her children, mending clothes, and even entertaining her endless guests. And Nancy, who had both resented and felt slightly ashamed of her mother, had been reacting against this warm and informal way of life ever since. When I get married, she had sworn as a child, I shall have a drawing room and a dining room, just like other people do, and I shall go into the kitchen as seldom as I can.




  George, fortunately, was of like mind. A few years before, after some serious discussion, they had agreed that the practicality of eating breakfast in the kitchen outweighed the slight lowering of standards. But further than that neither of them was prepared to go. Consequently, lunch and dinner were served in the huge, high-ceilinged dining room, with the table correctly laid, and formality taking the place of comfort. This gloomy chamber was heated by an electric fire that stood in the grate, and when they had dinner parties, Nancy turned this on a couple of hours before the meal was due to be served, and could never understand why her lady guests arrived swathed in shawls. Worse was that instance … never to be forgotten … when she had glimpsed beneath the waistcoat of a dinner-jacketed male the unmistakable traces of a thick V-necked pullover. He had not been asked again.




  Mrs Croftway stood at the sink, peeling potatoes for supper. She was a very superior sort of person (far more so than her foul-tongued husband), and she wore, for her work, a white overall, as though that alone could render her cooking professional and palatable. Which it didn’t, but at least Mrs Croftway’s evening appearance in the kitchen meant that Nancy didn’t have to cook dinner herself.




  She decided to plunge straight in. ‘Oh, Mrs Croftway … slight change of plan. I have to go to London tomorrow to have lunch with my sister. It’s this problem of my mother, and impossible to talk things over on the telephone.’




  ‘I thought your mother was out of hospital and home again.’




  ‘Yes, she is, but I had a word with her doctor on the phone yesterday, and he says that she really shouldn’t live alone any longer. It was only a slight heart attack, and she’s made a marvellous recovery, but still … you never know …’




  She gave these details to Mrs Croftway not because she expected much help or even sympathy, but because illness was one of the things the woman relished discussing, and Nancy hoped it might put her in a more expansive mood.




  ‘My mother had a heart attack, she was never the same after that. Blue in the face she went and her hands so swollen we had to cut the wedding ring off her.’




  ‘I didn’t know that, Mrs Croftway.’




  ‘She couldn’t live alone any more. I had her to live with me and Croftway, she had the best front bedroom, but it crucified me, I can tell you; up and down the stairs all day long, and her with a stick banging on the floor. By the end I was a mass of nerves. Doctor said he’d never seen any woman with nerves like mine. So he put Mother in hospital and she died.’




  This, apparently, was the end of the depressing saga. Mrs Croftway returned to her potatoes, and Nancy said, inadequately, ‘I’m sorry … what a strain it must have been for you. How old was your mother?’




  ‘Eighty-six all but a week.’




  ‘Well …’ Nancy made herself sound robust. ‘My mother’s only sixty-four, so I’m sure she’ll make a good recovery.’




  Mrs Croftway tossed a peeled potato into the pan and turned to look at Nancy. She rarely looked straight at people, but when she did it was unnerving because her eyes were very pale and never seemed to blink.




  Mrs Croftway had her own private opinions of Nancy’s mother. Mrs Keeling she was called, and Mrs Croftway had met her only once, during one of her infrequent visits to the Old Vicarage, but that had been enough for anybody. A great tall woman she was, dark-eyed as a gypsy, and dressed in garments that looked as though they should be given to a jumble sale. Pigheaded she’d been too, coming into the kitchen and insisting on washing the dishes, when Mrs Croftway had her own way of doing things and did not relish interference.




  ‘Funny her having a heart attack,’ she observed now. ‘Looked strong as a bull to me.’




  ‘Yes,’ said Nancy faintly. ‘Yes, it was a shock — to all of us,’ she added, her voice pious as though her mother were already dead and it was safe to speak well of her.




  Mrs Croftway made a grim mouth.




  ‘Your mother only sixty-four?’ She sounded incredulous. ‘Looks more, doesn’t she? Thought she was well into her seventies.’




  ‘No, she’s sixty-four.’




  ‘How old are you, then?’




  She was outrageous. Nancy felt herself stiffen with the sheer offensiveness of Mrs Croftway, and was aware of the blood rushing to her cheeks. She longed to have the courage to snap at the woman; to tell her to mind her own business, but then perhaps the woman would give in her notice and she and Croftway would depart, and what would Nancy do then with the garden and the horses and the rambling house and her hungry family to feed?




  ‘I’m …’ Her voice came out on a croak. She cleared her throat and tried again. ‘As a matter of fact, I’m forty-three.’




  ‘Is that all? Oh, I’d have put you down as fifty any day.’




  Nancy gave a little laugh, trying to make a joke of it, for what else was there to do? ‘That’s not very flattering, Mrs Croftway.’




  ‘It’s your weight. That’s what it is. Nothing so ageing as letting your figure go. You ought to go on a diet … it’s bad for you, being overweight. Next thing we know’ — she gave a cackle of laughter — ‘it’s you that’ll be having a heart attack.’




  I hate you, Mrs Croftway. I hate you.




  ‘There’s ever such a good diet in Woman’s Own this week … You have a grapefruit one day, and a yoghurt the next. Or maybe it’s the other way around … I could cut it out and bring it along, if you like.’




  ‘Oh … how kind. Maybe. Yes.’ She sounded flustered, her voice shaking. Pulling herself together, Nancy squared her shoulders and, with some effort, took charge of the deteriorating situation. ‘But, Mrs Croftway, what I really wanted to talk about was tomorrow. I’m catching the nine-fifteen, so I shan’t have much time to tidy up before I go, so I’m afraid you’ll have to do what you can … and would you be very kind and feed the dogs for me? … I’ll leave their dinners ready in their bowls, and then perhaps you could take them for a little run around the garden … and …’ She went on quickly before Mrs Croftway could start objecting to these suggestions. ‘Perhaps you could give Croftway a message for me, and ask him to take Lightning to the blacksmith … he’s due to be shod and I don’t want to have to put it off.’




  ‘Ooh,’ said Mrs Croftway doubtfully. ‘I don’t know if he’ll be able to manage boxing that animal on his own.’




  ‘Oh, I’m sure he can, he’s done it before … and then tomorrow evening, when I get back, perhaps we could have a bit of lamb for dinner. Or a chop or something … and some of Croftway’s delicious Brussels sprouts …’




  It was not until after dinner that she had the opportunity to speak to George. What with getting the children to do their homework, finding Melanie’s ballet shoes, eating dinner and clearing it away, ringing the vicar’s wife to tell her that Nancy would not be at the Women’s Guild meeting the following evening, and generally organising her life, there scarcely seemed time to exchange a word with her husband, who did not get home until seven in the evening, and then wanted to do nothing but sit in front of the fire with a glass of whisky and the newspaper.




  But at last all was accomplished and Nancy was able to join George in the library. She closed the door firmly behind her, expecting him to look up, but he did not stir from behind The Times, so she crossed to the drinks table that stood by the window, poured herself a whisky, and then went and sat down in the armchair and faced him across the hearthrug. She knew that very soon he would reach out a hand and turn on the television in order to watch the news.




  She said, ‘George.’




  ‘Um?’




  ‘George, do listen a moment.’




  He finished the sentence he was reading and then reluctantly lowered the newspaper, revealing himself as a man in his middle fifties but looking a good deal older, with thinning grey hair, rimless glasses, and the dark suit and sober tie of an elderly gentleman. George was a solicitor, and perhaps imagined that this carefully contrived appearance — as though dressed for the part in some play — would inspire confidence in potential clients, but Nancy sometimes suspected that if he would only buck himself up a bit, wear a nice tweed suit and buy a pair of hornrims, then perhaps his business would perk up a bit, too. For this part of the world, since the opening of the motorway from London, had fast become enormously fashionable. New and wealthy residents moved in, farms changed hands at staggering sums; the most decrepit of cottages were snapped up and transformed, at enormous expense, into weekend hideaways. Estate agents and building societies blossomed and prospered; exclusive shops opened in the most unlikely little towns, and it was beyond Nancy’s powers of comprehension why Chamberlain, Plantwell and Richards had not climbed onto this bandwagon of prosperity and reaped some of the rewards that were surely just there for the taking. But George was old-fashioned, sticking to the traditional ways and terrified of change. He was also a cautious man, and a cagey one.




  Now, ‘What have I got to listen to?’ he asked her.




  ‘I’m going to London tomorrow to have lunch with Olivia. We’ve got to talk about Mother.’




  ‘What’s the problem now?’




  ‘Oh, George, you know the problem. I told you, I had a word with Mother’s doctor, and he says she really mustn’t live alone any longer.’




  ‘So what are you going to do about it?’




  ‘Well … we’ll have to find a housekeeper for her. Or a companion.’




  ‘She won’t like that,’ George pointed out.




  ‘And even if we find somebody … can Mother afford to pay her? A good woman would cost forty to fifty pounds a week. I know she got that enormous sum for the house in Oakley Street, and she’s not spent a brass farthing on Podmore’s Thatch except to build that ridiculous conservatory, but that money’s capital, isn’t it? Can she afford all this expense?’




  George shifted in his chair, reaching for his whisky glass.




  He said, ‘I’ve no idea.’




  Nancy sighed. ‘She’s so secretive, so damned independent. She makes herself impossible to help. If only she’d take us into her confidence, give you some power of attorney, it would make life so much easier for me. After all, I am the eldest child, and it’s not as though Olivia or Noel ever raise a finger to help.’




  George had heard all this before. ‘What about her daily lady … Mrs What’s-it?’




  ‘Mrs Plackett. She only comes in three mornings a week to clean and she’s got a house and a family of her own to look after.’




  George set down his glass and sat, his face turned to the fire, his hands arranged like a little tent, fingertip to fingertip.




  After a bit, he said, ‘I cannot quite fathom what it is you are getting in such a state about.’ He sounded as though he were speaking to some particularly dimwitted client, and Nancy was hurt.




  ‘I am not in a state.’




  He ignored this. ‘Is it just the money? Or is it the possibility that you may be unable to find any woman saintly enough to agree to live with your mother?’




  ‘Both, I suppose,’ Nancy admitted.




  ‘And what do you imagine Olivia is going to contribute to the conundrum?’




  ‘She can at least discuss it with me. After all, she’s never in her life done a single thing for Mother … or for any of us, for that matter,’ she added bitterly, recalling past hurts. ‘When Mother decided to sell Oakley Street and announced that she was going back to Cornwall to live in Porthkerris, it was I who had the most dreadful time persuading her that it would be madness to take such a step. And she still might have gone if you hadn’t found her Podmore’s Thatch, where at least she’s within twenty miles of us and we’re able to keep an eye on her. Supposing she was in Porthkerris, now, miles away, with a groggy heart and none of us knowing what on earth was going on?’




  ‘Let us try to keep to the point,’ begged George, at his most maddening.




  Nancy ignored this. The whisky had warmed her, and kindled old resentments as well.




  ‘And as for Noel, he’s practically abandoned Mother, ever since she sold Oakley Street and he had to move out. That was a blow to him. Twenty-three he was and he’d never paid a penny’s worth of rent to her, ate her food and drank her gin and lived totally scot-free. It was a shock to Noel, I can tell you, when he finally had to start paying his way.’




  George sighed deeply. He had no higher opinion of Noel than he had of Olivia. And his mother-in-law, Penelope Keeling, had always been a total enigma to him. The constant astonishment was that any woman as normal as Nancy should have sprung from the loins of such an extraordinary family.




  He finished his drink, got up from his chair, threw another log on the fire, and went to replenish his glass. From the other side of the room he said, above the small sounds of clinking glass, ‘Let us suppose that the worst happens. Let us suppose that your mother cannot afford a housekeeper.’ He returned to his chair and settled himself once more opposite his wife. ‘Let us suppose that you can find nobody to take on the arduous task of keeping her company. What happens then? Will you suggest that she comes to live with us?’




  Nancy thought of Mrs Croftway, perpetually in a state of umbrage. The children, noisily complaining about Granny Pen’s endless strictures. She thought of Mrs Croftway’s mother, and her wedding ring cut off, lying in bed and banging on the floor with a stick …




  She said, sounding desperate, ‘I don’t think I could bear it.’




  ‘I don’t think I could bear it either,’ George admitted.




  ‘Perhaps Olivia …’




  ‘Olivia?’ George’s voice rose in disbelief. ‘Olivia let any person intrude on that private life of hers? You have to be pulling my leg.’




  ‘Well, Noel’s out of the question.’




  ‘It seems,’ said George, ‘that everything is out of the question.’ He surreptitiously pushed up his cuff and looked at his watch. He did not want to miss the news. ‘And I don’t see that I can make any constructive suggestions until after you have had it out with Olivia.’




  Nancy was offended. True, she and Olivia had never been the best of friends … they had, after all, nothing in common … but she resented the words ‘had it out,’ as though they never did anything but argue. She was about to point this out to George but he forestalled her by switching on the television and putting an end to the conversation. It was exactly nine o’clock, and he settled contentedly to his daily ration of strikes, bombs, murders, and financial disaster, topped off by the information that the next day was going to start very cold, and that during the course of the afternoon rain would slowly cover the entire country.




  After a bit, Nancy, depressed beyond words, got up out of her chair. George, she suspected, did not even realise that she had moved. She went to the drinks table, replenished her whisky with a lavish hand, and went out of the room, closing the door quietly behind her. She climbed the stairs and went into her bedroom and through to her bathroom. She put in the bath plug, turned the taps on, and poured in scented bath oil with the same lavishness that she had employed with the whisky bottle. Five minutes later she was indulging in the most comfortable occupation she knew, which was to lie in a hot bath and drink cold whisky at the same time.




  Wallowing, enveloped in bubbles and steam, she allowed herself to dissolve into an orgy of self-pity. Being a wife and mother, she told herself, was a thankless task. One devoted oneself to husband and children, was considerate to one’s staff, cared for one’s animals, kept the house, bought the food, washed the clothes, and what thanks did one get? What appreciation?




  None.




  Tears began to well in her eyes, mingling with the general moisture of bath-water and steam. She longed for appreciation, for love, for affectionate physical contact, for someone to hug her and tell her she was marvellous, that she was doing a wonderful job.




  For Nancy, there was only one person who had never let her down. Daddy had been a darling, of course, while he lasted, but it was his mother, Dolly Keeling, who had consistently shored up Nancy’s confidence and taken her side.




  Dolly Keeling had never got on with her daughter-in-law, had no time for Olivia, and was always wary of Noel, but Nancy was her pet, spoiled and adored. It was Granny Keeling who had bought her the puff-sleeved, smocked dresses when Penelope would have sent her eldest child to the party in some antique inherited garment of threadbare lawn. It was Granny Keeling who told her she was pretty and took her on treats like tea in Harrods and visits to the pantomime.




  When Nancy became engaged to George, there were terrible rows. By now her father had departed, and her mother could not be made to understand why it was so important to Nancy that she should have a traditional white wedding with bridesmaids and the men in morning coats and a proper reception. Apparently it seemed to Penelope an idiotic way to waste money. Why not a simple family service with perhaps a lunch party afterwards, at the great scrubbed table in the basement kitchen at Oakley Street? Or a party in the garden? The garden was huge, masses of room for everybody, and the roses would be out …




  Nancy wept, slammed doors, and said that nobody understood her, nobody ever had. She finally collapsed into a sulk that might have continued for ever had not darling Granny Keeling intervened. All responsibility was removed from Penelope, who was delighted to be shed of it, and everything arranged by Granny. No bride could have asked for more. Holy Trinity, a white dress with a train, bridesmaids in pink, and a reception afterwards at Twenty-Three Knightsbridge with a Master of Ceremonies in a red coat and a number of enormous, top-heavy flower arrangements. And darling Daddy, prompted by his mother, had turned up looking divine in a morning coat, to stand by Nancy and give her away, and even Penelope’s appearance, hatless and majestic in layers of ancient brocade and velvet, could do nothing to mar the perfection of the day.




  Oh, for Granny Keeling now. Lying in the bath, a great grown woman of forty-three, Nancy wept for Granny Keeling. To have her there, for sympathy and comfort and admiration. Oh my darling, you are quite marvellous, you do so much for your family and your mother and they all take it quite for granted.




  She could still hear the loved voice, but it was in her own imagination, for Dolly Keeling was dead. Last year, at the age of eighty-seven, that gallant little lady with her rouged cheeks and her painted nails and her mauve cardigan suits had passed on in her sleep. This sad event took place in the small Kensington private hotel where she had elected, along with a number of other incredibly elderly people, to spend her twilight years, and she was duly wheeled away by the undertaker with whom the hotel management, with some foresight, had a standing arrangement.




  The next morning was as bad as Nancy had feared. The whisky had left her with a headache, it was colder than ever and pitch-dark when, at seven thirty in the morning, she hoisted herself out of bed. She dressed, and was mortified to discover that the waistband of her best skirt would not meet and had to be fastened with a safety pin. She pulled on the lamb’s-wool sweater which exactly matched the skirt, and averted her eyes from the rolls of fat that bulged over the armour of her formidable brassière. She put on nylons, but as she usually wore thick woollen stockings, these felt dreadfully inadequate, so she decided to wear her long boots, and then could scarcely do up the zip-fastener.




  Downstairs, things did not improve. One of the dogs had been sick, the Aga was lukewarm, and there were only three eggs in the larder. She put the dogs out, cleaned up the sick, and filled the Aga with its own special, enormously expensive fuel, praying meanwhile it would not go out altogether, thus providing Mrs Croftway with good cause for complaint. She shouted for the children, telling them to hurry, boiled kettles, boiled the three eggs, made toast, set the table. Rupert and Melanie appeared, more or less correctly dressed, but quarrelling because Rupert said that Melanie had lost his geography book, and Melanie said that she’d never had it in the first place and he was a stupid liar, and Mummy, she needed twenty-five pence for Mrs Leeper’s leaving present.




  Nancy had never heard of Mrs Leeper.




  George did nothing to help. He simply appeared, sometime during all this commotion, ate his boiled egg, drank a cup of tea, and went. She heard the Rover going down the drive as she frantically stacked dishes on the draining board, ready for Mrs Croftway to deal with at her own pleasure.




  ‘Well, if you didn’t have my geography book …’




  Outside the door, the dogs howled. She let them in, and this reminded her of their dinners, so she filled their bowls with biscuits and opened a tin of Bonzo and, in her agitation, cut her thumb on the raw edge of the lid.




  ‘Gosh, you’re clumsy,’ Rupert told her.




  Nancy turned her back on him and ran the cold tap over her thumb until it had stopped bleeding.




  ‘If I don’t have that twenty-five pence, Mrs Rawlings is going to be furious …’




  She ran upstairs to put on her face. There was no time for gently blending rouge or outlining her eyebrows, and the finished result was far from satisfactory, but it couldn’t be helped. There wasn’t time. From her wardrobe she pulled her fur coat, the fur hat that matched it. She found gloves, her Mappin and Webb lizardskin handbag. Into this she emptied the contents of her everyday bag, and then, of course, it wouldn’t close. No matter. It couldn’t be helped. There wasn’t time.




  She rushed downstairs again, calling for the children. By some miracle, they appeared, gathering up their school-bags, Melanie jamming on her unbecoming hat. Out of the back door and around to the garage they trooped, into the car — thank God the engine started first go — and they were off.




  She drove the children to their separate schools, dumping them out at the gates with scarcely time to say goodbye before she was off again, speeding for Cheltenham. It was ten minutes past nine when she parked the car in the station car park and twelve minutes past when she bought her cheap day return. At the bookstall, she jumped the queue with what she hoped was a charming smile, and bought herself a Daily Telegraph, and — wild extravagance — a copy of Harpers and Queen. After she had paid for it, she saw that it was out of date — last month’s edition, in fact — but there was no time to point this out and get her money back. Besides, it didn’t really matter being out of date; glossy and shiny, it would still be a marvellous treat. Telling herself this, she emerged onto the platform just as the London train drew in. She opened a door, any door, got in and found a seat. She was breathless, her heart fluttering. She closed her eyes. This, she told herself, must be how it feels when you have just escaped from fire.




  After a bit, after a few deep breaths and a little reassuring chat to herself, she felt stronger. The train, mercifully, was very warm. She opened her eyes and loosened the fastenings of her fur. Arranging herself more comfortably, she looked out of the window at the iron-hard winter landscape that flew by, and allowed her frayed nerves to be lulled by the rhythm of the train. She enjoyed train journeys. The telephone could not ring, you could sit down, you didn’t have to think.




  The headache had gone. She took her compact from her handbag and inspected her face in its small mirror, dabbed some powder on her nose, worked her mouth to settle her lipstick. The new magazine lay on her lap, as full of delights as an unopened box of dark-coated, soft-centred chocolates. She began to turn the pages and saw advertisements for furs, for houses in the south of Spain, for time-sharing estates in the Scottish Highlands; for jewellery, and cosmetics that would not only make you look better but actually repair your skin; for cruise ships sailing to the sun; for …




  Her desultory leafings were abruptly halted, her attention caught. A full-page spread, inserted by Boothby’s, the Fine Art Dealers, announced a sale of Victorian art that was to take place in their Bond Street Galleries on Wednesday, the twenty-first of March. To illustrate this, there was reproduced a picture by Lawrence Stern, 1865–1946. The painting was entitled The Water Carriers (1904) and depicted a group of young women in various postures, bearing copper urns on shoulder or hip. Studying them, Nancy decided eventually that they must be slaves, for their feet were bare and their faces unsmiling (poor things, no wonder, the urns looked dreadfully heavy) and their garments minimal, flimsy draperies of grape-blue and rust-red, with an almost unnecessary revealment of rounded breast and rosy nipple.




  Neither George nor Nancy were interested in art, any more than they were interested in music or the theatre. The Old Vicarage had, of course, its fair share of pictures, the sporting prints mandatory for any self-respecting country house, and some oils depicting dead stags or faithful hounds with pheasants in their mouths, which George had inherited from his father. Once, with an hour or two to spare in London, they had gone to the Tate Gallery and dutifully shuffled through an exhibition of Constables, but Nancy’s only recollection of that occasion was a lot of woolly green trees and the fact that her feet had hurt.




  But even Constable was preferable to this painting. She gazed at it, finding it hard to believe that any person should want such a horror hanging on the wall, let alone pay good money for it. If she had been lumbered with such an object, it would have ended its days either in some forgotten loft or on top of a bonfire.




  But it was not for any aesthetic reason that Nancy’s attention had been caught by The Water Carriers. The reason that she gazed at it with so much interest was the fact that it was by Lawrence Stern. For he had been Penelope Keeling’s father, and so, Nancy’s grandfather.




  The strange thing was that she was almost totally unfamiliar with his work. By the time that she was born, his fame — at its peak at the turn of the century — had dwindled and died, his output long sold, dispersed and forgotten. In her mother’s house in Oakley Street there had hung only three pictures by Lawrence Stern, and two of these made up a pair of panels, unfinished, depicting a couple of allegorical nymphs scattering lilies onto slopes of daisy-dotted grass.




  The third picture hung on the wall of the ground-floor hall, just below the staircase, the only space in the house that could accommodate its considerable size. An oil, and product of Stern’s later years, it was called The Shell Seekers. It had a lot of white-capped sea, and a beach, and a sky full of blowing clouds. When Penelope moved from Oakley Street to Podmore’s Thatch, these three precious possessions had moved with her, the panels to end up on the landing, and The Shell Seekers to dwarf the sitting room, with its low, beamed ceiling. Nancy now scarcely noticed them, so familiar were they, as much part of her mother’s house as the sagging sofas and armchairs, the old-fashioned flower arrangements crammed into blue and white jugs, the delicious smell of cooking.




  In truth, for years Nancy had not even thought of Lawrence Stern, but now, sitting in the train, in her furs and her boots, memory caught at her coat-tails and jerked her back into the past. Not that there was much to remember. She had been born at the end of 1940, in Cornwall, in the little cottage hospital in Porthkerris, and had spent the war years at Carn Cottage, beneath the shelter of Lawrence Stern’s roof. But her babyhood recollections of the old man were misty — more the awareness of a presence rather than a person. Had he ever taken her on his knee, or for a walk, or read aloud to her? If he had, then she had forgotten. It seemed that no impression was made upon her childish mind until that final day, when, with the war safely over, she and her mother had left Porthkerris for all time and caught the train back to London. For some reason, this event touched Nancy’s consciousness and stayed for ever, clearly imprinted upon her memory.




  He had come to the station to see them off. Very old, very tall, growing frail, leaning on a silver-handled stick, he had stood on the platform by the open window and kissed Penelope goodbye. His white hair had lain long on the tweed collar of his Inverness cape, and on his twisted, deformed hands he wore woollen mittens from which the useless fingers protruded, white and bloodless as bones.




  At the very last moment, even as the train started to move, Penelope had snatched Nancy up into her arms, and the old man had reached out a hand and laid it against Nancy’s rounded baby cheek. She remembered the cold of his hand, like marble against her skin. There was no time for more. The train gathered speed, the platform curved away, he stood, growing smaller, waving his great broad-brimmed black hat in a final farewell. And that was Nancy’s first and last memory of him, for he died the following year.




  Ancient history, she told herself. Nothing to get sentimental about. But extraordinary that any person, nowadays, should want to buy his work. The Water Carriers. She shook her head, uncomprehending, and then abandoned the conundrum and turned happily to the comforting unrealities of the Social Diary.




  2




  Olivia




  The new photographer was called Lyle Medwin. He was a very young man with soft brown hair that looked as though it had been cut with the aid of a soup bowl, and a gentle, kind-eyed face. He had an unworldly air about him, like some dedicated novice, and Olivia found it hard to believe that he had successfully come so far along the rat race of his chosen profession without getting his throat cut.




  They stood by the table at the window of her office, where he had laid out a selection of his past work for her inspection: two dozen or so large, glossy colour prints hopefully displayed for approval. Olivia had studied them minutely and decided that she liked them. In the first place, they were lucid. Fashion photographs, she always insisted, must show the clothes, the shape of them, the drape of a skirt, the texture of a sweater, and this came across with a punchy impact that would catch any eye. But as well, the pictures breathed with life, movement, enjoyment, even tenderness.




  She picked one up. A man with the build of a full-back jogging through surf, blinding white track suit against a cobalt-blue sea. Tanned skin, sweat, the very smell of salty air and physical well-being.




  ‘Where did you take this?’




  ‘Malibu. That was an ad I did for sports clothes.’




  ‘And this?’ She took up another, an evening shot of a girl in blowing flame-coloured chiffon, her face turned towards the glow of the setting sun.




  ‘That was Point Reays … an editorial feature for American Vogue.’




  She laid the prints down, turned to face him, leaning against the edge of the table. This brought her down to his height, and so their eyes were level.




  ‘What’s your professional experience?’




  He shrugged. ‘Technical college. Then a bit of freelancing, and then I joined Toby Stryber and worked with him for a couple of years as his assistant.’




  ‘It was Toby who told me about you.’




  ‘And then, when I left Toby, I went to Los Angeles. I’ve been living out there for the past three years.’




  ‘And doing well.’




  He smiled, deprecating. ‘Okay, I guess.’




  His clothes were pure Los Angeles. White sneakers, washed-out jeans, white shirt, a faded denim jacket. In deference to the bitter London weather, he had wound a coral-coloured cashmere muffler around his slender tanned neck. His appearance, though rumpled, was nevertheless deliriously clean, like fresh laundry, dried in the sunshine, but not yet ironed. She found him extremely attractive.




  ‘Carla’s told you the brief?’ Carla was Olivia’s Fashion Editor. ‘It’s for the July issue, a last feature on holiday clothes before we go into tweeds for the moors.’




  ‘Sure … she mentioned location shots.’




  ‘Any suggestions where?’




  ‘We talked about Ibiza … I have contacts out there …’




  ‘Ibiza.’




  He was quick to accommodate her. ‘But if you’d rather someplace else, it’s okay by me. Morocco, maybe.’




  ‘No.’ She pushed herself away from the table and went back to her chair behind her desk. ‘We haven’t used Ibiza for some time … but I think not beach shots. Rural backgrounds would be a bit different, with goats and sheep and hardy peasants tilling fields. You could rope some of the locals in to add a bit of authenticity. They have wonderful faces and they love having their pictures taken …’




  ‘Great …’




  ‘Talk to Carla about it then …’




  He hesitated. ‘So, I’ve got the job?’




  ‘Of course you’ve got the job. Just do it well …’




  ‘Sure. Thanks …’ He began to gather up his prints and stack them into a pile. The buzzer on Olivia’s intercom rang, and she pressed the button and spoke to her secretary.




  ‘Yes?’




  ‘An outside call, Miss Keeling.’




  She looked at her watch. It was twelve fifteen.




  ‘Who is it? I’m just going out for lunch.’




  ‘A Mr Henry Spotswood.’




  Henry Spotswood. Who the hell was Henry Spotswood? And then the name came back to her, and she remembered the man she had met two evenings before at the Ridgeways’ cocktail party. Greying hair and as tall as she was. But he had called himself Hank.




  ‘Put him through, Jane, would you?’




  As she reached for the telephone, Lyle Medwin, the folder of photographs under his arm, made his soft-footed way across the room and opened the door.




  ‘Bye,’ he mouthed as he let himself out and she raised her hand and smiled, but he had already gone.




  ‘Miss Keeling?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Olivia, Hank Spotswood here, we met at the Ridgeways’.’




  ‘Of course.’




  ‘I have a free hour or two. Any chance of lunch?’




  ‘What, today?’




  ‘Yeah, right now.’




  ‘Oh, I am sorry, I can’t make it. My sister’s coming up from the country and I’m having lunch with her. I’m already late, I should be on my way.’




  ‘Oh, that’s too bad. Well, what about dinner this evening?’




  His voice, remembered, filled in the details. Blue eyes. A pleasant, strong-featured, wholly American face. Dark suit, Brooks Brothers shirt with a button-down collar.




  ‘I’d like that.’




  ‘Great. Where would you like to eat?’




  For perhaps an instant she debated, and then made up her mind.




  ‘Wouldn’t you like, just for once, not to have to eat in a restaurant or an hotel?’




  ‘What does that mean?’




  ‘Come to my house, and I’ll give you dinner.’




  ‘That would be great.’ He sounded surprised but by no means unenthusiastic. ‘But isn’t that a chore for you?’




  ‘No chore,’ she told him, smiling over the homely word. ‘Come about eight o’clock.’ She gave him the address and a simple direction or two in case he found himself a moronic taxi driver, and they said goodbye and she rang off.




  Hank Spotswood. That was good. She smiled to herself, then looked at her watch, put Hank out of her mind, sprang to her feet, collected hat, coat, bag, and gloves, and stalked from the office to keep her lunch date with Nancy.




  Their venue was Kettners in Soho, where Olivia had booked a table. This was where she always came for business lunches, and she saw no reason to make any other arrangement, although she knew that Nancy would have been much more at home in Harvey Nichols, or some place full of exhausted women resting their feet after a morning’s shopping.




  But Kettners it was, and Olivia was late, and Nancy was waiting for her, fatter than ever, in her heather wool sweater and skirt and a fur hat roughly the same colour as her faded fair curls, which made her look as though she had grown another head of hair. There she sat, a single female in a sea of business men, with her handbag on her lap and a large gin and tonic on the small table in front of her, and she appeared so ridiculously out of place that Olivia knew a pang of guilt, and as a result sounded more effusive than she felt.




  ‘Oh, Nancy, I’m sorry, I’m terribly sorry, I got held up. Have you been waiting long?’




  They did not kiss. They never kissed.




  ‘It’s all right.’




  ‘You’ve had a drink, anyway … you don’t want another, do you? I booked a table for a quarter to one, and we don’t want to lose it.’




  ‘Good afternoon, Miss Keeling.’




  ‘Oh, hello, Gerard. No, not a drink, thank you, we’re a bit pushed for time.’




  ‘You have a table ordered?’




  ‘Yes. A quarter to one. I’m afraid I’m a bit late.’




  ‘No matter — if you’d like to come through.’




  He led the way, but Olivia waited for Nancy to heave herself to her feet, gather up her bag and her magazine, and pull her sweater down over her considerable rump before she followed him. The restaurant was warm and packed and loud with masculine conversation. They were led to Olivia’s usual table, in a far corner of the room, where after the customary obsequious ceremony, they were finally seated on a curved banquette, the table pushed back over their knees and the massive menus produced.




  ‘A glass of sherry while you decide?’




  ‘Perrier for me, please, Gerard … and for my sister …’ She turned to Nancy. ‘You’d like some wine?’




  ‘Yes, that would be very nice.’




  Olivia, ignoring the wine list, ordered a half bottle of the house white,




  ‘Now, what do you want to eat?’




  Nancy did not really know. The menu was terrifyingly large and all in French. Olivia knew that she could sit there all day, debating over it, so she made a few suggestions, and in the end Nancy agreed to consommé and then escalope of veal with mushrooms. Olivia ordered an omelette and a green salad and, with this settled and the waiter gone, ‘What sort of journey did you have up this morning?’ she asked.




  ‘Oh, very comfortable, really. I caught the nine-fifteen. It was a bit of a rush getting the children off to school, but I made it.’




  ‘How are the children?’




  She tried to sound as though she was really interested, but Nancy knew that she was not and so did not, thankfully, expound on the subject.




  ‘All right.’




  ‘And George?’




  ‘He’s well, I think.’




  ‘And the dogs?’ Olivia persevered.




  ‘Fine …’ Nancy started to say and then remembered. ‘One of them was sick this morning.’




  Olivia screwed up her face. ‘Don’t tell me. Not until we’ve eaten.’




  The wine waiter appeared, with Olivia’s Perrier and Nancy’s half bottle. These were deftly opened and the wine poured. The man waited. Nancy remembered that she was meant to taste it, so she took a sip, pursed her lips professionally, and pronounced it delicious. The bottle was placed on the table and the wine waiter, expressionless, withdrew.




  Olivia poured her own Perrier. ‘Don’t you ever drink wine?’ Nancy asked her.




  ‘Not during business lunches.’




  Nancy raised her eyebrows, appearing almost arch. ‘Is this a business lunch?’




  ‘Well, isn’t it? Isn’t that what we’re here to do? Talk business about Mumma.’ The baby name as usual irritated Nancy. All three of Penelope’s children called her by a different name. Noel addressed her as Ma. Nancy, for some years, had called her Mother, which she considered suitable to their ages and to Nancy’s own station in life. Only Olivia — so hard-hearted and sophisticated in every other way — persisted with ‘Mumma’. Nancy sometimes wondered if Olivia realised how ridiculous she sounded. ‘We’d better get on with it. I haven’t got all day.’




  Her cool tones were the last straw. Nancy, who had travelled up from Gloucestershire for this meeting, who had wiped up dog’s sick and cut her thumb on the Bonzo tin, somehow got her children to school and caught the train by the skin of her teeth, experienced a great surge of resentment.




  I haven’t got all day.




  Why did Olivia have to be so brusque, so heartless, so unfeeling? Was there never to be an occasion when, cosily, they could talk as sisters without Olivia flaunting her busy career, as though Nancy’s life, with its solid priorities of home, husband, and children, counted for nothing?




  When they were small, it was Nancy who was the pretty one. Fair-haired, blue-eyed, with sweet ways, and (thanks to Granny Keeling) pretty clothes. It was Nancy who had attracted eyes, admiration, men. Olivia was brainy and ambitious, obsessed by books, exams, and academic achievement; but plain, Nancy reminded herself, so plain. Painfully tall and thin, flat-chested and bespectacled, she displayed an almost arrogant lack of interest in the opposite sex, relapsing into a disdainful silence whenever one of Nancy’s boyfriends turned up, or disappearing up to her bedroom for a book.




  And yet, she had her redeeming features. She would not have been her parents’ daughter had she not been blessed with these. Her hair, which was very thick, was the colour and sheen of polished mahogany, and the dark eyes, inherited from their mother, glittered, like those of some bird’s, with a sort of sardonic intelligence.




  So what had happened? The gangling, brilliant University student, the sister no man would dance with, had somehow, sometime, somewhere, transformed herself into this phenomenon, of Olivia at thirty-eight. This formidable career woman, this Editor of Venus.




  Her appearance today was as uncompromising as ever. Ugly, even, but almost frighteningly chic. Deep-crowned black velour hat, voluminous black coat, cream silk shirt, gold chains and gold earrings, knuckleduster rings on her hands. Her face was pale, her mouth very red; even her enormous black-rimmed spectacles she had somehow turned into an enviable accessory. Nancy was no fool. As she followed Olivia across the crowded restaurant to their table, she had sensed the frisson of masculine interest, seen the covert glances and the turned heads and known that they had not been turned for pretty her, but for Olivia.




  Nancy had never guessed at the dark secrets of Olivia’s life. Right up to that extraordinary happening, five years ago, she had honestly believed that her sister was either a virgin or totally sexless. (There was, of course, another and more sinister possibility, which occurred to Nancy after ploughing her way dutifully through a biography of Vita Sackville-West, but this, she told herself, really didn’t bear thinking about.)




  The classic example of an ambitious and clever woman, Olivia had apparently been absorbed by her career, which had steadily advanced until she was finally made Features Editor of Venus, the intelligent, up-market magazine for women, on which she had worked for seven years. Her name figured on the flagstaff page; from time to time her photograph appeared in its pages, illustrating some article, and once, answering questions in a family show, she had been on television.




  And then, with everything going for her, in midstream of life, as it were, Olivia took that unexpected and uncharacteristic step. She went on holiday to Ibiza, met a man called Cosmo Hamilton, and never came home. At least, she did finally come back, but not until after she had spent a year out there living with him. The first her editor knew of it was a formal letter, sent from Ibiza, handing in her resignation. When the mind-boggling news filtered through, via their mother, Nancy had at first refused to believe it. She told herself that it was all too shocking; but it was, in fact, because in some obscure way, she felt that Olivia had stolen a march on her.




  She could not wait to tell George, to have him as dumbfounded as she had been, but his reaction took her quite unawares.




  ‘Interesting,’ was all he said.




  ‘You don’t seem very surprised.’




  ‘I’m not.’




  She frowned. ‘George, it’s Olivia we’re talking about.’




  ‘Certainly it’s Olivia.’ He looked at his wife’s bewildered face and almost laughed. ‘Nancy, you surely don’t imagine that Olivia has lived like a good little nun all her life? That secretive girl with her flat in London and her evasive ways. If you believed that, you’re a bigger fool than I thought.’




  Nancy felt tears sting the back of her eyes. ‘But … but, I thought …’




  ‘What did you think?’




  ‘Oh, George, she’s so unattractive.’




  ‘No,’ George told her. ‘No, Nancy, she is not unattractive.’




  ‘But I thought you didn’t like her.’




  ‘I don’t,’ said George, and opened his newspaper, thus putting an end to the discussion.




  It was unlike George to expound so forcefully on any subject. It was also unlike him to be so perceptive but, with hindsight and a good deal of mulling over this new turn of events, Nancy finally decided that he was probably right about Olivia. Once she had come to terms with the situation, she did not find it hard to turn it to her own advantage. Being able to boast of such a dashing relation seemed to Nancy both glamorous and sophisticated — like an old Noel Coward play — and provided one glossed over the living-in-sin bit, Olivia and Cosmo Hamilton provided quite a good conversation stopper at dinner parties. ‘Olivia, you know, my clever sister, it’s too romantic. She’s thrown everything up for love. Living in Ibiza now … the most beautiful house.’ Her imagination raced ahead to other delightful, and hopefully free, possibilities. ‘Perhaps next summer George and I and the children will join her for a few weeks. It depends on the Pony Club events, though, doesn’t it? We mothers are slaves to the Pony Club.’




  But although Olivia asked their mother to go and stay and Penelope accepted with delight and spent more than a month with her and Cosmo, no such invitation ever came the way of the Chamberlains, and for this Nancy had never forgiven her sister.




  The restaurant was very warm. Nancy felt, all at once, far too hot. She wished she had worn a blouse instead of a sweater, but she couldn’t take the sweater off, so instead she took another cool mouthful of wine. Despite the warmth she realised that her hands were trembling.




  Beside her, Olivia said, ‘Have you seen Mumma?’




  ‘Oh, yes.’ She set down her glass. ‘I went to see her in hospital.’




  ‘How was she?’




  ‘Very well, considering.’




  ‘Are they certain it was a heart attack?’




  ‘Oh, yes. They had her in intensive care for a day or two. And then they put her in a ward and then she discharged herself and went home.’




  ‘The doctor can’t have liked that very much.’




  ‘No, he was annoyed. That’s why he rang me, and that’s when he told me that she shouldn’t live alone.’




  ‘Have you considered a second opinion?’




  Nancy bridled. ‘Olivia, he’s a very good doctor.’




  ‘A country GP.’




  ‘He would be very offended …’




  ‘Rubbish. I consider there is no point in doing anything about a companion or a housekeeper until she’s seen a consultant.’




  ‘You know she’d never see a consultant.’




  ‘Then let her be. Why should she have some dim woman foisted on her if she wants to live on her own? She’s got nice Mrs Plackett coming in three mornings a week, and I’m sure the people in the village will all rally round and keep an eye on her. After all, she’s lived there for five years now, and everyone knows her.’




  ‘But suppose she has another attack, and dies, just because there’s nobody to help her. Or falls down the stairs. Or has a car crash and kills somebody.’




  Olivia, unforgivably, laughed. ‘I never knew you had such a vivid imagination. And let’s face it, if she’s going to have a car crash, she’ll have one whether there’s a housekeeper there or not. I honestly don’t think we should worry.’




  ‘But we have to worry.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘It’s not just the housekeeper … there are other things to be considered. The garden, for instance. Two acres of it, and she’s always done it all herself. Digging the vegetables and mowing the lawn. Everything. She can’t be expected to go on coping with that sort of physical work.’




  ‘She isn’t going to,’ Olivia told her, and Nancy frowned, ‘I had a long gas with her on the telephone the other evening —’




  ‘You didn’t tell me that.’




  ‘You’ve scarcely given me the chance. She sounded splendid, robust and cheerful. She told me that she thought the doctor was a fool, and that if she had another woman living with her, she’d probably murder her. The house is too small and they’d do nothing but trip over each other, with which I wholeheartedly agreed. As for the garden, even before she had the so-called heart attack, she’d decided it was getting a bit too much for her, so she got in touch with the local garden contractors and has arranged for a man to come and work two or three days a week. I think he’s starting next Monday.’




  All this did nothing to put Nancy in a better frame of mind. It was as though Olivia and Mother had been conspiring behind her back.




  ‘I’m not sure I think that’s a very good idea. How do we know what sort of a person they’ll send? It could be anybody. Surely she could have found some nice man from the village.’




  ‘All the nice men from the village are already employed at the electronics factory at Pudley …’




  Nancy would have argued on, but was forestalled by the arrival of her soup. It came in a round brown earthenware pot and smelled delicious. She suddenly realised how hungry she was, took up her spoon, and reached for a warm brown croissant.




  After a bit, she said stiffly, ‘You never considered discussing the matter with George and me.’




  ‘For heaven’s sake, what is there to discuss? It has nothing to do with any person but Mumma. Honestly, Nancy, you and George treat her as though she were senile; she’s sixty-four, in the prime of life, strong as an ox and as independent as she’s ever been. Stop interfering.’




  Nancy was enraged. ‘Interfering! Perhaps if you and Noel interfered, as you term it, a little more often, it would take some of the load from my shoulders.’




  Olivia became icy. ‘Firstly, don’t you ever bracket me with Noel. And secondly, if you have a load on your shoulders, you dreamt it up and put it there yourself.’




  ‘I don’t know why George and I bother. We certainly get no thanks.’




  ‘What is there to thank you for?’




  ‘A lot. If I hadn’t convinced Mother it was madness, she’d have taken herself back to Cornwall and be living in some fisherman’s hut by now.’




  ‘I could never understand why you thought that was such a bad idea.’




  ‘Olivia. Miles away from all of us, at the other end of the country … it was ridiculous. I told her so. You can never go back, that’s what I said. That was all she was trying to do, recapture her youth. It would have been a disaster. And besides, it was George who found Podmore’s Thatch for her. And even you can’t say that it isn’t the most charming, perfect house in every way. And all thanks to George. Don’t forget that, Olivia. All thanks to George.’




  ‘Three cheers for George.’




  There came at this point another interruption, while Nancy’s soup bowl was removed and the escalope of veal and the omelette were served. The last of the wine was emptied into Nancy’s glass, and Olivia began to help herself to salad. When the waiter had left them once more, Nancy demanded, ‘And what is this gardener going to cost? Contract gardeners are notoriously expensive.’




  ‘Oh, Nancy, does it matter?’




  ‘Of course it matters. Can Mother afford it? It’s very worrying. She’s always been so secretive about money, and at the same time so dreadfully extravagant.’




  ‘Mother? Extravagant? She never spends a brass farthing on herself.’




  ‘But she never stops entertaining. Her food and drink bills must be astronomical. And that ridiculous conservatory she built at the cottage. George tried to dissuade her. She’d have been much better off spending the money on double glazing.’




  ‘Perhaps she didn’t want double glazing.’




  ‘You refuse to be concerned, don’t you?’ Nancy’s voice shook with indignation. ‘To consider the possibilities?’




  ‘And what are the possibilities, Nancy? Enlighten me.’




  ‘She could live to be ninety.’




  ‘I hope she does.’




  ‘Her capital won’t last for ever.’




  Olivia’s eyes glittered with amusement. ‘Are you and George afraid of being left with a destitute, dependent parent on your hands? Yet another drain on your finances after you’ve paid the upkeep of that barn of a house, and wheeled your children off to the most expensive schools?’




  ‘How we choose to spend our money is none of your affair.’




  ‘And how Mumma chooses to spend hers is none of your business.’




  This retort silenced Nancy. Turning from Olivia, she concentrated her attention on her veal. Olivia, watching her, saw the colour rise in her sister’s cheeks, the slight tremor of mouth and jowl. For God’s sake, she thought, she’s only forty-three, and she looks a fat, pathetic, old woman. She was filled suddenly with pity for Nancy and a certain guilt, and found herself saying, in a more kindly and encouraging tone, ‘I shouldn’t worry too much if I were you. She got a socking price for Oakley Street, and there’s a good chunk of that still to go, even after buying Podmore’s Thatch. I don’t suppose old Lawrence Stern realised it, but with one thing and another, he really left her quite comfortably off. Which was just as well for you and me and Noel, because, let’s face it, our father was never anything, financially, but a dead loss …’




  Nancy, all at once, realised that she had come to the end of her rope. She was exhausted with argument, and she hated it when Olivia spoke of darling Daddy in that way. Under normal circumstances she would have sprung to the defence of that dear, dead man. But now, she hadn’t the energy. The meeting with Olivia had been a total waste of time. Nothing had been decided — about Mother, or money, or housekeepers, or anything; Olivia, as always, had talked rings around her, and now had left Nancy feeling as though she had been run over by a steam-roller.




  Lawrence Stern.




  The delicious meal was over. Olivia glanced at her watch, and asked Nancy if she’d like coffee. Nancy asked if there was time, and Olivia said yes, she’d got another five minutes, so Nancy said she would, and Olivia ordered coffee; and Nancy, reluctantly putting out of her mind images of the delicious puddings she had spied on the sweet trolley, reached out for the Harpers and Queen she had bought for the train and which lay now on the padded velvet seat beside her.




  ‘Have you seen this?’




  She leafed through the pages until she came to the Boothby’s advertisement, and handed the magazine to her sister. Olivia glanced at it and nodded. ‘Yes, I did see it. It’s coming up for sale next Wednesday.’




  ‘Isn’t it extraordinary?’ Nancy took the magazine back. ‘To think any person should want to buy a horror like that?’




  ‘Nancy, I can assure you, a lot of people want to buy a horror like that.’




  ‘You have to be joking.’




  ‘Certainly not.’ Seeing her sister’s genuine bewilderment, Olivia laughed. ‘Oh, Nancy, where have you and George been these last few years? There’s been an enormous resurgence of interest in Victorian painting. Lawrence Stern, Alma-Tadema, John William Waterhouse … they’re commanding enormous sums in the art dealers’ sales.’




  Nancy studied the gloomy Water Carriers with what she hoped was a new eye. It didn’t make any difference. ‘But why?’ she persisted.




  Olivia shrugged. ‘A new appreciation of their technique. Rarity value.’




  ‘When you say enormous sums, what do you mean, exactly? I mean, how much will this go for?’




  ‘I’ve no idea.’




  ‘A guess.’




  ‘Well …’ Olivia turned down her mouth, considering. ‘Maybe … two hundred thousand.’




  ‘Two hundred thousand? For that?’




  ‘Give or take the odd twenty pence.’




  ‘But why?’ Nancy wailed again.




  ‘I’ve told you. Rarity value. Nothing’s worth anything unless somebody wants it. Lawrence Stern was never a prolific painter. If you look at the minute detail in that picture, you’ll see why. It must have taken months to complete.’




  ‘But what’s happened to all his work?’




  ‘Gone. Sold. Probably sold straight off the easel, with the paint still wet. Every self-respecting private collection or public art gallery in the world will have a Lawrence Stern somewhere around the place. It’s only every now and then that one of his pictures comes on the market nowadays. And don’t forget, he stopped painting long before the war, when his hands became too crippled even to hold a brush. I imagine he sold everything he could and was glad to, just to keep himself and his family alive. He was never a rich man, and it was fortunate for us that he inherited a huge London house from his father, and then was able, later on, to buy the freehold of Carn Cottage. The sale of Carn Cottage went a long way towards educating the three of us, and the proceeds from Oakley Street are what Mumma’s living on now.’




  Nancy listened to all this, but not with her fullest attention. Her concentration wavered, as her mind went off at a tangent, exploring possibilities, speculating.




  She said, sounding as casual as she could, ‘What about Mother’s pictures?’




  ‘The Shell Seekers, you mean?’




  ‘Yes. And the two panels on the landing.’




  ‘What about them?’




  ‘If they were sold now, would they be worth a lot of money?’




  ‘I imagine, yes.’




  Nancy swallowed. Her mouth was dry. ‘How much?’




  ‘Nancy, I’m not in the business.’




  ‘Roughly.’




  ‘I suppose … close on five hundred thousand.’




  ‘Five hundred thousand.’ The words made scarcely any sound. Nancy leaned back in her chair seat, utterly stunned. Half a million. She could see the sum written out, with a pound sign and lots of lovely noughts. At that moment, the waiter brought their coffee, black and steaming and fragrant. Nancy cleared her throat and tried again. ‘Half a million.’




  ‘Roughly.’ Olivia, with one of her rare smiles, shunted the sugar bowl in Nancy’s direction. ‘So you see why you and George need have no fears on Mumma’s behalf.’




  That was the end of the conversation. They drank their coffee in silence, Olivia settled the bill, and they got up to go. Outside the restaurant, as they were travelling in different directions, they ordered two taxis and, as Olivia was pushed for time, she took the first one. They said goodbye on the pavement and Nancy watched her go. While they lunched, it had started to rain, quite heavily, but Nancy, standing in the downpour, scarcely noticed it.




  Half a million.




  Her own taxi drew up. She told the driver to take her to Harrods, remembered to tip the doorman, and clambered aboard. The taxi moved forward. She sat back in her seat and looked through the streaming windows at passing London, her eyes unseeing. She had achieved nothing with Olivia, but the day had not been wasted. She could feel her heart thumping with stealthy excitement.




  Half a million pounds.




  One of the reasons that Olivia Keeling had made such a success of her career was that she had developed the ability to clear her mind, and so beam in her considerable intelligence on one set of problems at a time. She ran her life like a submarine, divided into watertight compartments, each impregnably sealed from the others. Thus, this morning, she had put Hank Spotswood out of her mind, and so been able to give her entire attention to sorting out Nancy. On returning to the office, even as she walked through the door of that prestigious building, Nancy and all her trivial anxieties of home and family were blanked out, and Olivia was once more the Editor of Venus, with thought of nothing but the successful advancement of her paper. During the afternoon, she dictated letters, organised a session with her Advertising Manager, arranged a promotion luncheon to be held at the Dorchester, and had a long-overdue row with the Fiction Editor, informing the poor female that, if she could not find better stories than the efforts which she thought fit to submit to Olivia for approval, then Venus would cease altogether to publish fiction, and the Fiction Editor would find herself out of a job. The Fiction Editor, a single parent endeavouring to bring up two children, duly burst into tears, but Olivia was adamant; the magazine had priority over all else, and she simply handed the woman a Kleenex and gave her two weeks’ grace in which to produce some magic rabbit out of her hat.




  But it was all fairly draining. She realised that it was Friday and the end of the week, and was grateful for this. She worked on until six o’clock, clearing her desk, before finally gathering up her belongings, taking the lift down to the basement garage, collecting her car, and setting off for home.




  The traffic was appalling, but she was used to rush-hour traffic and accepted it. Venus, with a mental slam of the watertight door, ceased to exist; it was as though the afternoon had never happened, and she was back in Kettners again, with Nancy.




  She had been brusque with Nancy, accused her of over-reacting, made little of her mother’s illness, dismissed the country doctor’s prognosis. This was because Nancy invariably turned mole-hills into mountains … poor girl, what else did she have to do with her boring life … but also because Olivia, as though she were still a child, did not want to think of Penelope as anything but well. Immortal even. She did not want her to be ill. She did not want her to die.




  A heart attack. That it could happen to her mother, of all people, who had never been sick in all her life. Tall, strong, vital, interested in everything, but most important, always there. Olivia remembered the basement kitchen at Oakley Street, the heart of that great rambling London house, where soup simmered, and people sat around the scrubbed table and talked for hours over brandy and coffee, while her mother did the ironing or mended sheets. When anyone mentioned the word ‘security’, Olivia thought of that comforting place.




  And now. She sighed. Perhaps the doctor was right. Perhaps Penelope should have some person living with her. The best thing would be for Olivia to go and see her, talk things over, and, if necessary, see if they could come to some sort of an arrangement. Tomorrow was Saturday. I shall go and see her tomorrow, she told herself and felt at once much better. Drive down to Podmore’s Thatch in the morning and spend the day. With the decision made, she put it all out of her mind and allowed the resultant void to fill slowly with pleasurable anticipation of the evening that lay ahead.




  By now, she was nearly home. But first she turned in at her local supermarket, parked the car, and did some shopping. Crusty brown bread, butter, and a pot of pâté de foie gras; chicken Kiev, and the makings of a salad. Olive oil, fresh peaches, cheeses; a bottle of Scotch, a couple of bottles of wine. She bought flowers, an armful of daffodils, loaded all this loot into the boot of her car, and drove the short distance that took her to Ranfurly Road.




  Hers was one of a terrace of small red brick Edwardian houses, each with its bulging bay window and front garden and tiled path. From the outside it looked almost painfully ordinary, which only increased the impact of its unexpected and sophisticated interior. The cramped rooms of the ground floor had been transformed into a single spacious area, with the kitchen divided from the dining room only by a counter, like a little bar, and an open staircase leading to the upper floor. At the far end of the room, French windows led out into the garden, and these gave a strangely rural view, for beyond the garden fence was a church with its own half acre or so of land, where Sunday-school picnics were held in the summer-time, and a huge oak tree spread its branches.




  Because of this it would have seemed natural had Olivia decorated her house in country style, with sprigged cottons and pine furniture, but the impact she had contrived was cool and modern as a penthouse flat. The basic colour was white. Olivia loved white. The colour of luxury, the colour of light. White tiled floor, white walls, white curtains. Knobbly white cotton on the deep, sinfully comfortable sofas and chairs, white lamps and shades. And the result was not cold, for this pristine canvas she had splashed with touches of primary brightness. Cushions of scarlet and Indian pink, Spanish rugs, startling abstracts framed in silver. The dining-room table was glass, the chairs black, and one wall of her dining room she had painted cobalt blue and hung with a gallery of photographs of family and friends.




  It was, as well, warm, immaculate, and shiningly clean. This was because Olivia’s neighbour, with whom she had had a long-standing arrangement, came in each day to wash and polish. Now, she could smell the polish, mingled with the scent from a bowl of blue hyacinths, bulbs she had planted last autumn and which had finally reached their peak of scented perfection.




  Unhurried, consciously unwinding, she set about her preparations for the coming evening. Drew the curtains, lit the fire (which was gas with sham logs, but as comforting and genuine as a proper fire), put a tape on the stereo, poured herself a Scotch. In the kitchen, she concocted a salad, made a dressing for this, laid the table, put the wine to cool.




  It was now nearly seven-thirty, and she went upstairs. Her bedroom was at the back of the house, looking out over the garden and the oak tree, and this too was white, with a thick fitted carpet and an enormous double divan bed. She looked at the bed, and thought about Hank Spotswood, deliberated for a moment or two, and then stripped and remade it, replacing the sheets with clean ones of shining, icy, freshly ironed linen. When she had done this, and only then, she undressed and ran herself a bath.




  For Olivia, the ritual of her evening bath was her one indulgence in total relaxation. Here, soaking in scented steam, she allowed her mind to drift, her thoughts to wander. It was an interlude conducive to pleasant reflections — holidays to be considered, clothes for the coming months, vague fantasies concerning her current man. But somehow this evening, she found herself back with Nancy, wondering if she was home by now in that dreadful house with her graceless family. True, she had problems, but they all seemed to be self-induced. She and George, with all their pretensions, lived far beyond their means, and yet managed to convince themselves that they had the right to so much more. It was hard not to smile at the recollection of Nancy’s face, jaw sagging and eyes goggling, when Olivia had told her the probable worth of the Lawrence Stern paintings. Nancy had never been any good at hiding her thoughts, especially if you caught her unawares, and the blank astonishment had been, almost at once, replaced with an expression of calculating avarice, as Nancy doubtless envisaged school bills paid, the Old Vicarage double-glazed, and security ensured for the entire Chamberlain clan.




  This did not worry Olivia. She had no fears for The Shell Seekers. Lawrence Stern had given the painting to his daughter as a wedding present and it was more precious to her than all the money in the world. She would never sell it. Nancy — and for that matter Noel — would simply have to bide their time until nature took its course and Penelope turned up her toes and died. Which, Olivia devoutly hoped, would not be for years.




  She mentally abandoned Nancy and let her mind move on to other, more attractive concerns. That clever young photographer, Lyle Medwin. Brilliant. A real find. And perceptive, too.




  ‘Ibiza,’ he had said, and she had, involuntarily, repeated the word, and perhaps he had caught some question in her voice or expression, for he had at once made an alternative suggestion. Ibiza. Now, she realised, squeezing her sponge so that hot water trickled like balm over her nakedness, that memories had stirred and stayed, hovering around at the back of her consciousness, ever since that small and apparently insignificant exchange.




  She had not thought of Ibiza for months. But, ‘Rural backgrounds …’ she had suggested. ‘With goats and sheep and hardy peasants tilling fields.’ She saw the house, long and low, red-tiled, hung with bougainvillaea and trellises of vines. Heard cowbells and cocks crowing. Smelt the warm resin of pine and juniper, blown in from the sea on a warm wind. Felt again the nailing heat of the Mediterranean sun.




  3




  Cosmo




  On holiday with friends during the early summer of 1979, Olivia met Cosmo Hamilton at a party on a boat.




  She disliked boats. She disliked the close quarters, the claustrophobia caused by too many people crowded into too small a space, the constant banging of shin and head on davit and boom. This particular boat was a thirty-foot cruiser, moored out in the harbour and reached by means of a power dinghy. Olivia went because the rest of her party were going, but she did so reluctantly, and it was just as bad as she had feared, with too many people, no place to sit, and everybody being dreadfully jolly and bluff, drinking Bloody Marys, and discussing with much noisy laughter the momentous party they had all been to the previous evening, and which Olivia and her friends had not.




  She found herself standing, hand clamped around her glass, in the cockpit of the yacht, along with about fourteen other people. It was like trying to be sociable in a very crowded lift. And another awful thing about being on a boat was that there was no way you could leave. You couldn’t simply walk out of the door and into the street and find a taxi and go home. You were stuck. Jammed, moreover, face to face with a chinless man, who seemed to think that you would find it fascinating to be told that one was in the Guards, and how long it took one to drive, in one’s fairly fast car, from one’s place in Hampshire to Windsor.




  Olivia’s face ached with boredom. When he turned for a moment to get his glass refilled, she instantly made her escape, stepping up out of the cockpit and making her way forward, passing en route an almost totally naked girl sunbathing on top of the cabin roof. On the foredeck, she found a corner of empty deck and there sat, her back propped against the mast. Here, the babble of voices continued to assault her ears, but at least she was alone. It was very hot. She stared despondently at the sea.




  A shadow fell across her legs. She looked up, fearing the Guardsman from Windsor, and saw that it was the man with the beard. She had noticed him as soon as she stepped on board, but they had not spoken. His beard was grey, but his hair was thick and white, and he was very tall and spare and muscular, dressed in a white shirt and faded, salt-bleached jeans.




  He said, ‘Do you need another drink?’




  ‘I don’t think so.’




  ‘Do you want to be alone?’




  He had a charming voice. She did not think he looked the sort of man who would refer to himself as ‘one’. She said, ‘Not necessarily.’




  He squatted beside her. Their eyes came level and she saw that his were the same pale, soft blue as his jeans. His face was lined and deeply tanned, and he looked as though he might be a writer.




  ‘Can I join you then?’




  She hesitated, and then smiled. ‘Why not?’




  His name was Cosmo Hamilton. He lived on the island, had lived here for twenty-five years. No, he was not a writer. To begin with he had run a yacht charter business and then had a job as agent for a firm in London which ran package holidays, but now he was a gentleman of leisure.




  Olivia, despite herself, became interested.




  ‘Don’t you get bored?’




  ‘Why should I get bored?’




  ‘With nothing to do.’




  ‘I have a thousand things to do.’




  ‘Name two.’




  His eyes gleamed with amusement. ‘That’s almost insulting.’




  And, indeed, he looked so fit and active that it probably was. Olivia smiled. ‘I didn’t mean it literally.’




  His own smile warmed his face, like a light, and caused his eyes to crinkle up at the corners. Olivia felt as though her heart, very stealthily, was stirring and turning over.




  ‘I have a boat,’ he told her, ‘and a house and a garden. Shelves of books, two goats, and three dozen bantams. At the last count. Bantams are notoriously prolific.’




  ‘Do you look after the bantams, or does your wife do that?’




  ‘My wife lives in Weybridge. We’re divorced.’




  ‘So you’re alone.’




  ‘Not entirely. I have a daughter. She’s at day school in England, so she lives with her mother during the term and then comes out here for the holidays.’




  ‘How old?’




  ‘Thirteen. She’s called Antonia.’




  ‘She must love being here for holidays.’




  ‘Yes. We have a good time. What are you called?’




  ‘Olivia Keeling.’




  ‘Where are you staying?’




  ‘At Los Pinos.’




  ‘Are you alone?’




  ‘No, with friends. That’s why I’m here. One of our party was given the invitation and we all tagged along.’




  ‘I saw you come on board.’




  She said, ‘I hate boats,’ and he began to laugh.




  The next morning he turned up at the hotel in search of her. He found her alone, by the pool. It was early and her friends were presumably still in their bedrooms, but Olivia had already swum, and had ordered her breakfast to be served on the poolside terrace.




  ‘Good morning.’




  She looked up, into the sun, and saw him standing there in a dazzle of light.




  ‘Hello.’




  Her hair was wet and sleek from her swim and she was wrapped in a white towelling robe.




  ‘May I join you?’




  ‘If you want.’ She put out a foot and pushed a chair in his direction. ‘Have you had breakfast?’




  ‘Yes.’ He sat down. ‘A couple of hours ago.’




  ‘Some coffee?’




  ‘No, not even coffee.’




  ‘What can I do for you then?’




  ‘I came to see if you’d like to spend the day with me.’




  ‘Does that invitation include my friends?’




  ‘No. Just you.’




  He was looking straight at her, his eyes steady and quite unblinking. She felt as though she had been thrown a challenge, and for some reason this disconcerted her. Not for years had Olivia been disconcerted. To cover this unfamiliar nervousness and give herself something to do, she took up an orange from the basket of fruit on the table and began to try to peel it.




  She said, ‘What am I going to say to the others?’




  ‘Just tell them you’re going to spend the day with me.’




  The peel of the orange was tough and hurt her thumbnail. ‘What are we going to do?’




  ‘I thought we’d take my boat out … take a picnic … Here.’ He sounded impatient, leaned forward and took the orange away from her. ‘You’ll never peel it that way.’ He reached into his back pocket, produced a knife and began to score the orange into four sections.




  Watching his hands, she said, ‘I hate boats.’




  ‘I know. You told me yesterday.’ He returned the knife to his pocket, deftly peeled the fruit, and handed it back to Olivia. ‘Now,’ he said, as she silently took it, ‘what are you going to say? Yes or No?’




  Olivia leaned back in her chair and smiled. She broke the orange into segments and began to eat them, one by one. In silence, Cosmo watched her. Now the heat of the morning was intensifying, and, with the delicious taste of fresh citrus on her tongue, she felt warm and content as a cat in the sun. Slowly, she finished the orange. When it was done, she licked her fingers and looked across the table at the man who waited. She said, ‘Yes.’




  Olivia discovered that day that she didn’t hate boats after all. Cosmo’s was not nearly as big as the one on which the party had been held, but infinitely nicer. For one thing, there were just the two of them, and for another they didn’t just bob pointlessly about at the mooring, but cast off and hauled up the sail and slipped away, past the harbour wall and out into the open sea and around the coast to a blue deserted inlet that the tourists had never taken the trouble to find. There they dropped anchor and swam, diving from the deck, and clambering aboard again by means of a maddeningly contrary rope ladder.




  The sun was now high in the sky and it was so hot that he rigged an awning over the cockpit and they ate their picnic in the shade of this. Bread and tomatoes, slices of salami, fruit and cheese, and wine that was sweet and cool because he had tied lengths of twine to the necks of the bottles and lowered them into the sea.




  And later, there was space to stretch out on the deck and peacefully sunbathe; and later still, when the wind had dropped, and the sun was sliding down out of the sky, and the reflected light from the water shimmered on the white-painted bulkhead of the cabin, room to make love.




  The next day he turned up again, in his battered tough little opentop, a Citroën 2 CV that looked more like a mobile dustbin than anything else, and drove her away from the coast, inland, to where he had his house. By now, not unnaturally, the rest of her party were becoming a little peeved by Olivia. The man who had been included for her delight had taxed her with this, and they had had words, whereupon he had relapsed into a fetid sulk. Which made him all the easier to leave.




  It was another beautiful morning. The road led up into the mild hills, through sleepy golden villages and past small white churches, farms where goats grazed in the thin fields, and patient mules harnessed to grinding wheels trod in circles.




  Here it was as it had been for centuries, untouched by commerce and tourism. The surface of the road deteriorated, modern tarmac was left behind, and the Citroën finally ground and bumped its way down a narrow, unmade track, dark and cool in the shade of a grove of umbrella pines, and came to rest beneath a massive olive tree.




  Cosmo switched off the engine and they got out of the car. Olivia felt the cool breeze on her face, and caught a glimpse of the distant sea. A path led on, downhill, through an orchard of almonds, and beyond this lay his house. Long and white, red-roofed, stained purple with bougainvillaea blossom, it commanded an uninterrupted view of the wide valley, sloping down towards the coast. Along the front of the house was a terrace, trellised with vines, and below the terrace a small tangled garden spilled down to a little swimming pool, glinting clear and turquoise in the sunshine.




  ‘What a place,’ was all she could find to say.




  ‘Come indoors and I’ll show you around.’




  It was a confusion of a house. Random stairways led up and down, and no two rooms seemed to be on the same level. Once it had been a farmhouse, and upstairs still were living room and kitchen, while the rooms on the ground floor, which once had been byre and stable and sty, were the bedrooms.




  Inside, it was austere and cool, whitewashed throughout and furnished in the simplest of styles. A few coloured rugs on the rough wooden floors, locally made furniture, cane-seated chairs, scrubbed wooden tables. Only in the sitting room were there curtains, elsewhere the deeply embrasured windows had to make do with shutters.




  But also there were delights. Deep-cushioned sofas and chairs, draped in colourful cotton blankets; jugs of flowers; rough baskets by the open fireplace, filled with logs. In the kitchen, copper saucepans hung from a beam, and there was the smell of spices and herbs. And everywhere were evidences of the obviously cultured man who had occupied this place for twenty-five years. Hundreds of books, not just on shelves, but spilling over onto tables, window-ledges, and the cupboard beside his bed. And there were good pictures and many photographs, and racks of long-playing records neatly stacked by the record player.




  At last, the tour of inspection finished, he led the way through a low door and down yet another flight of stairs, and so out again, by way of a red-tiled lobby, and onto the terrace.




  She stood, with her back to the view, and gazed up at the face of the house. She said, ‘It’s more perfect than I could have imagined.’




  ‘Go and sit down and look at the view and I’ll bring you a glass of wine.’




  There were a table and some basket chairs set about on the flags, but Olivia did not want to sit. Instead, she went to lean against the white-washed wall, where earthenware tubs spilled lemon-scented ivy-leaved geraniums, and an army of ants, endlessly occupied, marched to and fro in well-regulated troops. The quiet was immeasurable. Listening, she caught the tiny muted sounds that were part of this quiet. A distant cowbell. The soft cackling murmur of contented hens, hidden away somewhere in the garden but clearly audible. The stirring of the breeze.




  A whole new world. They had driven only a few kilometres, but she could have been a thousand miles from the hotel, her friends, the cocktails, the crowded swimming pool, the bustling streets and shops of the town, the bright lights and the blaring discos. Farther away still were London, Venus, her flat, her job — fading into unreality; forgotten dreams of a life that had never been real. Like a vessel that has been empty for too long, she felt herself filled with peace. I could stay here. A small voice, a hand tugging at her sleeve. This is a place where I could stay.




  She heard him behind her, descending the stone stairway, the heels of his loose sandals slapping against the treads. She turned and watched him emerge through the dark aperture of the door (he was so tall that he automatically ducked his head). He was carrying a bottle of wine and two tumblers, and the sun was high and his shadow was very black. He set down the glasses and the frosty, beaded bottle and reached into the pocket of his jeans and produced a cigar, which he lit with a match.




  When this was going, she said, ‘I didn’t know you smoked.’




  ‘Only these. Every now and again. I used to be a fifty-a-day man, but I finally kicked the habit. Today, however, seems to be a suitable occasion for self-indulgence.’ He had already uncorked the bottle and now poured the wine into the tumblers; he picked one up and handed it to Olivia. It was icily cold.




  ‘What shall we drink to?’ he asked her.




  ‘Your house, whatever it’s called.’




  ‘Ca’n D’alt.’




  ‘To Ca’n D’alt, then. And its owner.’




  They drank. He said, ‘I watched you from the kitchen window. You were so very still. I wondered what you were thinking.’




  ‘Just that … up here … reality fades.’




  ‘Is that a good thing?’




  ‘I think so. I’m …’ She hesitated, searching for the right words, because all at once it became enormously important to use exactly the right words. ‘I’m not a domesticated creature. I’m thirty-three, the Features Editor of a magazine called Venus. It’s taken me a long time to get there. I’ve worked for my living and my independence ever since I left Oxford, but I’m not telling you this because I want you to be sorry for me. I’ve never wanted anything else. Never wanted to be married or have children. Not that sort of permanence.’




  ‘So?’




  ‘It’s just that … this is the sort of place that I think I could stay. I wouldn’t feel trapped or rooted here. I don’t know why.’ She smiled at him. ‘I don’t know why.’




  ‘Then stay,’ he said.




  ‘For today? For tonight?’




  ‘No. Just stay.’




  ‘My mother always told me never to accept an open-ended invitation. There must always be a date of arrival, she said, and a date of departure.’




  ‘She was quite right. Let’s say the date of arrival is today and the date of departure you can decide for yourself.’




  She gazed at him, assessing motives, implications. Finally, ‘You’re asking me to move in with you?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘What about my job? It’s a good job, Cosmo. Well paid and responsible. It’s taken me all my life to get as far as I have.’




  ‘In that case, it’s time you took a sabbatical. No man, or woman, for that matter, can work for ever.’




  A sabbatical. A year. Twelve months could be called a sabbatical. Longer was running away.




  ‘I have a house as well. And a car.’




  ‘Lend them to your best friend.’




  ‘And my family?’




  ‘You can invite them out here to stay with you.’




  Her family, here. She imagined Nancy broiling by the swimming pool while George sat indoors, wearing a hat for fear of getting sunburnt. She imagined Noel taking himself off to prowl the topless beaches and returning for dinner with the spoils of the day, probably some blonde and nubile girl speaking no known language. She imagined her mother … but that was different, not ridiculous at all. This was exactly her mother’s environment; this enchanting, meandering house, this tangled garden. The almond groves, the sun-baked terrace, even the bantams — especially the bantams — would fill her with delight. It occurred to Olivia that perhaps, in some obscure way, this was why she, instantly, had taken such a liking to Ca’n D’alt and felt so at ease and totally at home.




  She said, ‘I am not the only one with a family. You too have commitments to be considered.’




  ‘Only Antonia.’




  ‘Isn’t that enough? You wouldn’t want to upset her.’




  He scratched the back of his neck and looked, for an instant, slightly embarrassed. He said, ‘Perhaps this isn’t exactly the right moment to mention it, but there have been other ladies.’




  Olivia laughed at his discomfiture. ‘And Antonia didn’t mind?’




  ‘She understood. She’s philosophical. She made friends. She’s very self-contained.’




  A silence fell between them. He seemed to be waiting for her reply. Olivia looked down into her glass of wine. ‘It’s a big decision, Cosmo,’ she said at last.




  ‘I know. You must think about it. How would it be if we got ourselves something to eat and talked the matter over?’




  Which they did, returning to the house where he said that he would make pasta, with a mushroom and ham sauce, and as he was obviously a much better cook than she, Olivia took herself off and back into the garden. She found her way to his vegetable patch, picked a lettuce and some tomatoes, and discovered, deep in shady leaves, a cluster of baby courgettes. These spoils she bore back to the kitchen, where she stood at the sink and made a simple salad. They ate their meal at the kitchen table, and afterwards Cosmo said it was time for a siesta, so they went to bed together and it was even better than it had been the time before.




  And at four o’clock, when the heat of the day had eased a little, they went down to the pool and swam, naked, and then lay in the sun to dry.




  He talked. He was fifty-five. He had been called up the day he left school, and had been on Active Service for most of the war. He found that he enjoyed the life, and so, when the war was over and he could think of nothing else that he wanted to do, he signed on as an officer in the Regular Army. When he was thirty, his grandfather died and left him a little money. Financially independent for the first time in his life, he resigned his commission, and without ties or responsibilities of any sort, set out to see the world. He traveled as far as Ibiza, unspoiled in those days and still amazingly cheap, fell in love with the island, decided that this was where he would put down his roots, and travelled no farther.




  ‘What about your wife?’ Olivia asked.




  ‘What about her?’




  ‘When did she happen?’




  ‘My father died, and I went home for his funeral. I stayed for a bit, helping my mother to sort out his affairs. I was forty-one by then, not a young man any longer. I met Jane at a party in London. She was just about your age. She ran a flower shop. I was lonely — I don’t know why. Perhaps it was something to do with losing my father. I’d never felt lonely in my life before, but I did then, and for some reason, I didn’t want to come back here by myself. She was very sweet, and very ready to get married, and she thought Ibiza sounded madly romantic. That was my biggest mistake. I should have brought her out here first, rather like taking your girlfriend to meet your family. But I didn’t. We were married in London, and the first time she set eyes on this place it was as my wife.’




  ‘Was she happy here?’




  ‘For a bit. But she missed London. She missed her friends and the theatre and concerts at the Albert Hall and shopping and meeting people and going away for weekends. She got bored.’




  ‘What about Antonia?’




  ‘Antonia was born out here. A proper little Ibecenco. I thought having a baby would calm her mother down a bit, but it only seemed to make matters worse. So we agreed, quite amicably, to part. There wasn’t any acrimony, but then there wasn’t anything much to be acrimonious about. She took Antonia with her and kept her until she was eight, and then, once she’d started proper school, she started coming out here, in the summer and at Easter time, to spend her holidays with me.’




  ‘Didn’t you find that something of a tie?’




  ‘No. She was no trouble at all. There’s a nice couple, Tomeu and Maria, who have a little farm down the lane. Tomeu helps me in the garden and Maria comes in to clean the house and keep an eye on my daughter. They’re all the best of friends. Antonia’s bilingual as a result of this.’




  Now, it was much cooler. Olivia sat up and reached for her shirt, put her arms into the sleeves and did up the buttons. Cosmo also stirred, announcing that all this conversation had made him thirsty and he needed something to drink. Olivia said that she felt like a nice cup of tea. Cosmo told her that she didn’t look like one, but he got to his feet and ambled off, disappearing up through the garden towards the house in order to put the kettle on. Olivia stayed by the pool, revelling in being alone, because she knew that in a little while he would be back. The water of the swimming pool was motionless. At the far end of this stood a statue of a boy playing a pipe, his image reflected in the water as though in a mirror.




  A sea-gull flew overhead. She tipped back her head to watch its graceful passage, wings painted pink by the light of the setting sun, and she knew, in that instant, that she would stay with Cosmo. She would give herself, like some wonderful gift, a single year.




  Burning your boats, Olivia discovered, was more traumatic than it sounded. There was much to do. First they made the journey back to the hotel, Los Pinos, to pack up her belongings, pay the bill, and check out. They did all this in the most clandestine fashion, terrified of being spotted, and instead of seeking out her friends and explaining the situation, Olivia took the coward’s way and left an inadequate letter at the reception desk.




  Then there were cables to be sent, letters to be written, telephone calls made to England on crackling incoherent lines. When all was accomplished, she thought that she would feel elated and free, but instead found herself trembling with panic and sick with fatigue. She was sick. She kept this fact from Cosmo, but when later he found her prone on the sofa weeping tears of exhaustion that she could not stop, all was revealed.




  He was very understanding. He put her to bed in Antonia’s little room where she could be alone and quiet, and left her to sleep for three nights and two days. She only stirred to drink the hot milk he brought her, and to eat a slice of bread and butter or a piece of fruit.




  On the third morning, she awoke and knew it was over. She was recovered, refreshed, filled with a wonderful sense of well-being and vitality. She stretched, got out of bed and opened the shutters to the early morning, pearly and sweet, and smelt the dew-damp earth and heard the crowing cocks. She put on her robe and went upstairs to the kitchen. She boiled a kettle and made a pot of tea. With the teapot and two cups on a tray, she went through the kitchen and down the other flight of stairs to Cosmo’s room.




  It was still shuttered and dark, but he was awake.




  As she came through the door, he said, ‘Well, hello.’




  ‘Good morning. I’ve brought you early-morning tea.’ She set down the tray beside him and went to fling wide the shutters. Slanted rays of early sun filled the room with light. Cosmo stretched out an arm for his watch.




  ‘Half past seven. You’re an early bird.’




  ‘I came to tell you that I am better.’ She sat on his bed. ‘And to say I’m sorry that I’ve been so feeble, and to say thank you for being so understanding and kind.’




  ‘How are you going to thank me?’ he asked her.




  ‘Well, one way had occurred to me, but perhaps it’s too early in the morning.’




  Cosmo smiled and shunted himself sideways to make space for her.




  ‘Never too early,’ he said.




  Afterwards, ‘You are very accomplished,’ he told her.




  She lay, content in the curve of his arm. ‘Like you, Cosmo, I have had some experience.’




  ‘Tell me, Miss Keeling,’ he said, in the voice of someone doing a bad imitation of Noel Coward, ‘when did you first lose your virginity? I know our listeners would love to be told.’




  ‘My first year at University.’




  ‘What college?’




  ‘Is it relevant?’




  ‘It could be.’




  ‘Lady Margaret Hall.’




  He kissed her. He said, ‘I love you,’ and he didn’t sound like Noel Coward any longer.




  The days slipped by, cloudless, hot, long and idle, filled with only the most aimless of occupations. Swimming, sleeping, strolling down to the garden to feed the bantams or collect the eggs, or to do a little harmless weeding. She met Tomeu and Maria, who appeared quite unruffled by her arrival and greeted her each morning with broad smiles and much handshaking. And she learned a little kitchen Spanish and watched Maria make her massive paellas. Clothes ceased to matter. She spent her days with no make-up, slopping around, barefoot, in old jeans or a bikini. Sometimes they ambled up to the village with a basket to do a little shopping, but by tacit agreement they did not go near the town or the coast.




  With time to consider her life, she realised that this was the first time she had not been working, striving, hauling her way up the ladder of her chosen profession. From the earliest age, her ambition had been to be, quite simply, the best. Top of her class, top in the list of examination results. Studying for scholarships, for O levels, for A levels, revising into the small hours in order to achieve the sort of grades that would ensure her a place at University. And then Oxford, with the whole process starting all over again, a gradual build-up to the final nerve-racking peak of Finals. With First Class Honours in English and Philosophy, she could reasonably have taken a bit of time off, but her built-in driving force was too strong; she was terrified of losing momentum, of missing chances, and went straight to work. That was eleven years ago, and she had never let up.




  All over. Now, there were no regrets. She was suddenly wise, realising that this meeting with Cosmo, this dropping out, had happened just in time. Like a person with a psychosomatic illness, she had found the cure before diagnosing the complaint. She was deeply grateful. Her hair shone, her dark eyes, thick-lashed, were lustrous with contentment, and even the bones of her face seemed to lose their stressful angles and become rounded and smooth. Tall, rake-thin, tanned brown as a chestnut, she looked in the mirror and saw herself, for the first time ever, as truly beautiful.
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