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About the Book

Family and business

Husbands and wives

Parents and children

It’s always a balancing act . . .



Susie Moran is a success. She founded and runs her own pottery company, and now her three daughters are all involved in what has become a highly profitable family business.  Susie is justly proud of her family and her achievement – and has no intention of letting things change.

But nothing can stay the same for ever. Susie’s daughters find themselves increasingly at odds with their wonderful, creative, determined mother. And when Susie’s estranged father arrives to build bridges with a family he has never known, their lives are turned upside-down.

Everything is changing and Susie’s world will never be the same again.  In wanting to preserve her business, will she lose something much more precious?
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Balancing Act

JOANNA TROLLOPE


To everyone at Eastwood Pottery, Stoke-on-Trent,
with my love and grateful thanks.


CHAPTER ONE

‘WHAT IS ALL this?’ Cara Moran said loudly to her youngest sister over the telephone. ‘What’s all this about Ma buying another house?’

In the design studio of the factory, Grace Moran sat with her eyes closed and her phone held a few inches away from her ear. She counted to five and then she said, deliberately non-committal, ‘I don’t know.’

‘Yes, you do!’

‘Car, I don’t know any more than you do.’

There was an expression of disgusted impatience from the London end of the telephone line. Cara would be at her desk, Grace thought, in the new office suite that the company had acquired only a year ago, wearing an expression Grace remembered keenly from their childhood and which never boded well.

‘You must know,’ Cara said crossly. ‘Of course you know. You’re in Staffordshire, aren’t you? How can I know from London what nonsense Ma is getting up to in Staffordshire?’

Grace opened her eyes and glanced down at the sketchbook in front of her. A whole page of drawings of jugs. Jug after jug. Tiny modifications in each sketch, so that what her mother liked as a design idea would also work in production.

‘I want a pinched spout,’ Susie had said. ‘I want that cosy, domestic, traditional look. A Dutch jug.’

Grace had not sought support from her two young design colleagues, who had remained steadfastly staring at their computer screens. She had said to her mother patiently, ‘You can’t have a pinched spout on that, Ma. It’ll be different every time they cast it, and then it might crack in the firing.’

Now she said to her sister, in the same patient tone, ‘Ma’s allowed to buy a house, you know. It’s her company, after all.’

Cara gave a little yelp of mocking laughter. ‘Don’t we know it!’

‘And this isn’t an expensive house—’

‘Since when was half a million not expensive?’

Grace picked up a pencil and added a daisy motif to one of the jugs. She said calmly, ‘So you do know about it.’

There was a short pause.

Then Cara said in a different tone, ‘Ashley and I Googled it at lunchtime.’

‘Ah.’

‘It looks like a sweet house.’

‘It’s where her great-grandfather worked. The one who was a dairyman.’

‘I know.’

‘The Parlour House. It’s a cottage, really.’

‘In Barlaston.’

‘She was born in Barlaston,’ Grace said.

‘Gracie, I know. I get all that. But she hasn’t got time to live in it. She’s got a perfectly good house in London, and she’s busy. Flat-out busy. Anyway, what about Pa?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Has she even told him?’

Grace sighed. ‘He won’t mind. He never minds.’

‘Well, there’s the money.’

‘I suppose the house would be an asset—’

‘Not if it’s for her private use. You know how it works – how it’s always been. We’re all salaried and then the company gives Ma and Pa what they need. But finding an extra million before tax—’

‘She’s not extravagant—’

‘That’s not the point.’

‘So you and Ashley and Dan have already discussed it?’

Cara said firmly, ‘Just Ashley and me.’

‘Why are you ringing me? You never ask my opinion on anything to do with money. You don’t think I have any aptitude for it. You think I only just understand that a cash machine isn’t a kind of money box—’

‘Rubbish, Gracie.’

Grace threw her pencil down. It clattered lightly along the central table and then fell on to the wooden floor and rolled gently under a desk.

‘Grace?’ Cara said. ‘Are you still there?’

‘I’m here.’

‘Will you go and see her?’

‘What?’

‘Will you,’ Cara said, enunciating deliberately as if speaking to someone hard of hearing, ‘see Ma tonight and explain to her that buying another house might not be the most practical use of her time or energy, and that property of any kind really has to be seen as an investment asset for all of us?’

‘Why me?’

‘Because, Grace, you are in Stoke, and Ma is staying out at Barlaston tonight, and we are all in London.’

Grace got up and crossed the studio to retrieve the pencil. She said, stooping, ‘But I’m not here tonight. It’s Friday.’

‘I know it’s Friday. Why aren’t you there?’

Grace straightened up. It was a nice pencil. The lead didn’t break all the time when you sharpened it. She said, ‘I’m going to Edinburgh tonight.’

‘Edinburgh? Why?’

‘Jeff’s got a friend doing a gig up there. We’re going to support him.’

‘But—’

‘I’m allowed time off!’ Grace cried. ‘I’ve been here since eight o’clock this morning!’

‘It’s not that.’

‘It’s Jeff, isn’t it?’ Grace said. ‘You don’t want me doing anything with Jeff.’

Cara said carefully, ‘Well, I am just not wild about relationships made online.’

‘Everybody does it now,’ said Grace. ‘It’s what we all do.’

‘Okcupid,’ Cara said with distaste. ‘Luvstruck.com.’

‘You don’t like Jeff.’

‘No, I don’t like Jeff. I don’t think he’s good enough for you. But that’s beside the point. The point is that Ma needs to be talked to before she hands over a deposit.’

Grace dropped the pencil into the mug – the mug made in the factory – that held all her pens and pencils. She said, slightly defiantly, ‘Sorry. Anyway it’s Friday. No money will get transferred till Monday.’

‘We need to talk to her.’

‘You talk.’

‘Grace, I always have to do the talking.’

‘You’re the eldest.’

‘And you’re the youngest, so you never get to do anything difficult.’

Grace wanted to say that sometimes being the youngest made every single thing difficult. Instead she said as levelly as she could, ‘I’ll call Ma on my way to Edinburgh.’

‘You really are going to Edinburgh?’

Grace’s private phone, lying on the desk beside her sketchbook, flashed again. ‘Jeff,’ said the screen. Grace picked it up.

‘Yes,’ she said to her sister. ‘Yes, I am.’

Ashley Robbins, née Moran, let herself into her car in the underground car park and dropped her handbag and workbag – indistinguishable in size or weight – into the footwell of the passenger seat beside her. The footwell already contained several empty, dented juice cartons, a half-drunk bottle of one of Leo’s irritatingly boastful energy drinks and a drift of crumbs. The latter would, of course, now adhere to the bottom of her bags and she would forget that they were there until, like last week, they transferred themselves shamingly to the immaculate desktop of the china-ware buyer of a big chain of department stores, who might – or, now, might not – put in a substantial order for a wide range of Susie Sullivan pottery. The buyer had behaved as if her desk had not just been smeared with crushed crisps, so Ashley spent much of the meeting surreptitiously trying to remove the mess with wet wipes, which filled the room with an insistent aroma of synthetic lemon. There had, as yet, been no confirmation of the order.

Ashley buckled on her seatbelt, started the engine and turned on the headlights. The car radio, bursting into life with the engine, announced that it was three minutes to six and the weekend weather would be mild and unsettled with slow-moving bands of rain advancing from the west. Rain which would, in turn, curtail visits to the playground – some mothers took towels to dry off the slides and swing seats, but Ashley was not one of them – and prevent Leo from making progress in the stretch of mud and broken concrete that he assured her would one day be a garden. She had tried not to say, ‘When the children are too old to use it,’ and failed. Leo had drawn a beautiful plan of the projected garden and pinned it up in the kitchen. When it had been there a month, Ashley suggested that they get quotes from a few garden companies to put the plan into practice. Leo had looked deeply wounded.

‘I can do it, Ash. I’m good at that sort of thing. You know I am. I want to do it myself for the children.’

The western end of the King’s Road was solid with Friday-evening traffic, and a light, persistent drizzle was making the windscreen look as if it had been daubed with oil. She ought to have walked. The office was only a twenty-minute walk from home, in Fulham, and perfectly walkable, but it had been threatening to rain that morning, and she was late, and there were her bags to carry and the car was at the kerb outside. So she had succumbed to the car, and now she was jammed behind a number 22 bus, with another car almost touching her back bumper. Leo would have taken over from the nanny by now – not a wildly satisfactory nanny, this new girl, either, but then nobody had been, since Nicky left to get married and moved to Australia – so there wasn’t the frantic rush there might have been. But frantic seemed to be her default mode at the moment, and wherever she was, at work or at home, felt somehow wrong. The guilt that stalked her seemed to have no respect for the number of simultaneous roles she was required to fill. Mothering? You should be at work. In the office again? You should be at home. Friendships? Don’t even bother going there.

At least Leo never said that. He never reproached her about work or the fact that working in a family company meant that the lines between work and home were not so much blurred as irrevocably tangled. Leo didn’t seem to share the urgency that surged in Ashley’s bloodstream; he didn’t seem to feel driven, or impelled, or even much obliged to do anything beyond the most immediate requirement. He would sit on the floor with Fred, building an unhurried Lego tower, and giving no indication that his mind was on anything other than helping Fred’s small fat hands to slot a blue brick on top of a red one. And when Maisie hurled herself at him in one of her three-year-old turbulences, he would just catch her and hold her, until some kind of inner resolution eventually enabled her to stop thrashing about like a pinned firework and be set down again.

If she was honest, he’d had that effect on Ashley, too, at the beginning. She’d thought, after university, that the last thing she wanted was to join the family firm. Her older sister was determinedly gaining merchandising experience in a household-name company, her younger sister was doing a graphics course at art school, and the comfortable assumption was that both of them would join Susie Sullivan pottery at a significant level in due course. But Ashley said she didn’t want that. Ashley said she wanted an academic career. Then she said she wanted to go travelling. Then she said she thought she’d try property development, at which point Leo Robbins, whom she’d known vaguely at university, showed up at the party of a mutual friend and indicated to her, largely by what he left unsaid, that it was a pity to waste her cleverness by behaving like an airhead trustafarian.

She started going out with Leo and she got an unremarkable job in the marketing department of a major newsagent chain. It was a horrible job, mostly consisting of cold-calling advertisers and cosseting tiresome customer accounts, but it had a revelatory side. Within three months, Ashley was as hooked on marketing as she was on Leo. Marketing was, of course, largely common sense, but it was also analytical. Leo, gazing at her shining face, never said I told you so, but he took real pleasure in her enthusiasm and aptitude. His own job, as a Media Studies supply teacher in the Greater London area, seemed not to be a matter of huge concern to him. Sometimes he worked, sometimes he didn’t. He was amiable, capable, practical, and devoid of Ashley’s compelling energy.

‘He’s a great foil for you,’ Ashley’s father said.

‘Is that a compliment?’

He shrugged. ‘It’s an observation.’

So here she now was, marketing director of Susie Sullivan, married for six years to Leo Robbins, with two small children and a shabby house in Fulham, sitting in her car on a Friday night in a traffic jam in the rain, lining up in her mind all the things she would need to do once she got home. One of which was to ring her mother. About this house.

It was quiet in the office, with the kind of Friday-night hush which presages a prolonged period of inactivity. The desks were all tidy, and in the so-called boardroom – only Susie could have insisted on a boardroom which resembled nothing so much as a pretty kitchen – the alternate red- and duck-egg-blue-painted chairs were neatly arranged around the blond wooden table. The table itself bore nothing except a Susie Sullivan jug of scarlet and royal-blue anemones. Flowers meant that Susie herself had been in the office or was about to arrive. She insisted on flowers everywhere, and garden or hedgerow flowers if possible.

Cara walked slowly down the length of the office. It was open-plan and airy, and although the windows were currently black with evening winter rain, in daytime they afforded an astonishing panoramic view of west London: of the river, of trees, which in the summer were as neat and dense looking as green sponges. They had designed the office between them, her mother and her sisters, with natural flooring, display cabinets resembling dressers painted in the trademark duck-egg blue and scarlet and laden with pottery, walls of framed posters and framed tea towels, conference tables like kitchen tables, proliferations of teapots and rows of mugs on hooks, all of it managing to diminish almost to invisibility the necessary computer terminals and whiteboards.

‘I want,’ Susie had said, standing in the entrance of what had then simply been four thousand square feet of empty office space, ‘the buyers from the stores to come in here and gawp. I want them to see the brand, and the lifestyle we’re selling, like they’ve never seen anything so clearly before. I want colour, I want warmth and welcome, but I want order. This office must exude efficiency, but it must also exude home.’

To Cara’s eye, it did. The big white tables on which they all worked were backed by shelves of thoughtfully arranged pottery and walls of romantically shot photographs of pottery: jugs of cow parsley on garden tables, butter-smeared knives on pretty plates, teapots beside tumbles of pastel-iced cupcakes. There were Susie Sullivan lamps next to the computer screens and Susie Sullivan fabrics on the back cushions of some of the desk chairs. The lighting glowed and shone rather than blazed. It looked – well, Cara thought, as she had often thought since they moved from the frankly cramped ad hoc basement offices of the London shop – completely and utterly inviting. However sophisticated you were, however urbane, however much your tastes ran to the impersonally perfected world of hotel living, you could not stand on the threshold of these offices and not feel the impulse to acknowledge the strength and sheer seduction of her mother’s domestic vision.

‘And there’s me,’ Susie would say, half laughing. ‘There’s me who’s never thrown a pot in my life. I just – I just see this way of living. The chimney corner. The fireside. The nest.’

Cara walked slowly on down the central aisle towards her own desk at the far end. Her husband, Daniel, was still in front of his screen, and would be, she knew, until she signalled that she was clocking off herself. As commercial director, he made a point of working visibly longer hours than anyone else, and said so. Privately, Cara thought his essential motivation was more that he was not a blood member of the Moran family, but she never said so, and she would never permit anyone else to say so, either. She had met Daniel during her merchandizing training and had recognized in him a commitment to making a business thrive that she was aware of in herself. It hadn’t been in any way easy persuading her mother to appoint Daniel as commercial director.

‘It’s my baby,’ Susie had said. ‘It’s mine. And I’m holding on to it.’

‘Nobody wants to take it from you, Ma. We just want it to be able to grow up.’

‘In the right way only!’

‘In your way.’

‘But Daniel’s way isn’t my way. Daniel doesn’t see what I see.’

‘I don’t need to,’ Daniel had said. ‘I just need to do the black magic you can’t do.’

She’d eyed him, taut with suspicion. ‘What d’you mean?’

‘I mean,’ he said carefully, not looking at Cara, ‘predicting what you don’t know on models from the past, which you do.’ He’d paused. Then he’d said lightly, ‘Maths is so useful. For analysis. And you don’t have maths.’

Later, acquiescing with every sign of reluctance, Susie had said to Cara, ‘I hate needing something I can’t do.’

That was ten years ago now. In ten years, with the help of Daniel and – she had to admit – herself, the company’s turnover had gone from two million to almost thirteen. It had been a battle. It was still a battle. At every turn, at every suggestion, Susie cried that they were losing the essence of her vision, that this precious baby of hers was becoming less personal and, in consequence, more inauthentic. At the moment – and it had been rumbling on for months – there was the ongoing problem of getting Susie to see that in franchising out her designs to tinware companies or bedlinen manufacturers, she only had to give them her vision, not a hundred detailed sketchbooks. Those companies knew how to translate a vision. They were trained for it. But try convincing Ma.

And now there was this house. Cara had not yet had the conversation with Daniel about Susie’s house. Daniel had spent the last three years setting up the office team in the face of his mother-in-law’s opposition. She wanted what she had always known, she wanted what had always worked for her, and yet she could not resist the idea of growing the company, spreading the word, infiltrating more and more domestic lives with the captivation of her concept. Daniel was, Cara knew, on the very edge of his patience.

‘Why can’t she see,’ he’d demand, ‘that if she could only let go of the control of the details, she’d have far more effect and control in the end? Why can’t she see that?’

Daniel wouldn’t like the house project. He’d be utterly exasperated by it. And there was no use asking Pa. Pa was lovely, sweet, but he’d never stood up to Ma over anything. As long as he had his music studio and his guitar and his illusion that his band, the Stone Gods, had once been up there with Pink Floyd, Pa was happy for Ma to do whatever she wanted. If Cara rang him and said, ‘What about this house in Barlaston?’ he’d say, ‘Oh, come on, angel, let her have it. It means a lot to her. And she’s earned it, hasn’t she?’

Cara stopped by the whiteboard behind her own desk. It was covered in figures she had put up herself that morning in coloured markers. On Monday, her task would be to estimate how much the gifting of products – those personalized teapots that seemed to appeal to so many people for so many occasions – was driving sales, and to come up with a strategy for the next year to present to her mother.

‘My job,’ she’d said to a business journalist from a national newspaper recently, ‘is to nurture our core business while simultaneously introducing quality newness, until that newness becomes core.’

A cottage in Barlaston was not core. And it was not quality newness. It was a distraction. An expensive, unnecessary, wilful distraction.

She crossed to Daniel’s desk and stood looking down at him. He was beginning to thin very slightly on the crown of his head, she noticed. She could see his scalp, as pleasingly olive skinned as the rest of him, through his dark hair.

‘Dan,’ she said.

He didn’t look up.

He said, still staring at his screen, ‘I’m not really working any more, you know. I’m just stuck.’

‘Can I unstick you?’

He leaned back a little. ‘What are you offering?’

She perched on the edge of his desk so that she was half obscuring the computer screen. He glanced up at her inquiringly.

‘Ma’s latest,’ Cara said. And sighed, to let him know.

‘I needed the A500,’ Jeff said.

Grace, who had programmed the satnav and balanced it behind the gearstick because Jeff didn’t like the suction marks it left if it was stuck to the windscreen, said nothing.

He went on, ‘And then to hit the M6.’

Grace looked out of the window. It was dark and wet, and there was a lot of traffic, and she was tired.

Jeff said, ‘Are you listening?’

‘Oh yes,’ Grace said. ‘Did you want a response?’

‘Would I have spoken in the first place if I hadn’t wanted a response?’

Grace said, still looking out of the window, ‘I thought you were just thinking aloud. Seeing as how you have the satnav. And we are on the M6.’

There was a brief pause, and then Jeff said with dangerous precision, ‘I cannot actually see the satnav. The fucking gears are in the way.’

Grace breathed deeply a couple of times. Then she said, in as conversational a tone as she could manage, ‘Where would you like me to put it?’

‘Where I can bloody see it.’

Grace reached down and moved the little screen up into the well on top of the dashboard. It immediately fell over.

‘Brilliant,’ Jeff said witheringly.

‘I could stick it on the windscreen …’

‘I hate it on the windscreen.’

‘I’ve run out of ideas,’ said Grace. ‘Do you have any?’

Jeff let another silence fall and then announced, ‘I am driving.’

‘I offered to—’

‘You were late, Grace. You kept me waiting. We were half an hour late leaving. I sat outside that fucking factory for half an hour, waiting.’

Grace turned her head and looked at him. His beautiful profile was outlined intermittently against the lights of passing cars. She said steadily, ‘I was working.’

Jeff said nothing. He was of the view that working for a family firm didn’t count as proper work in the same way that having a job outside one did. He said that there was always the safety net of capital and job security in a family firm. He often implied that working in a company founded by her own mother was some kind of cop out, which sometimes made Grace feel ashamed and apologetic and sometimes defiant. Jeff himself worked for a friend who ran a garden centre out near Trentham Gardens, something to do with maintaining their database. He didn’t like elaborating on it, for some reason, but he got a car out of it, at least, and they weren’t exactly onerous hours.

Grace had never, somehow, been able to pin him down about the details of his life or upbringing. He had loomed up out of the mists of the internet, as it were, fully formed but ever elusive, always managing to avoid giving direct answers to any questions, but leaving Grace with the distinct impression that he required recompense for a bad start in life, for an inadequate, now discarded family, for having had to survive on his wits. And his looks. His looks had been her downfall, from the beginning. She had seen his picture on the dating website and gasped out loud, even though she was alone at the time. How could a man who looked like that be unattached for a single second? How could such a god happen to live under ten miles away? And, above all, how could he be remotely interested in her? But then, when they met in Hanley – just for a coffee, as advised by the agency – he had been headily demonstrative of that interest. He had been completely disarming. He still could be – and seemed to know instinctively when there was the need for it.

As if reading her thoughts, Jeff put his left hand out and clasped Grace’s nearest one warmly. He said, ‘Let’s not fight. Let’s have a great weekend.’

She squeezed his hand. Even without looking at it, she knew it was an elegant hand, long and strong like the rest of him. His hands were beguiling, just like his teeth were, and his eyelashes, and his thick, extraordinary hair.

‘I really want it to be a great weekend,’ she said, meaning it.

He released her hand and put his own back on the steering wheel. ‘It will be.’

‘A nice hotel …’

‘Oh, we’re not staying in a hotel,’ Jeff said. ‘Not on my budget. Matt’s giving us his sofa.’

‘But I thought—’

‘You always think the five-star stuff, Grace. Of course you do. But this is a mate’s gig, babe, this is real, this is how ninety per cent of the population in this benighted country live.’

Grace tried to feel as if her hand was still in his. She said, ‘I am fine with Matt’s sofa. Really. It’s nice of him to have us.’

‘You’ll like him.’

‘I’m sure I will.’

‘Amazing on drums. Awesome.’

Grace swallowed. ‘That’s tomorrow night, isn’t it?’

‘Plus some jamming tonight. It’ll be like it used to be – impro and ideas till dawn.’

Grace opened her mouth, and shut it again. Did he mean jamming and improvisation on drums in the same room as the sofa? She felt for her phone in her pocket.

‘Jeff?’

‘Uh-huh?’

‘I’ve just got to make a quick call.’

‘This is Friday fucking night, babe! Can’t you even switch off work mode on a Friday night?’

‘It’s not work.’

He said roughly, ‘What is it then?’

‘I have to ring my mother.’

‘Why?’

‘It’s … it’s a bit of a crisis. A sort of family crisis. I promised my sister.’

There was another silence. Taking it as assent, Grace began to dial Susie’s number. As she did so, Jeff indicated to the left and swerved the car to a sudden and dramatic halt on the hard shoulder.

Grace stopped dialling. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Stopping the car.’

‘But why?’

Jeff stared straight ahead. ‘I’m not having this.’

‘Not having what?’

‘I’m not having your bloody family all over our time together. Your bloody family, your fucking family firm. Honestly, Grace, when are you going to grow up and not be at their beck and call every minute of every bloody day?’

Grace waited a moment and then she said inadequately, ‘I’m not.’

‘Well, what are you doing right now? Right now? When we are on our way to what should be our weekend away, in Edinburgh?’

‘But,’ Grace said levelly, ‘it’s something that can’t wait, which I promised my sister I’d talk to my mother about. It’s about a property. It’s about preventing a big unnecessary expenditure.’

‘It’s always about money, with your family.’

‘That is so not fair—’

‘It’s true!’ Jeff shouted.

‘I only want to make one phone call—’

‘To your fucking mother! Again!’

Grace said, ‘Can we drive on?’

Jeff folded his arms. ‘No, we cannot. Not till this is sorted.’

‘Until my phone call is sorted?’

‘Until,’ Jeff said, hunching down in his seat with folded arms, ‘your priorities are sorted.’

Grace said nothing. She was shaking slightly, and the traffic thundering past only feet from them was making the car shake too.

Jeff said, staring straight ahead, ‘It’s been like this all along. You fit me into bits and pieces of your life when your fucking family doesn’t need you to do something for them. All I ever get is what’s left over. They come first, last and in between, you’re just their plaything, they can do whatever they like with you, because little baby Grace can’t do without her toys and her family have the power to take all those toys away in a nanosecond if she’s naughty. I am absolutely fucking sick of coming way, way after all your family!’

Grace slipped her phone back into her pocket and gripped it like a talisman. She said, ‘How far to Manchester, do you think?’

Jeff grunted. ‘I have no idea. Forty minutes, maybe.’

‘Then would you drop me off there?’ Grace said. ‘Drop me off in Manchester, and I’ll get a train back to Stoke.’


CHAPTER TWO

THE PARLOUR HOUSE stood end on to the lane. It was built of softly coloured old brick, with a central door under a small pedimented porch, a white-painted window either side and three on the floor above. It had a reproduction coachman’s lantern beside the front door – That’s going, Susie thought – and an oval black iron plaque screwed to the end wall which faced the lane, with THE PARLOUR HOUSE embossed on it in white. There was a wicket gate, a brick garden wall, a square of rough grass and a yew tree. It was, to Susie’s eyes, deeply and uncomplicatedly satisfactory.

It was also empty. The owner, tiring of waiting for a buyer at the house’s initial and unrealistic price, had given up trying to sell it occupied, and had gone to live in a bungalow near her daughter in the New Forest. She had left behind pink carpets, a fretworked fitted kitchen and the coachman’s lantern. She had not, the agent said, been a Staffordshire woman, but had come up to the Potteries when her late husband had got a job with one of the local companies making hotel ware, and had subsequently been marooned in Barlaston by his death only two years into retirement.

‘I was born in Barlaston,’ Susie said to the agent.

The agent smiled at her. ‘Moran isn’t a very local name.’

‘It’s my married name,’ Susie said. ‘I was born a Snape.’

‘Ah,’ said the agent, who had been born in a suburb of Birmingham.

‘Barlaston was full of Snapes. And then I married a Moran.’

The agent glazed over slightly. He had thought, judging by Susie’s jeans and boots and hair, that she was going to be one of his classier and more entertaining clients. But she was behaving more like the kind of people who researched their genealogy on the internet. He didn’t actually care where she came from or what she was called. He just wanted her to accept the reduced asking price, pay her deposit and get the sodding house off his books. The owner was a pain, ringing up from Lyndhurst umpteen times a week and demanding to know why he wasn’t presenting her with a fat cheque. He made an effort. ‘Barlaston must have been lovely back then.’

‘It’s lovely now,’ Susie said indignantly.

He thought of the shop front in Barlaston’s tired little shopping parade which read RETIREMENT PLANNING LIMITED and said gallantly, ‘Well, if you were born here …’

‘It’s a gorgeous village,’ Susie said. ‘It was a very deliberate choice of Wedgwood to move their factory out here. For the workers.’

The agent said nothing. He had stupidly handed the Parlour House keys to Susie, so he couldn’t even jingle them in a jolly way and suggest that they get a move on.

As if she’d read his mind, Susie shifted the keys in her hand so that she was holding the main one ready. ‘Tell you what,’ she said. ‘You have my name and number, and I can hardly nick a whole house, can I? Leave me to look round it again on my own and I’ll drop the keys back at your office.’

He hesitated. ‘If you’re sure …’

‘More than sure. In fact, I can’t decide with you hovering. If you want to have any chance of a sale, your only hope is to leave me to think on my own.’ She eyed him shrewdly. ‘You want a sale?’

‘Mrs Moran, I … Yes.’

‘Then scoot,’ she said. She glanced at him. Bad skin. Worse suit. She put her hand on the wicket gate and said dismissively, ‘The keys will be through your door by lunchtime.’

Susie supposed, as she stood in the small, damp-smelling front room, that when her great-grandfather worked in this building, the whole ground floor would have been the dairy – stone-floored, slate-shelved, with a pump somewhere central and a long gutter for the water and waste to run away, and a milky, cleanish, sourish smell in the air that you could never get rid of. It would have been cold and draughty, clanking with churns, and the dairymaids would have worked bare-armed with chapped hands and their hair tied up in nets. She’d be respectful of that legacy, she thought. She’d empty out this warren of gimcrack little rooms and turn the ground floor back into a single space, with the steep stairs rising unrailed out of the centre, and a solid fuel cooker and a wood-burning stove, and families of jugs on the windowsills. Maybe rag rugs on the floors – modern rag rugs in bright colours. Waxed stone floors, with modern heating pipes underneath so that when you came down to make tea in the morning and let the dog out and the cat in, and you noticed that the yew tree in the garden was spangled with new spiders’ webs—

Stop, Susie thought. Stop there. The girls do not want me to buy this house. Daniel does not want me to buy this house. Leo has not expressed an opinion, and Jasper, as usual, has said if you really want it, doll, you go right ahead and buy it. Neither of which is a satisfactory response in any way, because all Leo and Jasper mean is that they’d like to side with the girls and Daniel, but they don’t quite dare. Even so, I hear them. I hear what they don’t say as loudly as what the others do say. Even Grace, who I think had been crying when she rang, although she insisted she was fine. I thought she was going to Edinburgh, but she seems to have changed her mind. And she wouldn’t come this morning. I wanted her to come with me to the Parlour House, but she wouldn’t. She said I had to make up my own mind on my own. She said that’s what I’ve always done. I suppose I have. Only child, absent parents. No, correction: only child, hopeless parents, as well as absent. It teaches you to know what you need. What you want. And I, standing here on a Saturday morning with the winter sun shining on the dirty windows of the building where my great-grandfather worked most of his life, want this.

Susie went slowly up the stairs, a narrow cottage staircase, the walls marked with faint rectangles where pictures once hung. The upstairs rooms were what her grandmother would have called poky – a favourite criticism from a woman whose husband installed her in a large and solid Edwardian house in Barlaston, which he had designed in imitation of one of the Wedgwood family houses, right down to the flying stone staircase in the portentous central hall and the proliferation of red and blue Turkey carpets.

Susie had loved that house. It was her childhood home, after all, as her grandparents had brought her up. Her grandmother had been born in a back-to-back in Burslem, and had found herself transported to become the mistress of Oak View, in Barlaston, well south of the six towns and the pits and the pots of her growing up. She’d met Susie’s grandfather when he’d interviewed her to be an apprentice fettler for his newly opened pot bank in Hanley. She’d left school on the Friday, and her mother had found her a job at Snape’s pottery on the following Monday. Young Mr Snape chose all his own staff in those days, liking as he did to know everything about everyone who worked for him. And he’d looked at Jean McGrath, and imagined the silica dust that was so difficult to extract from the fettling shop in the factory getting into her unquestionably precious lungs and causing the horrors of emphysema, that infamous potters’ rot, and had decided then and there that he had other ideas for her.

Susie had adored her grandfather. He had known even as a boy that his spirit could not bear to follow his father into agriculture. He apprenticed himself to Royal Doulton, working his way swiftly up the ranks, trading on the side as he went – local coal, local barge transport along the canals, imported china clay, imported pit props, machinery imported from Germany to make porcelain, from Birmingham to make flatware. By the time he was thirty, he was able to open his own pot bank in Hanley, making pottery spongeware. By the time he was forty, he was married to Jean McGrath, and had installed his wife and infant son in a house built in careful imitation of a previous age. And by the time he was seventy, the market for spongeware had dwindled to almost nothing, and the no longer infant son had abandoned his parents, his native country and his only child to take off with that child’s eternally adolescent mother to live a carefree, barefoot and unabashedly addled life on the island of Lamu.

Susie never went to Lamu. She was asked to go, in the vague, indifferent way her parents always suggested anything, but she refused. She liked the anachronistic routines of Oak View, which went on steadily, even after her grandfather had failed to revive his business with tissue printing on eighteenth-century shapes and had sold Snape’s factory to a firm that made cheap commercial ware for modest family-hotel chains and the new motorway cafés. Her grandfather was, she saw, a trader at heart, more than an entrepreneur. He continued to deal in the commodities he knew, eternally on the telephone, with rolls of used notes in his pockets, secured with elastic bands.

He was a Methodist, her grandfather, as her grandmother had become, but that didn’t stop him from sending Susie to school at St Dominic’s in Stone, where she was one of only a handful of girls who weren’t Catholic. His values remained the sturdy, aspirational, paternalistic values of his own young manhood, and his only grandchild was going to profit from his success, if he had anything to do with it. He never mentioned his only son, and if the subject ever came up between Susie and her grandmother, Jean would say, ‘Well, there must have been bad genes among the good genes in the McGraths, and your poor father inherited all of them.’

Susie had once asked if her grandparents ever shared what must have been a fierce and abiding disappointment in their only child, and her grandmother, sealing jars of hot marmalade with discs of waxed paper, had simply said, ‘That’s not for you to ask, pet, ever.’

After St Dominic’s, Susie had gone to art school in Liverpool, to study photography. She had rapturously embraced the flower power of the seventies, returning to Oak View with friends in tow who wore half-cured embroidered Afghan sheepskin coats and Schubert spectacles. Her grandparents had regarded these students in their loon pants and vast-sleeved shirts, the boys with hair as long and riotously curly as the girls, as if they were creatures from another planet, but their otherness had been no reason not to feed them with pies and porridge, and put them to sleep under Yorkshire wool blankets and Paisley quilts. Marijuana smoking was banished to the garden and there was little alcohol in the house beyond her grandfather’s whisky decanter and the treacly sherry used to soak sponges in trifles, but Susie couldn’t help noticing that her friends angled for invitations to Oak View, and her grandparents, in their turn, regarded their visitors with the benevolence usually reserved for abandoned dogs.

So there was a lot of explaining to do to a lot of people when Susie decided, halfway through her second year, that she disliked photography, was tired of education and educational establishments, and wanted to roll up her sleeves, and start.

‘Start what, exactly?’ her grandfather said.

‘A business. Like you.’

He regarded her matter-of-factly, and said, ‘I failed at business.’

‘Well, you had to give up the pottery.’

‘I’m a dealer. I’m a trader. I’m lucky that I’m not on a market stall, hustling. I couldn’t run a business. I couldn’t get the spirit of it right. I couldn’t believe in what I was making.’

Susie waited a moment. She wound a long lock of her hair round her finger, and inspected the ends. Then she said, ‘I could, though.’

‘Could you, now?’

‘I could. I could revive your old business.’

‘Too late.’

‘No, it isn’t.’

‘Nobody wants spongeware.’

Susie said, ‘People want home life, though.’

‘What’s that got to do with it?’

‘They would like to have the kinds of kitchens and home lives where spongeware is just right. Handmade, but not as ritzy or formal as bone china. Accessible. Approachable. Pretty. Kitchen-table china you could eat your crumpets off.’

Her grandfather watched her for a while. Then he said, ‘I’m not buying that factory back for you.’

Susie put her chin up. ‘I’m not asking.’

He grunted. ‘What’s your plan then?’

‘I’m going to London.’

He grinned. ‘Of course you are. What else would you do at twenty?’

‘But I’ll be back. I’ll be back before I’m thirty.’

He put a hand out and brushed her cheek. ‘I’ll be dead by then.’

‘Oh, I’ll be back long before you’re dead.’

‘I’ll be worth something to you, dead.’

She said soberly, ‘I don’t want to think about that.’

‘No good not being realistic.’

She dropped her hair and looked directly at him.

‘And there’s something else to tell you and Grandma. I’ve met someone. He’s studying industrial design, but that’s not where his heart is. His heart’s in music. He plays the guitar in a group. He’s called Jasper Moran.’

Susie and Jasper set up their joss-stick-scented first home in a London basement, in Fulham. It was damp and chilly, and they adored it, festooning the ceilings and walls with Indian scarves and saris and cooking ferocious chilli con carne on a Baby Belling cooker which emitted blue sparks if you touched it with damp hands. Jasper’s group, the Stone Gods, had been signed up by EMI – their recording label, Parlophone, was to their profound gratification the same as the Beatles’ – and they were plainly bound for great things. While Jasper was out playing or recording, Susie had no intention of staying at home to water their infinite cascades of spider plants. She got a job in the half-hearted shop of a rundown pottery in Fulham, which made – to her mind – cod artisan pottery decorated with clumsy faux-naïf transfers. Within three months, she had improved the look of the shop, and within six, the sales figures. At the end of a year, she bearded the owner in the nicotine-thick fug of his disordered office and offered to buy him out.

He winked at her. He had long grey hair tied back in a ponytail with a length of red woollen tape.

‘What with, ducky?’

‘A loan from the bank,’ Susie said.

‘And what bank is going to give a twenty-one-year-old a big enough loan to buy out a hundred-year-old pottery and retail premises?’

Susie stared at him. She had no intention of telling him that the loan would come from her grandfather’s bank, in Stoke-on-Trent, and that her grandfather was tacitly underwriting the loan.

She said, ‘I have the loan already.’

‘Really?’

‘Really,’ she said. She indicated the heavy black handset phone that sat in the muddle of his desk. ‘Ring them and ask.’

Nineteen seventy-eight, the year Susie turned twenty-two and Jasper twenty-four, was momentous for both of them. The Stone Gods got to number four in the charts and played live on Top of the Pops; Susie bought the pottery and named it Susie Sullivan after her grandmother’s Irish mother, an immigrant to Liverpool whose family, along with hundreds of others, had been recruited to Stoke to work in the Potteries; and they got married in a registry office, Susie in a cream lace mini dress with trumpet sleeves and a floppy-brimmed straw hat wreathed in daisies. Jasper wore a purple velvet suit with flared trousers and took his bride off to Morocco for their honeymoon, whence she returned with ankle bracelets and the backs of her hands stippled with indigo. The basement flat was exchanged for a narrow, dilapidated house with mushrooms along the skirting boards and panels of Formica across the fireplaces, and when the cheerful chaos of their London life became briefly too much for them, Susie would drive her yellow Citroën 2CV, with its frog-like headlamps, up to Oak View, and climb under the Paisley quilts, secure in the knowledge that life in that solid household ticked on as comfortably and reliably as an old clock.

And then, suddenly, her grandfather died of a stroke. One moment, it seemed, he was on the telephone in the room that had always been designated his office, rather than his study, and the next he was lying on his side of the marital bed upstairs, under a sheet, waiting for the undertaker. When he had fallen in his office, crashing against a bookcase, he had managed to cry out, incoherently but loud enough for his wife, watching racing from Doncaster on the television across the hall, to get to her feet and make her purposeful but unsteady eighty-four-year-old way to his side. He was conscious, but he could not speak. By the time Jean had manoeuvred herself on to the floor beside him and heaved his head into her lap, he had had a second stroke, and was dead. In the time it had taken for the final furlongs to be run at Doncaster, he had gone from being upright and articulate to dead. It took rather longer for Jean to reach a point where she could move his head to the floor, and get herself to her feet and a telephone.

Susie wondered if her father would come from Lamu, for the funeral. Her grandmother said that she was perfectly indifferent.

‘If he comes, he comes. I wouldn’t turn him away, but I wouldn’t welcome him, either.’ She had not glanced Susie’s way. ‘And we’d neither of us thank you for trying to persuade him. He’s got the information and that’s all I want done.’

He didn’t come. But it seemed half of Stoke-on-Trent did. St Peter’s Church was packed, and the service was relayed on loudspeakers into the churchyard, where the original Josiah Wedgwood lay under his table tomb, fenced in with iron railings.

After the funeral, Susie and Jasper returned to Oak View with Jean, who informed them that she was selling the house and moving to a bungalow on Barlaston Green, near the library. She said, looking straight at Susie, that she wanted no arguing. Then she left them at the kitchen table with the familiar blue-and-white Burleigh teapot and a ginger cake of her own making, and went slowly and alone up to bed.

Susie had looked at Jasper across the table and said, sadly, ‘I never managed to tell her that I was pregnant.’

Cara Moran was born in
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