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        Introduction by Harriet Evans

        
        ‘Everything I love was in that book . . . Bohemian people, painters, paintings, Cornwall, the way London used to be. I was terribly bereft when I finished it.’

        
        So said the matchless Rosamunde Pilcher of her best-known novel, The Shell Seekers. Anyone who has finished this gorgeous book, whether for the first time or after yet another reread, will feel the same way. If you haven’t read it, how I envy you the treat you have in store. I would love to lose myself in this clever, warm, heartbreaking, addictively good novel for the first time.

        
        Published thirty-two years ago, The Shell Seekers was Pilcher’s fourteenth novel; she had written all her life, starting with stories scribbled down at the age of seven, moving on to short novels, before her American editor persuaded her to try a big, juicy book, one that combined her wartime experiences and her love of Cornwall with, of course, romance, bickering families, and a central character it is impossible not to adore. The result was one of the biggest bestsellers not just of the 1980s but of any decade, selling ten million copies and being translated into forty different languages. It was ‘that’ novel of the summer; I remember being a teenager on holiday in Norfolk the year it came out in paperback, watching everyone around me absorbed in this vast book with the big gold lettering and that picture on the cover of the children, themselves on a beach, picking out shells. I was going through a Golden Crime phase, obsessively reading Margery Allingham and Ngaio Marsh. How I missed out; I’d have been much better off with The Shell Seekers, as I was subsequently to discover.

        
        It is the story of one of those girls in that painting, Penelope Keeling, the daughter of the artist Sir Laurence Stern, who, when the novel opens, has discharged herself from hospital after a minor heart attack, and is heading back to Podmore’s Thatch, her deliciously-named (RP is brilliant at names) Cotswold cottage. This health scare suddenly fills her with a ‘sort of reasonless happiness she had not experienced for years. It is because I am alive . . . Living now, had become not simple existence that one took for granted, but a bonus, a gift.’ When her three children – snobbish, overbearing Nancy, steely but terrifically likeable magazine editor Olivia, and rather reptilian man-about-town Noel – hear their mother has been ill, and that the shock of it has impelled her to not just start to reflect on the past but to live life anew, they react in very different ways.

        
        Bestsellers rarely endure but The Shell Seekers is still adored the world over. It’s not exactly the most contemporary of stories (everyone is white, straight, lives in a nice home, and even the modern sections, now thirty years old of course, have people driving to work in central London and an attitude to some illnesses – no spoilers – that simply wouldn’t be the same today). So why does it continue to have the power to enthral and move new readers?

        
        There are several reasons, but the main one, I think, is to do with the writing. There is no-one quite like Pilcher when it comes to creating a world you believe in and sink into and this is why her books as seen as comfort reads. There’s always a nugget of something good on every page: Penelope lighting a match to a fire that will warm up the house again, Nancy’s struggles with her domestic help, the kitchen of the Stern family home on Oakley Street, the cottage in Porthkerris. When I first read the book in my twenties I aspired to nothing more than one day being the sort of person who had Olivia’s shopping list: ‘crusty brown bread, butter, and a pot of paté de fois 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 . . .’ Other authors make lists, and our attention wanders. With Rosamunde Pilcher’s novels every piece of detail draws you further in to the story. I reread The Shell Seekers when I was ill with tonsillitis a few years ago – it made wallowing an utterly delightful experience.

        
        The second reason is Penelope herself, and the way the novel’s clever structure allows us to get to know her not just as a rather independent-minded woman exasperated by the confines old age is putting on her, but as a child, and a young woman. Pilcher writes with a simple yet beautiful intensity about the sensation of being young and falling in love, of loss, of not being perfect. Penelope is not a perfect mother – none of us are. Readers don’t want bland, all-good characters but ones who are relatable. And tall, bohemian, passionate, impatient Penelope is not only relatable but hugely aspirational. She believes in living and loving: she never once, even in the darkest times, succumbs to self-pity. That is incredibly attractive.

        
        Finally, the reason The Shell Seekers continues to be discovered and loved by new readers every year is, I think, to do with its humanity. Penelope may be a middle-class English woman with a beautiful garden and a larder who likes stewing apples and has a cleaner, but woe betide anyone who thinks she is small-minded, or insular. Like her parents she understands the values of tolerance, openness, community, and kindness. Like Penelope’s dreadful mother-in-law Dolly Keeling, Nancy is a true Little Englander, rigid in her adherence to the old ways of class. (Poor Nancy. One can’t help but feel sorry for the cherubic little girl she once was). Not Penelope, and not her beloved Olivia. If the novel teaches us anything, as we sink into its gorgeous, pillowy embrace, it’s about living a life of openness and love and searching for the best in every day. It is why, when you finish it, you may be in tears, but you will also have a smile on your face and warmth in your heart.
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  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
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