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    Robert strode purposefully through the orchard to his mother’s house, accompanied by his loyal golden Labrador, Tarquin. The evening light had softened to a warm honey tone as the sun sank behind the fields, turning the sky pink. The air was thick with the sweet scents of mown grass and ripening wheat and the ground was already dampening with dew. Pigeons billed and cooed in the lime trees as they settled down to roost and a pair of fluffy blue tits squabbled playfully about the bird feeder his wife, Celeste, had hung from a pear tree in the no-man’s-land between their modest farmhouse and his parents’ much grander home farther down the valley. From there he could see the tiled rooftops of their seventeenth-century manor, mottled with moss and algae and weathered to a muted reddish brown. The rows of ornate-shafted chimneys seemed to balance precariously above the triangular gables like unsteady sentinels, weary of keeping watch. One, which was no longer in use, was now the nest of an uncommonly large pigeon who had settled in for the summer. The manor had the tousled charm of a much-beloved toy whose fur has worn away in places because of so much affection, and Robert felt a surge of fondness for the house that would always be home.


    Robert had grown up at Chawton Grange with his three sisters, but he was the only child to remain, as the girls had since married and moved away. He loved the farm and had fond memories of driving tractors in his youth and helping out at harvesttime during the long summer holidays. Growing up had been easy in such a beautiful place. Now, as life grew more complicated, he reflected on those long, lazy days in the fields, when grief had not yet sought him out and the future had stretched ahead like a pure summer sky, clear and full of promise. He could never have foreseen how things would change.


    Robert had lost his eight-year-old son, Jack, to leukemia sixteen months before. He would never get over it, but he had learned to live with it, like the dull, throbbing pain of a chronic condition that never goes away. He often wondered whether his loss was in some perverse way life’s balancing of the books, payment for thirty years of unadulterated pleasure. Had he been asked, he would happily have chosen thirty years of misery in exchange for his son’s good health. Celeste had not yet learned to live with her grief. It had gushed and flowed around her like a terrible flood of pain, forming an impassable moat, hemming her in and forcing him out. She had shrunk into herself like a tortoise resentful of the light. Her laughter no longer bubbled and her smile had ceased altogether, so that her face had set into a taut, unhappy scowl. He had not only lost his child, but he had lost his wife, too. Jack had taken her heart with him, leaving his father with nothing but the shell.


    He thrust his hands into his pockets and walked out of the orchard into his parents’ garden. The sight of home momentarily uplifted him, like ascending out of shade into sunshine. Every corner of that serene oasis echoed with the laughter of his childhood games. Now that laughter reached him in waves of nostalgia and his heart ached for that innocence, now gone, and that ignorance, so sweet, because back then he hadn’t known the bitter taste of bereavement. Back then he hadn’t known the ferocity of love either.


    His father, Huxley, was busy up a ladder, deadheading the roses in a panama hat and pale linen jacket, while his mother sat on the terrace in regal splendor, a cigarette in one hand, a pen in the other, her large dogs at her feet and a half-eaten box of chocolate truffles on the table in front of her, doing the crossword.


    She sensed his approach and popped a truffle into her mouth. “I thought it wouldn’t be long before you trotted down to reproach me,” she said, putting the newspaper aside with a sigh. Robert descended the stone steps onto the terrace.


    “Help yourself to a glass of wine,” suggested his father from the ladder. “It’s that Chilean sauvignon blanc you gave me to try. I think it’s rather good. Has a fruity taste.”


    “Listen, Mum, why can’t you have him?” Robert poured himself a glass and sat on the bench opposite his mother. “You are his grandmother.”


    Marigold took off her glasses and fixed him with pale, turquoise eyes. At seventy-three, those eyes still had the power to mesmerize, even though her body, which had expanded over the years like a sponge in water, retained none of its once infamous allure. Wrapped in layers of loose cottons and fine pashmina wraps, Marigold had given in to the chocolates and cakes she had spent her youth avoiding, and her long blond hair was pinned loosely on top of her head so that it resembled the pigeon’s nest on the chimney. “Because I’m very busy,” she said briskly, lifting her chin.


    Robert stared at her—the least busy woman in the south of England—and pulled a bewildered face. “Busy? Doing what?”


    “I’m afraid I simply can’t entertain an eight-year-old boy for five days. I have people coming and Mrs. Cleaves will be on holiday, so I’ll have to cook, which you know I loathe. I’m going up to London midweek, Freddie and Ginny have asked us to the opera, and I’ve decided to learn bridge, so I’m joining a club in Alresford. You see, no time to look after a small boy.” She averted her eyes and took a sip of wine, which immediately made her look shifty.


    Robert knew his mother had deliberately arranged things to avoid having his sister’s child for a week, but he couldn’t work out why. It was very out of character for her to be selfish. When Jack had been alive, he and Celeste had resorted to inventing things in order to keep her away, and she had jumped at any opportunity to have him to herself. “There must be somebody else she can leave him with?” he suggested in desperation, picturing Celeste sobbing on her bed at the prospect of having a child in the house again when her emotions were still so raw. “Please, Mum. Celeste is beside herself.”


    Marigold’s blue eyes softened with compassion. “Darling, they’re moving back from Australia after having been away for sixteen years. Georgia has no friends here anymore, only us. She wouldn’t have asked you if she hadn’t been desperate. You’re her last resort. It’s only five days. I think you’ll manage.”


    “It’s not me I’m worried about. I have no problem with looking after my nephew. I’m thinking about Celeste.”


    “Georgia says he’s a very easy child. He just entertains himself. He won’t need much looking after, he’s very independent. That’s what happens when you have older sisters. You were always independent, too.”


    “God,” he groaned. “I promised Celeste I’d sort it out.”


    Marigold popped another chocolate into her mouth and patted one of the Alsatians which was now sitting up and demanding attention. She shrugged. “Tant pis, darling. Such is life. You might find it turns out to be a blessing.”


    Robert drained his glass then made his way back to the cottage with Tarquin, leaving the warmth of his parents’ garden for the chill of his own. When he was growing up, the cottage had been inhabited by the farm manager, but as soon as Celeste had gotten pregnant, his father had handed it over to him. The manager had been an expert rose grower, and when Celeste had moved in, she had lovingly tended them, but since Jack had died she hadn’t touched them, so that now few buds flowered and all one could see was a tangle of thorny tentacles falling away from the twine that once held them against the walls.


    When he reached the cottage, he found his wife at her bedroom window, staring out over the field towards the woods, as if she longed to run there and never come back. As she heard him coming up the stairs, she swung around. “So, what did she say?” Her face was contorted with anxiety.


    He shook his head. “She can’t.”


    “Can’t?”


    “I’m sorry, darling. The child is coming to stay. There’s nothing I can do.”


    Celeste was speechless. She put a frail white hand to her mouth, where the fingers trembled against her lips and tears trickled down her cheeks. Robert sighed heavily and attempted to embrace her, but she stopped him, shaking her head vigorously. Her eyes spoke of her resentment, as if it was all his fault, so he turned and left her alone, as he so often did now, his own heart brimming with bitterness because Jack was his son, too. But Celeste couldn’t see past her own grief to notice his.


    Celeste sat on the bed and turned her eyes once again to the woods. The wheat shimmered in the breeze like a golden sea as darkness crept up slowly, swallowing the remains of the light and another day. For that she was grateful; one less to live without Jack.


    In a strange way Celeste had settled into her grief. Even though it was painful, there was comfort in its familiar patterns. She was used to the dead feeling in her soul, the chill of winter that had taken all color and joy from her spirit; the bleak, flat light, as hard as slate, which had pervaded her world. The prospect of having another child in the house had suddenly disrupted her rhythm and wrenched her out of herself. How would she cope? What would she do with him? How could Robert have allowed this to happen?
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    The morning of Bruno’s arrival, Celeste refused to get out of bed. Robert had taken the day off, leaving his young employee Jacques-Louis to manage the wineshop so that he could welcome his nephew and say hello to his sister, whom he hadn’t seen since she’d flown over for Jack’s funeral. Marigold and Huxley had driven round and now waited in the kitchen with cups of tea and biscuits. The atmosphere was tense, especially as Celeste had not yet emerged. Tarquin sighed from his basket, closed his eyes, and went back to sleep. The sound of rain on the windowpanes only added to the dreary mood inside.


    At last Celeste appeared in the doorway, a stiff and distant creature. She had tied her hair back into a severe ponytail and folded her arms across her chest in an obvious display of defensiveness. She could not disguise her fury and barely greeted her mother-in-law, who bit into another biscuit out of nervousness. Only Huxley chatted away in his usual jovial manner, as if nothing were untoward. “I took the dogs up to Tin Sheds this morning, and d’you know what I saw? There in the middle of the field was a family of deer. Wonderful sight in spite of the damage they do to the crops.”


    “You should get your gun out, Dad,” Robert suggested.


    “I’ve grown magnanimous in my old age, Robert. What with the hares and rabbits, this farm is a haven for wildlife, and I rather like it that way, although they eat away all my profits. It’s a losing battle and I’ve accepted I’ve lost.”


    Tarquin’s ears pricked before anyone else heard the car. A moment later the rumble of the engine defused the awkwardness of waiting but seemed to suck the oxygen out of the room. Celeste’s shoulders tensed, Robert paled, Marigold caught her husband’s eye.


    But Huxley clapped his big hands and beamed. “Ah, good,” he said. “Robert, go and fetch an umbrella so they don’t get soaked.” Tarquin stood by the door, wagging his tail, until Robert appeared with a golfing umbrella to open it. They dashed outside together.


    Marigold didn’t dare look at Celeste. She could see her taut profile out of the corner of her eye and feel her resentment as if the air around her were charged with prickly little filaments. She might have buckled then, if she hadn’t thought of her son and the children he longed for but wasn’t allowed to have. Instead, she lifted her chin and stepped forward as her daughter and grandson hurried up the path beneath Robert’s umbrella, bursting into the hall with peals of laughter.


    “Goodness, I forgot how much it rains in England!” Georgia exclaimed happily. “Oh, Daddy, it’s so good to see you!” She embraced her father, pressing her cold face to his cheek. “You’ve lost weight!” she said, turning on her mother. “You have been feeding him, haven’t you, Mum?”


    “Darling, he’s just getting old.” Marigold chuckled, gathering her daughter into her arms like a fat hen. “You look well, though. Gosh, it’s good to have you back. Now where’s my grandson? Bruno?”


    The boy stood behind his mother in a pair of jeans and sneakers, his thick brown hair falling over eyes the color of Marigold’s milk-chocolate truffles. He smiled diffidently, a little overwhelmed by the strange faces staring at him. Shyly, he put out his hand.


    Marigold smiled affectionately. “Goodness, you are polite,” she said. “But I’m your grandmother, so I’m going to give you a jolly good hug.” The child caught his uncle’s eye as he was enveloped in cotton and cashmere and his grandmother’s lily-of-the-valley perfume.


    Robert pulled a face, at which Bruno grinned back, his cheeks flushing the color of strawberries. “Mum, do put him down. Boys hate to be mollycoddled!” he said.


    “Oh, darling, you’re so grown-up!” she gushed, releasing him. “I can hardly believe it. How lucky we are that you’ve come to stay.” Then, remembering her daughter-in-law, she swung around. “You’ve never met your aunt Celeste, have you? Well, here she is. Celeste?”


    Marigold tried to disguise her anxiety with a chuckle, but her chest felt tight with dread. She watched her daughter-in-law shake the child’s hand and manage a wan smile, and longed for her to muster up a little more enthusiasm, if only to make the boy feel welcome. She was relieved when Robert stepped in and introduced him to Tarquin. The child’s face opened with pleasure at the sight of the dog. He stroked his wet head and laughed as the animal lifted his nose and tried to lick his hand. “He’s awesome,” he said. “I think Tarquin and I are going to be buddies.”


    “I think you are, too,” Marigold interjected.


    “Do you like tractors, Bruno?” his grandfather asked.


    “Sure,” Bruno replied with a shrug.


    “I’ll show you around the farm and you can drive one, if you like.”


    “Really? Drive one?” The boy’s eyes shone excitedly. He glanced at his mother.


    Georgia put up her hands. “I don’t want to know what you two get up to.” She laughed. “Celeste, I’m leaving him in your capable hands.”


    Celeste managed another weak smile. “Don’t worry, I’ll look after him,” she said softly. “Bruno, would you like to see your room?” The child nodded. They set off up the stairs, followed by Tarquin.


    Marigold seized her daughter’s arm. “I hope he’s going to be all right,” she hissed.


    “Mum, he’s going to be fine. He loves the countryside and he adores his uncle Robert. They really clicked when he came to Sydney. Don’t worry about him. He’s got a wisdom beyond his years. Trust me, I wouldn’t have agreed to leave him here if I didn’t think he could handle it.”


    Marigold sighed. “Well, we’re just through the garden if he wants to come down.”


    Georgia smiled and patted her mother’s arm. “I know. He’ll seek you out if he needs you.”
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    Celeste showed Bruno the spare room. It was at the end of the corridor with a big window that looked out over the garden. They could see the chimneys of Chawton Grange through the rain. “Shame the weather’s so bad,” she said, struggling to find something to say. Her instinct was to reject this child who had stepped in to take Jack’s place in the house, but her head reminded her of his innocence. He was a boy, after all. Just a boy who had no idea of the unhappiness he was causing.


    “Oh, I love the rain,” Bruno replied. “I like to stand in it under an umbrella. I like the sound.”


    “Really? I hate getting wet,” said Celeste, folding her arms across her chest.


    “Tarquin doesn’t mind that, do you, Tarquin?” He patted the dog’s head again.


    “Did you have a dog in Sydney?”


    “No, I had a rabbit. But they don’t do much.”


    “Dogs make better friends,” Celeste added, realizing as she spoke just how much of a comfort Tarquin had been to her since she lost Jack. “Are you hungry? What do you like to eat?”


    “Not really,” he replied. “I don’t like beans.”


    “I don’t like brussels sprouts.”


    “Mum makes me eat them.”


    “I won’t.”


    Bruno grinned. “That’s good.”


    “While you’re here, you can do pretty much anything you like.” She hoped he would entertain himself. She had no intention of spending any more time with him than absolutely necessary.


    When they returned downstairs, Robert had brought in Bruno’s case, his gumboots and coat, and Georgia was sitting at the kitchen table with her parents, drinking a cup of tea. “You’re so good to have him, Celeste. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it.”


    Celeste suppressed the urge to snap at Georgia, and instead asked, “What sort of things does he like to do?”


    “Oh, anything, he’s not fussy.”


    “Robert will be working, but I suppose I’ll find things for him to do.”


    “He likes Legos, coloring, exploring. There’s plenty to do outside. It’ll take him five days to explore the grounds here. He’s pretty happy on his own.”


    Celeste nodded. “He can use the playroom.” Her face blanched further as her thoughts turned to Jack’s old room of toys. She averted her eyes. “I’ve got lots of Legos.”


    “He’ll love that.”


    “And I’ll kick a soccer ball at him when I’m home,” Robert interjected enthusiastically.


    “He likes soccer. His dad has trained him to be a pretty good goalie.”


    “When’s Mark joining you?” Robert asked.


    “He’s bringing the girls over in a couple of weeks. I’ll have everything sorted by then.”


    “It’ll be so nice to have you in the same country for a change,” said Marigold happily.


    “Tell me about it. I’ve missed you all so much!”


    “It’s about time Bruno got to know his family,” said Huxley. “And learned to speak English,” he added firmly.


    “Oh, darling, you sound just like your father, Grandpa Hartley,” Marigold scolded. “Old Hartley fought in the war and hated anything foreign. His idea of speaking a foreign language was to talk in English very loudly.”


    “He’ll lose his Australian accent soon enough,” Georgia reassured him.


    Huxley nodded. “Good. We’ll do all we can to accelerate the process.”
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    Once everyone had gone, Celeste showed Bruno the playroom. It had remained untouched for almost a year and a half. Boxes of Legos, trains, and plastic guns were placed in neat rows against one wall, a table and chairs against another with a container filled with pens and crayons and a rattan basket of plain paper. A big red sofa dominated the room and an open fireplace stood empty and desolate. There was a large flat-screen television and lots of DVDs of all Jack’s favorite movies lined up in the bookcase. Celeste switched on the lights and the room seemed to spring to life. The little boy wasted no time in pulling out the boxes and rummaging through them. He quickly lost himself in his endeavor and Celeste had to swallow back her tears, because Jack had sat on the rug just like Bruno. She turned away, for the sight was too painful. It was all she could do to restrain herself from asking him to leave her son’s toys alone. This had been Jack’s room. She wasn’t sure she was ready to share it with another child. But she had no choice. She had been forced to welcome this usurper. Didn’t anyone understand her pain?

  


  
    3


    Robert was in his study when Celeste came looking for him. He saw her in the doorway and stopped what he was doing. She folded her arms and sighed. “Are you okay?” he asked, weary of always being the one to reach out.


    She nodded. “He’s in the playroom.”


    “Are you okay with that?”


    She shrugged. “I have no choice. It’s hard to see a child in there again.”


    “He’s found things to play with?”


    “Jack’s things.” She frowned, fighting the impulse to snatch them back and guard them, like she had snatched and guarded her son’s memory.


    “Good.”


    She turned away, then hesitated and pursed her lips. “Robert, he’s the same age as Jack was.”


    “I know.”


    “I mean, I knew, I suppose, I just hadn’t thought... that he’d remind me so much of him.”
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    Upstairs she set about unpacking Bruno’s clothes. The rain had now stopped and the sun was peeping through the clouds, shining brightly onto the glittering countryside. She opened the drawers of the dresser and placed Bruno’s T-shirts and sweaters in neat piles. As she did so she felt a satisfactory sense of purpose. She took her time, making sure everything was in its place. Slippers beside the bed, dressing gown on the hook behind the door, toothbrush and paste in the bathroom.


    She realized then just how bored she’d been. In the days before Jack got sick, she had run her own business making embroidered quilts and bed linen. She had been quite successful, especially at making children’s quilts. They were all tailored to each child, the squares embroidered with their favorite things in their favorite colors. In the beginning, word had been spread by satisfied clients, but then she had set up an e-commerce site on the Internet and she’d struggled to meet the demand. Then Jack got sick and she didn’t have the time or the will to keep going. The Swedish-style house that Robert had had built for her business at the bottom of the garden had been locked for three years now. She hadn’t set foot in there, although in the past it had been her sanctuary and one of her greatest pleasures. Jack had sat on the floor and set out all the spools of thread in order of color. There had been over sixty different shades and he had loved the challenge. Sometimes, when she had been under pressure to finish a quilt, he had brought his homework in after school or sat at the table coloring while she worked. The memory of his little face, so full of concentration, caused her battered heart to groan. She tore herself away from the past and pushed Bruno’s case under the bed.


    She set about making lunch. Roast chicken, because all children like chicken. She could hear Bruno talking to himself as he played. If she hadn’t known better, she might have thought he had company. At lunch he chatted away as if he had known his uncle and aunt forever. He was uninhibited and curious and seemed older than his years. She couldn’t remember Jack being so articulate and confident. After lunch Robert played soccer with him in the garden, making a goal out of sticks, then they set off to explore the farm together with Grandpa Huxley, the big German shepherds, and Tarquin.


    Celeste went into the playroom to tidy away the toys. She shed tears onto the Legos, spending an excessive amount of time putting the pieces into the box. It was unbearable to think that Jack was never coming back. She could sort out his toys and place the boxes neatly on the shelves again, but he’d never return to play with them.


    The sun began to set, flooding the gardens with a soft amber light and her heart with melancholy. The scents rose up from the borders and the clamor of birds grew louder as they squabbled for places to roost. At last the rumble of Robert’s car could be heard coming along the farm track, and Celeste felt her heart contract with dread.


    She walked round to the front of the house. Bruno jumped out of the car, breathless with excitement. “I drove a tractor!” he exclaimed, hurrying up the path with Tarquin at his heels. “I climbed on the grain and Uncle Robert chased me. Then he lost his shoe.” The child laughed with such abandon that Celeste found herself chuckling with him. She almost resented him for making her smile, for she had grown used to her misery and had found refuge in the dark comfort of her unhappiness. “We searched and searched for it and then Tarquin found it. Isn’t he clever? It was hidden in the grain. Grandpa let me sit in a combine and says that when they cut again I can ride in it. The rain has made it all wet, so they won’t be cutting until it’s dry. I hope it doesn’t rain again so I can go on the combine. It’s awesome!”


    “You must be hungry,” she said. “Do you want some tea?”


    “Yes, please.”


    “Come on, then. I’ll find something to fill you up.” Before she turned to go into the house, she saw Robert coming up the path towards her.


    He shook his head and grinned. “That child has a lot of energy!”


    “He’s had a lovely time.”


    “And worn me and Dad out!”


    “You’ll be relieved to go back to work tomorrow.” She felt her resentment cloud the fleeting sense of joy she had just experienced. Tomorrow she’d be alone with Bruno. What then?


    Robert put his hand in the small of her back and led her into the cottage. “No, I won’t,” he said. “I’d much rather be here.”


    She fed Bruno fish fingers and ran him a bath. Afraid to leave him in the water on his own, she pottered about tidying the already immaculate sink and cupboard beneath. He chatted blithely, lolling in the warm water. She kept herself busy so she didn’t have to look at him. She resisted slipping into the old routine she had enjoyed with Jack, of washing his face and soaping his hands and feet, because she knew it would only make her cry. She didn’t want to cry in front of Bruno.


    After the bath he pulled on his spaceship pajamas and she put him to bed. She tucked him in and watched him snuggle against his bear. Hovering by the door, she didn’t know whether to kiss him good night or read him a story. She definitely sensed that she was lacking somehow and that he sensed it, too, because he looked at her with his big brown eyes and in them she recognized anxiety.


    “Sleep well,” she said.


    “Yes,” he replied, suddenly diffident. Not the same little boy who had been talking so contentedly in the bath. He seemed smaller now and a little forlorn.


    “If you need us, we’re just down the corridor.” He nodded. “I’ll send Robert up to say good night.”


    But Robert was already coming along the corridor with Tarquin. She watched them walk past her. The child’s face blossomed into a smile and he sat up. “He’s come to say good night to you,” Robert said.


    Bruno leant over to pat the dog. “Where does he sleep?”


    “In the kitchen in his basket.”


    “Isn’t he lonely on his own?”


    “No. You don’t get lonely on your own, do you?”


    “But I’m not alone. I have Brodie.”


    Robert laughed. “And he’s a very fine bear.”


    “If Tarquin gets lonely, he can come and sleep with me.”


    “Then you wouldn’t sleep a wink, would you? Now, bedtime.” The child’s eyes were no longer dark with anxiety. He lay down contentedly and Robert drew up the bedclothes so that all Celeste could see was the boy’s rich brown hair peeping out of the top. Her husband bent down and kissed his forehead. “God bless,” he said, and patted the bedclothes.


    Celeste turned away and went downstairs. She didn’t want to feel moved by the sight of Robert kissing his little nephew. She held on to her resentment, fearing that if she let it go, she’d have nothing left. Robert joined her in the kitchen and poured them both a glass of wine. Then he went to the sitting room and turned on the television. She knew he did that to avoid talking to her. She wasn’t good company these days. Once they had been eager to share their day; now she was eager to end it.


    But a little boy was sleeping upstairs and he had changed everything. They were no longer alone. The house vibrated with the child’s presence as if a fire had been lit against her will, infusing the familiar cold with a new warmth. She cooked spaghetti and they ate it in front of the television. Celeste found herself listening out for Bruno. One ear on the movie, one on the bedroom upstairs, and she didn’t know whether she listened out of fear for the alien or yearning for the child.


    That night she slept fitfully. She dreamed of Jack. He was sitting on a fence. Behind him was a beautiful dawn. She was begging him to come home. But he remained on the fence, neither in her world nor the next. When she awoke, her pillow was soaked with tears.
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    The following morning when Celeste went into Bruno’s room, she found him sitting on his bed playing with his bear, chatting away as if to an old friend. He stopped suddenly when he saw his aunt standing in the doorway and his cheeks flushed.


    “Good morning,” she said.


    He held the bear against his chest. “I’m talking to Brodie,” he explained.


    “Good. Are you hungry?”


    “A little,” he replied.


    “Why don’t you get dressed and come down and I’ll make you something to eat. Do you like cereal, or toast?”


    He shrugged. “Cereal, please.”


    “Your clothes are in those drawers.”


    “Okay.”


    She left the room feeling guilty that she wasn’t being more helpful. Should she have taken his clothes out for him?


    Bruno perked up over breakfast as Robert talked to him about soccer. The two of them already had a good relationship, and Celeste couldn’t help but feel jealous—jealous that Robert seemed to find it so easy to get over Jack’s death and jealous of his ability to endear himself to his nephew. When Bruno looked at her, his eyes darkened with apprehension. It appalled her that she could inspire such a negative reaction. She hadn’t cared that she had alienated her friends and cold-shouldered her in-laws, but she cared that she caused a child to feel fearful. A child she was meant to be looking after. What if the shoe was on another woman’s foot and the child was Jack?


    After breakfast Celeste watched her husband leave, then wondered what she was going to do with Bruno all day. She was suddenly besieged by a wave of apprehension. What used she to do with Jack? Suffocating in panic, she tried to remember the things Jack had liked to do. If she couldn’t think of anything today, how was she going to entertain him for five days?


    “Can I go and play in the garden?” It was Bruno. He was standing in the doorway in his boots, his face solemn.


    “Of course you can. Do you want me to come with you?” she offered, trying to inject some enthusiasm into her voice.


    “I’m fine. I like exploring.”


    “Okay. It’s a big estate. Don’t get lost, now, will you?”


    “I won’t.”


    “Why don’t you take Tarquin with you?”


    He smiled. “Can I?”


    “You’ll be doing me a favor. That way I won’t have to walk him.” Celeste put a couple of dog biscuits into Bruno’s trouser pocket. “In case he doesn’t come when you call him. He’s a very naughty dog, you know.”


    Bruno laughed and the shadow of unease seemed to lessen slightly. “Okay,” he said.
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    “Marigold, will you come out of the bush!” Huxley hissed at his wife.


    “I need to make sure he’s okay,” Marigold replied, parting the branches to get a better look into her son’s garden.


    “She won’t have eaten him for breakfast, you know,” said Huxley.


    “Well, of course she won’t. I just need to be sure that she’s looking after him. You know how fragile she is.” At that moment the door opened and Bruno wandered out with Tarquin. “Ah, there he is!”


    “Alive and well?” Huxley asked.


    “Very,” she replied, satisfied.


    “Two arms and two legs?”


    “Now you’re being silly.”


    “One can never be too sure.” He chuckled as he watched the dog prick up his ears. “You’re going to be discovered now.”


    “Damn it. Well, don’t just stand there like a lemon. Help me out of this bush!”


    Tarquin spotted the bush moving and trotted over, wagging his tail in anticipation of finding a large rabbit. He found Marigold instead, backing out big, round bottom first.


    Bruno went after the dog, which had now begun to bark with excitement. When he saw his grandparents, he smiled happily. “Hello, Grandma. What are you doing here?”


    “Hello, Bruno, darling. I was just looking for the soccer ball,” she replied hastily.


    “Do you want to play?”


    “Goodness no! I don’t play. Grandpa does, though, don’t you, Grandpa?”


    “I don’t suppose I have any choice in the matter,” Huxley replied drily.


    “Don’t worry, Grandpa. I want to explore,” said Bruno.


    “Do you need a guide?”


    “I’m on a mission,” the child informed him importantly.


    “What sort of mission? I’m good at missions.”


    “To find things.”


    “What sort of things?”


    “Lots of things.”


    “Ah, I know where to find lots of things,” said Huxley knowledgeably.


    Bruno grinned. “Then you can be my guide.”


    “What a good idea. Why don’t you two go off together?” Marigold suggested.


    “The ball is over there,” said Bruno, pointing to the bottom of the garden. “Uncle Robert and I played yesterday.”


    “Ah, so it is,” Marigold replied. “Silly me, all that searching in the bush for nothing!”


    She watched the child and his grandfather wander off through the orchard, followed by Tarquin. She turned her attention to the cottage for a moment and wondered how Celeste was. Before Jack died she would have gone in for a cup of tea and a gossip, but things had changed. Celeste avoided her most of the time. She sighed heavily and turned back towards her house. Jack had taken not only his mother’s heart, but the heart out of the whole family.
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    Celeste stood in the hall wondering why she didn’t feel relieved that Bruno had gone out to entertain himself. Instead, she felt a stab of guilt. Would he be all right on his own? What if he got lost? Was she callous to leave an eight-year-old child to his own devices? She hovered, deliberating what to do. The morning stretched out empty and quiet as before, but suddenly, now that Bruno had come to stay, the prospect of spending it alone was no longer so appealing. The house felt emptier and quieter than was comfortable.


    She set about clearing away breakfast. There had only been three of them, but she took her time, putting three cups, three plates, one bowl, and cutlery into the dishwasher. Then, with mounting pleasure, she climbed the stairs to tidy the child’s room. He hadn’t made any mess. His pajamas were neatly folded on the bed, but he hadn’t made it. This pleased her, for it gave her something to do. She stripped it bare and started again. It gave her a surprising sense of satisfaction to make it neatly, knowing that Bruno would be in it that night. She placed the slippers on the carpet and his dressing gown across the quilt. Then she stood at the window and looked out onto the summer’s day. The rain had left the countryside sparkling clean and the birds were frolicking about in the sunshine. She allowed the sight to uplift her. Instead of feeling resentment, she felt the first small stirrings of joy. It was as if she had looked out onto the garden but seen only her own sad reflection in the glass. Now she flung open the window and saw the vibrant green of the leaves and the sapphire blue of the sky. Fat bees buzzed about the hollyhocks and butterflies bathed their wings in the sun. She listened to the birdsong and felt the jasmine-scented breeze on her skin. For a while she forgot her pain. She surrendered to the moment and the moment was sweet.


    When Bruno eventually returned, she felt a wave of relief. He hadn’t gotten lost. His cheeks were pink and his eyes shining and he looked happy. “Did you have fun exploring?” she asked.


    “Yes, Grandpa took me up to the woods.”


    “Did you see any hares? The woods are full of hares.”


    “Yes, lots, and a few rabbits, too. We saw a couple of deer. They looked small, like they were baby deer.”


    “They’re called fawns.”


    “Really? Well, we saw fawns, then. They were really sweet.”


    “Would you like something to drink? You must be thirsty.”


    “Yes, please.”


    “I can make some fresh lemonade.”


    “Yummy,” said Bruno.


    “Come, you can make it with me, if you like.”


    He shrugged. “Okay. But first I’ll put my things in my bedroom.”


    Celeste frowned, not knowing what things he was speaking about. But she knew better than to pry into his games. She wandered into the kitchen feeling that strange stirring of joy return with more force this time.


    She didn’t know where her enthusiasm came from, but she didn’t try to suppress it. She gave in to the desire to please and set about cutting lemons for Bruno to squeeze. He seemed to forget his earlier nervousness and warmed to the task. Together they made half a pint of juice, filled a jug with ice, water, and some sugar, and gave it a good stir with a wooden spoon. “Doesn’t that look good? Just what a thirsty boy needs.”


    “It looks delicious,” Bruno agreed.


    “Let’s see if it tastes as good as it looks.” She poured them both a glass. Bruno took a sip. He nodded and grinned over the rim. “Good, eh?” she asked.


    “Good,” he replied.


    “I thought I’d cook paella for lunch. Do you like paella?”


    “What’s that?” he answered.


    “It’s a Spanish dish with prawns and rice and vegetables. It’s very good. Do you want to try it?”


    “Sure.”


    “Good. What do you want to do now?”


    “I’ll go and find Grandpa,” he said, and Celeste was surprised by her disappointment. She’d rather hoped he’d stay up at the cottage with her.


    “Okay,” she said. “Will you come up at one for lunch? You do have a watch, don’t you?” He held out his wrist for her to see the big, black watch that hung loosely on his narrow bones. “Good.”


    “Can I take Tarquin again?”


    “I think he’d be very sad if you didn’t take him.”


    “Thank you,” he said politely, then skipped off into the sunshine.


    Celeste felt her joy dissipate as the child’s happy singing faded then disappeared. She thought she had entertained him making lemonade. He seemed to have enjoyed it. She certainly had. Her spirits sank into the familiar darkness and she slowly climbed the stairs. She remained awhile in her bedroom, lying on her bed, her mind shutting out the twittering of birds in the garden, searching her soul for the pain as a tongue searches the mouth for the aching tooth. But before she could find it, the merry chirping broke through her defenses, filling her soul with delightful song. She turned onto her back and let it carry her.
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    A while later she found herself outside the deserted clapboard house at the bottom of the garden. The key turned easily in the lock and the door opened without a single groan of protest. She was hit suddenly by the long-forgotten smell of endeavor. She inhaled deeply and surrendered to the dizzy scents of her past. It was warm and deliciously familiar. Everything was as she had left it. Sewing machine on the long wooden table, materials piled high, boxes of buttons, sequins, lace, felt, velvet, silk, and shiny baubles and tinsel. It was all tidy—she hadn’t been able to work in chaos—and waiting patiently for her to take up her seat and sew again.


    She struggled a moment with an unseen, though acutely recognizable, force. It was as if she had unwittingly stumbled upon herself, locked up there with the rolls of fabric, ribbon, and trimmings. She hadn’t even been aware that she was lost.


    Then she saw Jack’s quilt lying on a stool in the far corner of the room. She fought the onslaught of memories and the subdued pain burned again in her soul. She reached for it and brought the fabric to her nostrils. She closed her eyes and remembered her little boy lying sick in his bed. “One more square to do,” she had told him. “I wonder what I shall put on it. A bee? A tractor? What would you like, do you think?” He had smiled weakly, too ill to speak. “Well, by the time I finish it, you will be better, my darling.” But she had never finished it.


    Now tears tumbled down her cheeks, soaking into the cotton. She had never finished it because Jack had never gotten better. Now she never would. Then something on the floor caught her eye. She stopped crying and stared, not sure what to make of it. There, in neat rows, were the spools of thread graded by color. She caught her breath and her eyes widened. And then she felt it. A ripple broke like a wave upon her skin and she shivered. She didn’t dare move in case the feeling was lost. She closed her eyes and sensed her son.

  


  
    5


    “Well, hello, young man,” said Marigold as her grandson came wandering down the garden with Tarquin. “You’ve exhausted poor Grandpa,” she added, putting down the newspaper.


    “Is he sleeping?” Bruno asked.


    “No, he’s reading in his study. Were you hoping he’d play with you?”


    “I’m good,” he replied nonchalantly.


    “Well, you have a friend in that silly dog.”


    “He’s not silly, Grandma. He’s very clever.”


    “Is he? I’m not entirely sure.” She smiled and patted the bench beside her. “So, what did you do with Grandpa?”


    “We went to the wood to find things.”


    “And did you find what you wanted?”


    “Some things.” He frowned. “Grandma, can I borrow a peacock feather?”


    Marigold raised her eyebrows in surprise. “How do you know I have peacock feathers?” The child hesitated, then his eyes widened as he seemed to struggle to find a plausible explanation. “Did Grandpa tell you?”


    “Yes,” Bruno replied. “I need one for my project.”


    “That sounds interesting. Come with me and you can choose one.”


    She took his hand and led him through the French doors into the drawing room. He looked around with curiosity, for unlike his uncle’s house, his grandmother’s was full of fascinating things. There were piles of books and magazines everywhere. Bookcases were stuffed with old, dusty-looking tomes. Collages of paintings covered all the walls and objects were crammed onto every surface: crystal grapes, bottles of colored sand, silver trinkets, and little statues of old-fashioned ladies in long dresses. There were Persian rugs on the floors and in the hall a giant fireplace dominated the room with an alcove cut into the wall beside it, crammed full of massive logs.


    “Your house is very big,” he said, pulling on his grandmother’s hand as he slowed down to take everything in.


    “You should explore inside as well as out,” she told him.


    “I will, but I might get lost in here.”


    “No, you won’t, unless you climb into the wardrobe. You know what happens in the wardrobe, don’t you?”


    “Narnia,” he replied with a grin.


    “Yes, very good.” She chuckled. “A whole new world.”


    “I love stories, Grandma.”


    “So do I,” she agreed.


    She led him into the dining room. In the middle of the large round table was a vase of peacock feathers. They were bright against the dark mahogany of the table. “You see, I have lots, don’t I?” She leant across and pulled the vase towards them. “Which one do you like? They’re all rather spectacular. God must have had a lot of fun creating these.”


    “I don’t mind,” he replied.


    “All right, what about this one, then?” She plucked an especially fluffy feather and handed it to her grandson. “So what’s this project?”


    “I’m collecting special things.”


    “What a lovely idea. What have you got so far?”


    “A feather.”


    “Another feather?”


    “A pheasant’s feather.”


    “So, are you only collecting feathers for your project?”


    “No, lots of things.”


    “What else do you need? I might be able to help you.”


    He shrugged. “I don’t know yet.”


    “Well, when you know, come and tell me and I’m sure I’ll be able to help you.” She smiled down at him, her turquoise eyes full of affection. “Now, how about a biscuit?”


    “Yes, please.”


    “I thought so. Let’s go and see what’s in the kitchen. I think we might find a whole larder full of delicious things to eat.”
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    Celeste left the quilt in the clapboard house and walked up the garden to the cottage. She didn’t recall having left those spools of thread in rows like that. She would have tidied them away, for sure. But then, her state of mind at that time had been so confused and unbalanced she might well have left them without noticing.
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    She began to make the paella. Usually when Robert was at work she snacked for lunch. She had no one to look after but herself and she felt so low she hadn’t bothered even to file her nails. Yet now she had a child in the house who needed to be fed. It gave her a sense of purpose and pulled at the redundant cord that was her maternal instinct. It was a pleasant feeling to be needed. She put on her cooking apron and made a banoffee pie for good measure.


    When Bruno came back for lunch, she noticed the peacock feather and knew that he had been with his grandmother. While he hurried upstairs to put it in his room, she laid the table, trying to suppress the resentment that rose like a tide in her chest because the child seemed to be happy with everyone else in the family but her.


    She talked to him over lunch, making an effort to be as friendly as possible. It gave her pleasure to see him eating her paella. She asked him about Australia and whether he was excited to be moving to England. He answered in monosyllables until he tasted the banoffee pie. Then he became more loquacious, forking the pudding into his mouth in great heaps. As he tucked into a second helping he told her how his sisters didn’t want to move to England because they were unhappy about leaving their friends. “My friends come with me,” he said happily.


    “That’s nice,” she replied.


    “I have lots of friends.”


    “You’re a sweet boy, Bruno. I’m sure everyone wants to be your friend.”


    He grinned. “I like English boys. They’re funny.”


    “You think so?”


    “Yeah, they make me laugh.”


    “The English have a good sense of humor because we’re able to laugh at ourselves. Or so they say. I’m not sure I’m very good at laughing at myself. Not recently anyway.” She noticed he was frowning at her. “So, what are you going to do this afternoon?”


    “I’d like to play with the trains.”


    She felt light-headed as the tide of resentment was swept away by the compliment. “You want to stay up here with me? How lovely. What’s your favorite for tea?”


    “Pizza.”


    “That’s easy. Pizza it is, then. What do you want on top?”


    “Pepperoni,” he said.


    “Then that is what you shall have.”


    Bruno skipped off into the playroom to play with the trains. She heard him chatting to himself as she washed up. His enthusiasm was infectious and she found herself smiling. It delighted her that he was able to amuse himself without having to rely on other children.


    She telephoned Robert in the wineshop and asked him to bring home a pepperoni pizza.


    “How are you doing?” He had been worrying about her all day.


    “He’s very sweet. He’s in the playroom.”


    “Are you okay?” He could sense her smiling down the telephone.


    “I’m enjoying his company, actually. He’s a lovely little boy.”


    “You’re incredibly good to have him, Celeste. I know how hard it is for you.”


    “It’s not as hard as I thought it would be.” She wanted to tell him about the strange feeling she had had in the clapboard house and the spools of thread, but she didn’t want to sound desperate. She wasn’t desperate. In fact, right now, she felt more peaceful than she had been in a long time.


    “I’ll see you later, then.”


    “Yes, see you later.”


    When Robert arrived home, he was surprised to find Celeste on the playroom floor, building Legos with Bruno. He was so moved it took him a moment to find his voice. The two of them were working together, chatting in low voices, concentrating on the things they were making. The sight reminded him of Jack and he put his hand to his stomach. Celeste noticed him standing there and smiled. “Look who’s come home,” she said, and Bruno raised his chocolate-brown eyes and beamed a smile as bright as a ray of sunlight.


    “With a pizza. I wonder who requested pepperoni pizza?”
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    That evening, Celeste ran the child a bath. She filled it with bubbles and sat on the lavatory seat and talked to him while he wallowed in the warm water like a little hippo. There was something very dear about his narrow shoulders and soft white skin. Although he spoke like an older child, he still had the body of a little boy. She was surprised to hear herself ask if he would like a story before going to bed.


    “Mum always reads to me,” he told her earnestly.


    “What kind of stories do you like?”


    “Magical ones,” he replied.


    “I suppose you like Harry Potter?”


    His eyes shone and he nodded vigorously. “I love Harry Potter!” he exclaimed with zeal.


    “I’ll go and see what I have.”


    “Did Jack like Harry Potter?”


    The child’s question was innocent, but it caught her off guard because it was so direct and delivered without the awkwardness that always accompanied the comments of adults. Most people didn’t dare mention his name at all. “Yes, he did,” she replied.


    “Did he have any wands?”


    “Yes, a few. They’re in his bedroom.”


    “Can I see them?”


    Before she could think his question over, she heard herself replying, “Yes, after bath.” Bruno didn’t want to wait a moment longer than necessary. He stood up and let Celeste wrap him in a towel. She rubbed him down, feeling his small bones beneath.


    With his feet still covered in bubbles he padded into the corridor. “Which is his bedroom?”


    “This one,” she replied solemnly, pushing the door open. It squeaked quietly but put up no resistance.


    “Wow!” Bruno cried. “This is an awesome room!” His big chocolate-truffle eyes swept over the tractor wallpaper and matching curtains, the surfaces covered with all sorts of toys and the big double bed that lay empty in the middle of the room, as silent as a tomb. On top of it lay a much-loved toy rabbit. Bruno lifted it off the bed. “What’s he called?”


    “Horace,” Celeste replied, her eyes stinging with the threat of tears.


    “Jack really loved him, didn’t he? Mum read me the story of the Velveteen Rabbit, where toys come alive if they’re loved. I don’t think that really happens.”


    “I think you’re right, Bruno.”


    “I suppose he was alive to Jack, though. Like Brodie, my bear. He’s alive to me.”


    “I think you’ll find wands over here,” she said. When she reached for the basket that sat on top of the desk, she saw that her fingers were trembling.


    “Wow! He has loads of wands. This one’s Voldemort’s, awesome!” Bruno began waving it about, holding his towel up with the other hand. He peered into the basket to see what others Jack had. “That one’s Harry’s, and that one,” he said, poking it with Voldemort’s, “is Dumbledore’s.”


    “I’m impressed you know all the names.”


    “I’ve seen all the films,” he told her proudly. “Stupefy!” he exclaimed, waving the wand at an imaginary adversary. The child’s towel slipped and Celeste saw the gentle curve of his back and the delicate line of his spine. Her throat constricted as she remembered Jack’s tender body and the countless times she had pressed her face against his thick, velvet skin and kissed him. She knelt beside Bruno and rearranged the towel. “Don’t get cold,” she said softly.


    Celeste looked through the books on the shelf. Each held a tender memory of evenings spent on the bed, reading together. She pulled out one about a dragon. “How about this one?” she suggested, holding it up.


    “That looks good,” he replied. “I like dragons.”


    “Let’s go and put on your pajamas, then.”


    “Do you think there were ever dragons?”


    “No,” she said, walking into the corridor.


    “They might have been dinosaurs.”


    “Perhaps.”


    He padded along behind her. “Stupefy,” he hissed again.
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    When Robert went upstairs, he was surprised to see Bruno sitting up in bed, looking over Celeste’s shoulder at the picture book. He was engrossed in the story and Celeste was reading in the same flamboyant way she had once read to Jack. Her voice shifted up and down as she took up the different roles, and every now and then, when the dragon grew angry, her deep baritone made the little boy laugh out loud. Robert paused a moment and watched, his heart aching with longing.


    When she finished, she closed the book. “So, what do you think?” she asked.


    “I think the dragon got what he deserved,” Bruno replied.


    “I think you’re right. But he learned a valuable lesson, didn’t he?”


    “You don’t get anywhere by being mean.”


    Celeste smiled. “You most certainly don’t.” She stood up. “You sleep well, now.” The boy snuggled beneath the duvet with his bear tucked under his chin.


    A moment later Robert appeared at his bedside. “Sweet dreams, Bruno.”


    “ ’Night, Uncle Robert,” he replied. Celeste moved away but Robert bent down and gave the child a kiss on his temple.


    They left the door ajar and the light on in the corridor. “Fancy a glass of wine?” Robert asked in a quiet voice.


    “Yes, I would.” She nodded.


    “Good.”
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    They went downstairs and into the kitchen. Robert took a couple of wineglasses down from the cupboard and looked through the rack for a suitable bottle. He felt tonight merited a special vintage.


    Celeste picked up a Lego plane that Bruno had made and left on the kitchen table. She turned it around in her fingers. “Clever, isn’t he?” she said.


    “He’s a good lad,” Robert replied.


    “Shame, I think Jack and he would have got on like a house on fire.”


    Robert was surprised to hear her refer to their son in this way. The name usually caused her so much pain he had learned not to mention it.


    “I think you’re right.” He poured her a glass of merlot and one for himself.


    She took a sip. “I feel foolish,” she said with a sigh.


    “Why?”


    “I’ve been unreasonable. I’m sorry.”


    “You’ve got nothing to be sorry about.”


    “I’ve been rude to your mother.”


    “She’s tough. She can take it.”


    “He’s just a boy,” she said with a frown.


    “And you’ve made him feel very welcome.”


    She took another sip and her eyes glistened. “I don’t know why I ever thought I couldn’t.”


    Suddenly they were interrupted by a peal of laughter from Bruno’s bedroom upstairs. They stared at each other in bewilderment. It sounded as if Bruno was having a one-sided conversation. “Who’s he talking to?” Robert whispered.


    “He talks to his bear.”


    They listened some more. “That bear must be very chatty.” Robert laughed.


    Celeste smiled. “They’re both very chatty.”


    “Shall we leave him? He’s obviously having a good time up there.”


    “Yes, let him enjoy himself.” She took another sip of wine. “I’ll take out some smoked salmon.”


    “Great.” He watched her as she moved about the kitchen. Her face looked less tense. He didn’t dare reflect on her smile in case it disappeared again.
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    The following morning when Celeste and Robert awoke, they heard Bruno in Jack’s bedroom next door. Celeste sat up in alarm, her heart thumping jealously in her chest. Jack’s room was sacred. Why hadn’t she told him? Her initial instinct was to hurry in there and drag the child out. But Robert caught her arm before she made the dash out of bed. “Celeste, what are you going to do?”


    “He can’t play in there!” she hissed.


    “Why? He’s a little boy and it’s full of little boy’s toys.”


    “Because it’s Jack’s room!” Her tone was full of accusation again.


    “Do you think Jack would mind?”


    “It doesn’t matter. I mind.” She tore her arm away and climbed out of bed.


    Just as she reached the door to Jack’s room, she hesitated. The child was chatting away. She pushed open the door and peered inside. He was sitting cross-legged on Jack’s bed with Jack’s Harry Potter Studio book open in front of him. His bear was lying with Jack’s rabbit. He was talking softly, turning the pages, commenting on the pictures.


    “Good morning, Bruno,” she said. He looked up with a start, his face turning crimson as if he had been caught doing something wicked. “Who are you talking to?” she asked.


    “No one,” he replied quickly.


    “Your bear?”


    His big eyes stared back at her, the expression in them wild and fearful. “Yes, my bear,” he replied, but he wasn’t a good liar.


    “Darling, you’re not in trouble. You can talk to whoever you like.” He seemed to relax a little then. It obviously hadn’t occurred to him not to play in Jack’s room. “Are you hungry?” He nodded. “What would you like for breakfast? Pancakes?”


    “I love pancakes,” he replied, closing the book and pulling it off the bed.


    “Would you like to borrow Jack’s book?”


    “Yes, please.”


    “All right, but you must look after it. Jack’s things are very precious to me.”


    “I will.”


    “Good. Go and put on your dressing gown and I’ll make you some pancakes in the kitchen.”


    Celeste returned to her bedroom. Robert was getting dressed. “So?” he inquired. “You didn’t turf him out, did you?”


    “Of course not. He was talking to his bear again.”


    “Good.”


    “I suppose it won’t do any harm to let him play in Jack’s bedroom,” Celeste conceded.


    “I don’t think Jack would have minded,” said Robert, straightening his tie.


    “Jack would have loved a friend like Bruno to play with,” said Celeste. She looked towards the door and frowned again.
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    Bruno disappeared into the garden straight after breakfast. Robert noticed Celeste’s face as she watched him leave. She looked disappointed. She turned and caught him watching her. “He likes your parents,” she said.


    “He likes you, too,” he told her. Her expression softened. She looked vulnerable. He put his arm around her waist and kissed her cheek.


    “What was that for?” she asked, a weak blush seeping through the pallor.


    “Do I need a reason to kiss my wife?”


    “Of course not, it’s just that...”


    “I haven’t kissed you for a long time.” She lowered her eyes. “You’re doing a great job. He probably wants my father to take him to the farm.”


    “Yes, it’s a lovely day. Perhaps they’ll be cutting. He said he wanted to go on a combine.”


    “I imagine they’ll start at midday when the dew dries off. Why don’t you go, too?”


    She shrugged. “Maybe,” she replied.


    Bruno didn’t come back for hours. Celeste began to bite her nails with worry. The house was very quiet. She could hear the cooing of a pigeon on the roof and the twittering of birds in the trees at the bottom of the garden. She sat on the terrace, just listening. The sun shone warmly on her face and the breeze was sugar-scented. She wondered what the child was up to all on his own, wandering the estate. There were lots of places where a boy like Bruno might find entertainment. The old stables, the duck pond, the tree house and monkey swing where Robert used to play as a boy. Jack had found endless pleasure here, too. He had found all his father’s old haunts by instinct rather than design, as if the grounds had contrived to show him his father’s special places. He had loved nature and had never been afraid of bees or bugs. She smiled sadly to herself as she recalled the time she had found him sitting on the lawn training bumblebees to walk up his bare arms. He had never been stung, not once. They must have sensed he was fearless. Or perhaps they sensed he was a friend.


    After sitting with her memories awhile, she decided to bake a cake for tea. She was sure Bruno would like one. After all, cakes had been Jack’s favorite things. She put on her apron and set about assembling all the ingredients on the table: butter, flour, chocolate, eggs. Jack had loved chocolate. She pulled out a large mixing bowl and a wooden spoon. It felt good to be doing something creative. As she cracked the eggs into the bowl, she contemplated how she was going to decorate it. Besides Legos, Tarquin, and his bear, she wasn’t really sure what Bruno liked. She had known all Jack’s favorite things. Her heart gave a little tremor as she recalled the quilt she had been making him, each square embroidered with the things he loved best. She wondered what she would have done on the final square, had she finished it. She labored beneath the sudden weight of her grief. Oh God, how she wished she had finished it.


    Pulling herself together, she put the two round tins in the oven. Bruno would be back soon and it wouldn’t be right for him to see her crying. She decided to decorate the cake with a picture of Tarquin with a bone. That was easy enough for a creative person like Celeste. She mixed the yellow icing for the dog and white for the bone and waited for the cake to bake. Then she wandered onto the terrace and listened out for Bruno’s voice. She heard nothing but the birds and the rattling sound of a tractor in the distance.


    When the cake had cooled, she began to ice it. Her concentration took her out of herself and she forgot all about her pain. Her world was reduced to that small surface of cake where she carefully drew the dog with his bone, taking great care with the details, as an artist does with her paints. Her breathing grew slow, her shoulders dropped, her creativity, stifled for so long by sorrow, began to flow freely again. She felt the tentative stirring of pleasure, so subtle it was barely perceptible, like the first thawing of a lake after a long, hard winter.


    When Bruno finally appeared in the kitchen with his grandfather, Celeste had just put the finishing touches to her cake. She sat back and admired it.


    “My dear girl, what an artist you are!” exclaimed Huxley, impressed.


    “It’s Tarquin!” exclaimed Bruno.


    “It’s for you,” said Celeste. “I hope you like chocolate cake.”


    “I love it!” Bruno exclaimed.


    “I’m partial to a bit of chocolate cake myself. Why don’t we come up for tea and help you eat it?” Huxley suggested.


    “Oh, all right,” Celeste replied, surprised. “I mean, yes, what a good idea. Of course Bruno should spend time with his grandparents.”


    “Grandpa has been helping me find things,” said Bruno.


    “Really? What things?” Celeste asked.


    “He needs a box to put them all in,” Huxley told her. “I said you’d have one. It’s just the sort of thing Aunt Celeste would have, I said.”


    “How big?” Bruno put out his hands. “Gosh, that’s quite big. What are you going to put in it?”


    “Things,” said Bruno mysteriously.


    “All right. Let me see.” She disappeared into the larder, returning a moment later with an old dog-biscuit box. “Will this do?”


    Bruno’s eyes lit up. “Yes,” he said. She then noticed the horseshoe in his hands. Carefully he laid it inside.


    “Where did you get that?” she asked.


    “At the stables,” Bruno replied. “There aren’t any horses, though.”


    “We sold Jack’s pony,” Celeste told him. “He didn’t need it anymore.”


    “Right, Bruno,” said Huxley. “Here are some more things for your box.” He dug into his pockets and pulled out a long, grey feather, a leaf half eaten by caterpillars, and a handful of nuts taken from the sacks of bird food in Huxley’s workshop.


    “Gosh, you have been busy,” said Celeste. Bruno didn’t reply; he was carefully placing them all at the bottom of the box so that they didn’t collide with each other. “Is this a box of special things?” she asked.


    “Very special things,” Bruno replied solemnly. “Favorite things.” He picked up the box and wandered off in the direction of the playroom.


    “He’s a very unusual child,” said Huxley. “We’ve spent all morning looking for those things and nothing else would do. He seemed to know exactly what he wanted. He’s exhausted me. I think I’ll go home and put my feet up. You can go with him tomorrow.”


    She smiled, puzzled. “I shall.”
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    After lunch, during which Bruno told her all about his school in Sydney, he disappeared into the playroom to build some more Legos. Celeste washed up and listened as he chatted away to himself. He seemed perfectly happy on his own. She gazed out of the window at the finches diving in and out of the bushes, and was momentarily drawn out of her thoughts. There was something about their cheerful frolicking that uplifted her own spirits.


    “Aunt Celeste.” It was Bruno, standing in the doorway, a solemn look on his face.


    “Oh, hi, Bruno.”


    “Can we go to Grandma’s house?” he asked her.


    “Really, what for?”


    He shrugged. “I’d like to.”


    “I suppose we could take the cake and eat it down there. Would you like that?”


    “Yes,” he replied.


    A few moments later they were walking through the garden with the cake carefully stored in a pretty tin. Bruno had found a little box from the playroom and was carrying it in his hand. “What’s that for?” she asked him.


    He shrugged again. “In case I find something.”


    “It’ll have to be a small something.”


    “Yes, it will,” he agreed, skipping off ahead.


    When they reached the house Marigold was on the telephone in the sitting room, her feet up on a stool, a cup of tea on the table beside her. As soon as she saw Bruno she wound up the conversation. “Must go, Valerie. My grandson has just appeared.” She smiled broadly. “Well, hello, darling. How are you getting on? You’ve exhausted Grandpa, he’s gone upstairs for a little sleep.”


    “We’ve brought you a cake,” said Bruno.


    Celeste appeared behind him with the tin. “I made it this morning.”


    “I love cake,” Marigold exclaimed. “Is it chocolate?”


    The child nodded. “And Aunt Celeste has put a picture of Tarquin on it.”


    “Well, isn’t she clever! Celeste, do come in and sit down.” Before she could offer Bruno a chair, he had disappeared into the hall. His footsteps could be heard running up the stairs. “Where’s he off to in such a hurry?” Marigold asked.


    Celeste perched on the edge of the sofa and put the tin on her lap. She didn’t look as if she was intending to stay very long. “I don’t know. He really wanted to come down here. It seems to be some kind of treasure hunt.”


    “How nice!” Marigold gushed. “Such a sweet little thing, isn’t he?”


    “Very,” Celeste replied.


    “Huxley said that he was very clear about what he had to find this morning. He dragged poor Grandpa all over the estate.”


    “I’ve told him I’ll go with him tomorrow.”


    “That’s very sweet of you, Celeste.” Marigold paused and her features softened into a kind smile. “Tell me, dear, how are you?”


    Celeste took a deep breath and dropped her gaze to the cake tin. “I’m sorry I was rude, Marigold. It was unforgivable.”


    Marigold waved a hand in the air to dispel any hard feelings. “Don’t be silly. You’ve been through a really rotten time, you’re entitled to be as rude as you like.”


    “No, I’m not. I didn’t think I’d cope with having a child in the house again. But he’s just a boy, isn’t he? A little boy.”


    “Yes, he is.”


    “I think Jack and he would have been good friends. Jack liked Harry Potter and exploring, too.”


    Marigold was surprised that Celeste was speaking openly about Jack. “It’s a great shame,” she said, because she didn’t know what else to say. Everything sounded like a gross understatement when it came to Jack.


    “He reminds me very much of him,” Celeste continued.


    “Does he?”


    “Yes.” Celeste’s eyes began to well with tears. “He reminds me how little Jack was.”


    At that moment, as Celeste’s tears threatened to overflow, Bruno wandered into the room out of breath. “Where have you been, darling?” Marigold asked him.


    “Into the attic.”


    “What on earth were you doing up there?”


    “I found a dead butterfly.” He walked over and showed his grandmother the box. She took it carefully and opened it. Sure enough, there, carefully nestled in cotton wool, was a perfect painted lady.


    “Just the thing for that box,” said Celeste.


    “I know,” he replied, beaming proudly.


    “You’re so clever, Bruno,” Marigold exclaimed. “So, what’s next?”


    “Cake,” he replied.


    Marigold laughed. “What a good idea, darling. I’ll give Grandpa a shout.”
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    A while later, Huxley emerged and they all went into the kitchen to eat the chocolate cake. Bruno squealed with delight when Celeste opened the tin to reveal Tarquin pictured on top of the cake. “Oh, how brilliant!” Marigold exclaimed. “You really are very talented, Celeste.”


    “I loved doing it.”


    “Here’s a knife. Give a slice to Grandpa. No one loves chocolate cake more than him.”


    Bruno giggled. “I do,” he said, and laughed some more.


    “Oh, this is awfully good,” said Huxley, biting off the end of his slice. “How do you find it, young man?”


    “Good,” Bruno agreed.


    “It’s better than good. I’d say it’s exceedingly good!” The old man’s eyes sparkled as he looked upon his grandson.


    “Aunt Celeste, can I have the picture of Tarquin?”


    “Of course you can,” she replied, and carefully cut around it and lifted it off the cake.


    “Grandma, do you have something I can put it in?”


    “Don’t you want to eat it?” she asked.


    “I want to keep it.”


    “Very well.” She pointed to one of the doors off the kitchen. “Go into the larder and you’ll find some plastic containers on the floor on the right. Help yourself.” The child hurried off.


    “He’s like a magpie,” said Huxley. “If he continues like this, that box will be full at the end of five days.”


    “I wonder what he’s going to do with all that stuff,” said Celeste.


    “Georgia did say he’s in his own world,” Marigold mused.


    Huxley sighed and took another bite of cake. “It’s a very exciting world. I rather wish I could join him there.”
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    “She apologized to me, you know,” said Marigold when Celeste had left and Bruno was lying on the floor with one of the dogs.


    “I have to hand it to you, old girl. You were quite right,” Huxley conceded. “I wasn’t so sure it would work, but you’ve proved me wrong.”


    Marigold grinned. “I think I might drive off to Alresford for a while. She thinks I’m frightfully busy this week.”


    “And what? Drive around for a few hours?”


    “I don’t know.” She shrugged. “I’m meant to be taking bridge lessons, aren’t I? I can’t remember what I said now.”


    He chuckled. “I don’t think she’ll notice. She’s not into spying.” He raised his eyebrows pointedly.


    “Why don’t you take Bruno harvesting. I’ve heard the combines chomping away up there.”


    “Would you like that, young man?” he asked Bruno, putting his panama on his head.


    The child sat up and smiled. “Yes please, Grandpa. That would be awesome!”


    Marigold watched them leave. It gave her a warm sense of satisfaction to see grandfather and grandson going on an expedition together. It reminded her of Robert when he was the same age, following his father around like an eager puppy. It reminded her of Jack, too. She popped a chocolate truffle into her mouth to abate her sorrow.
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    Huxley buckled Bruno into the passenger seat of the Land Rover then set off up the farm tracks to the fields. It was a warm afternoon. The sun was as bright as molten gold, shining radiantly onto the woods and farmland below. Huxley pointed out all the birds that crossed their path, and every time he saw a hare, he exclaimed “Fred Hare” with relish. After a while Bruno was copying him and shouting “Fred Hare” at the top of his lungs, sending the startled animals leaping into the undergrowth.


    At last they saw the cloud of dust in the distance and then, as they approached, the gleaming green metal of the combine, glinting sharply in the sun. A tractor and trailer waited nearby for the combine to put out its arm to unload its grain. Huxley pulled up and climbed out of the vehicle. He lifted Bruno onto the hood and stood hands on hips as the combine rumbled past like a metal dinosaur. “Wow! It’s so cool!” Bruno shouted over the noise. “Can I go on it, Grandpa?”


    Huxley waved at the driver. “When he comes around again,” he replied. The child gave a shiver of excitement.


    They both watched with equal fascination. Huxley, because it was a relatively new machine and he was interested to see how quickly and efficiently it cut the wheat; Bruno because he had never seen one before, except in photographs, and it was bigger and louder than he could ever have imagined. At length it put out its arm and the tractor rattled across the stubble to ride along beside it as it unloaded its wheat.


    “I’m going to drive a tractor one day,” Bruno announced, jumping off the Land Rover.


    “Good, we always need enthusiastic tractor drivers,” said Huxley. “Right, it’ll come round now and you can climb up.”


    When the combine reached them, Huxley took his grandson’s hand and led him across the field. The beast’s roar was deafening, its breath hot and furious, and the child cowered a moment against his grandfather’s legs. “You’ll be all right with Peter,” Huxley shouted above the clamor. He lifted him onto the ladder and Bruno climbed up and into the cabin, where Peter, a rugged, bearded farmer with kind eyes, was ready to help him in.


    Bruno’s excitement at being in a real combine soon superseded his fear and he grinned broadly and waved at his grandfather. Huxley waved back and smiled fondly as the small figure in the cabin disappeared up the field in a cloud of dust. As the combine huffed and puffed through the wheat, Robert’s four-by-four appeared through it, approaching up the track.


    He drew up beside his father’s Land Rover and climbed out. “Mother told me you were here.”


    “He’s having a whale of time in there.”


    Robert shielded his eyes against the sun and watched. “I bet he is.”


    “Celeste came down with a cake.” Huxley nodded pensively. “That mother of yours is a shrewd old bird.”


    “I thought there must be a method to her madness.”


    “Celeste just needed to see beyond herself, that’s all,” said Huxley wisely.


    “I think she’s growing fond of Bruno,” said Robert. “I certainly am.”


    “She needs to keep herself busy. Moping about the house all day will only make her more depressed. A brood of children is what she needs.” Huxley always had a knack of saying what everyone else thought but were too polite or timid to articulate.


    “You’re right, of course, though I wouldn’t dare broach the subject. It’s a painful one.”


    “Life goes on, Robert. One has to accept things and move on. Life is a harsh school of learning, but one mustn’t get stuck in the ruts, but rise to the next challenge. Jack brought us all immense joy and we will never forget him. But we have to accept that he completed his task here on earth and was called home. We’ll all meet again one day, but for now, we have to get on with whatever we have to do down here. Jack taught us valuable lessons, he certainly taught us all a great deal about love, but his death is also a lesson in acceptance. Celeste has to learn to let him go.”


    Robert put his hands in his pockets. “I’m not sure five days with Bruno is necessarily going to crack that one, Dad.” The combine roared past them and Bruno waved excitedly from his glass cabin. Peter waved, too, and Huxley and Robert waved back.


    “I think you’re underestimating the lad,” said Huxley, smiling at the boy. “The innocent joy of a child is infectious—puts the world into perspective. You don’t have to be an old codger like me to notice that.”


    Eventually, the combine drew to a halt once again and Bruno descended the ladder like a monkey. Any fear he might have had initially had vanished and he now felt as powerful as if he had been riding a T-Rex. “That was awesome, Uncle Robert!” he exclaimed, eyes sparkling. “Thank you, Grandpa.”


    Huxley ruffled his hair. “I’m sure Peter enjoyed having some company. It can get a little lonely up there on one’s own.”


    “Right,” said Robert. “Teatime, I think. Are you hungry?”


    “Not really,” Bruno replied. He climbed into the back of his uncle’s car.


    They drove down the farm tracks towards home. The light was mellowing as the sun made its slow descent. The fields looked as if they had been baked to a soft orange hue. A pheasant ran ahead of the vehicle, not sure which way to turn, seemingly oblivious that it could fly, until it finally leapt for its life into a blackberry bush. As he wasn’t hungry, Robert decided to show his nephew the rest of the estate. He’d been up to the woods with his grandfather and onto the farm that first day, but he hadn’t seen the lake or the family chapel where Jack had been laid to rest alongside other members of his family.


    He drove through an avenue of plane trees. On the right was the lake, full of geese, moorhens, and wild ducks. The water shone like pink glass in the early evening light and midges and mosquitoes hovered above its surface in clusters. Somewhere, far off, a cuckoo hooted.


    The chapel was an old brick-and-flint church, built in the seventeenth century by Robert’s ancestors. It was tradition that every family member was buried there. Robert found it slightly unnerving to know exactly where he’d end up, although it was a comfort to know that he’d be laid to rest beside his son. “Can we go inside?” Bruno asked.


    “If you like,” Robert replied. “Celeste and I got married here, as did your grandparents and parents.”


    “Mummy and Daddy got married here?” Bruno asked.


    “Yes, before they went to live in Australia.”


    Bruno got out and pointed at the graveyard. “Jack’s here,” he said.


    “Yes, Jack’s buried here. His is the grave with all the flowers. We make sure he has flowers all the time.” It was the only plot with any flowers at all. Robert wondered at which point one was supposed to stop.


    They wandered up the path into the chapel. It was cold and smelt of the ages. Bruno didn’t spend much time inside, he was more interested in playing among the gravestones. He seemed to be making a game of leaping over the headstones. While he amused himself, Robert stood beside Jack’s and gazed down at the grass. It was inconceivable to imagine his child’s body lying in the earth. His father had a strong belief in the afterlife. Robert wasn’t sure. Right now he wanted to believe more than anything in the world.


    He felt Bruno’s hand in his. He stared down at the earnest face of his nephew. “Don’t be sad, Uncle Robert,” Bruno said.


    “I miss him, Bruno,” he told him. “He was my boy.”


    Bruno looked as if he was about to say something important but thought better of it. “I’m hungry now, Uncle Robert,” he said instead, and Robert found himself wondering what the child had been about to say and why he had chosen not to.
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    They arrived back at the cottage in time for supper. Robert was surprised to find Celeste had let her hair down. It fell in gentle waves over her shoulders, like it had done in the old days when Jack had lifted it like a curtain to whisper into her ear. She smiled. “What have you been doing, Bruno?”


    “I went on a combine. It was awesome!” he exclaimed.


    “You must be hungry.”


    “I’m thirsty,” he said, walking past her to help himself to water from the tap. He now knew where everything was and didn’t feel shy about making himself at home.


    “Hello, darling,” said Robert to his wife. “You look pretty.”


    “Thank you,” she replied. “I’ve baked a lasagne for dinner. I hope you like lasagne,” she said to Bruno.


    The child shrugged. “Sure,” he said noncommittally.


    “Do you want to call your mother?” Robert asked.


    “Okay,” Bruno replied. Robert gave him the telephone.


    While Bruno told his mother about all the exciting things he’d been doing on the farm, Celeste and Robert chatted about their day. Celeste told him about the cake she had made and that she had taken it down to his parents’ to share. He told her about the old colonel, his most demanding customer, who had complained that the bottles he had bought were corked. Then, as they paused, they heard Bruno’s voice change. It went from high and excited to low and anxious. “I haven’t, Mum. I promise... no... I know... yes, and I won’t... I promise.” They caught eyes, both silently wondering what he was talking about.


    They decided to play taboo, a game in which you had to describe things without saying certain key words. Bruno was extremely good at it, as Jack had been, and soon the three of them were laughing. Robert and Celeste exchanged looks every now and then, both remembering with fondness the times they had played with their son. Robert was surprised to find that the moat of grief which his wife had allowed to cut them off from each other was gradually subsiding. Celeste was slowly becoming herself again.


    That night, Celeste bathed Bruno and helped him into his pajamas. Then she read another story which he had chosen from the shelf in Jack’s bedroom. They sat on the bed, snuggled up, while Robert watched from the doorway, glass of wine in hand, a misty-eyed look on his face. Then Bruno shifted down the bed, holding his bear against his chest. He said good night. Celeste bent down and planted a soft kiss on his forehead. Robert kissed him on the temple and pressed the covers around his face. “Sleep well,” he said. “Don’t let Brodie keep you awake too long, will you?”


    “Brodie doesn’t keep me awake,” he replied. “Brodie likes to sleep.”


    “Well, don’t you keep Brodie awake, then. He needs his rest in order to play tomorrow.”


    “Okay,” said Bruno. “Good night.”


    It was later that night, when they went to bed, that Celeste told him about the spools of thread. “I felt him, Robert,” she told him. “It was as if he was in the room with me, just that I couldn’t see him.”


    Robert didn’t want to undermine her faith. “It’s a nice thought, Celeste,” he said.


    “But I don’t think it was just a thought. He was there. I know he was.”


    Robert made his own leap of faith and drew her into his arms. To his surprise, she didn’t object. She lay against him with her head in the crook of his neck.


    “Jack would want you to be happy,” he murmured. “He wouldn’t want either of us to be sad. He’d hate to think of us spending the rest of our lives pining for him.”


    “I know. If only I could be sure that he’s okay where he is, then I could... well, I could let him go.”


    “Perhaps the spools of thread were his way of reassuring you of just that.”


    “I’d like to think so,” she said.


    “So would I.” He kissed her forehead and felt her relax against him. They hadn’t lain like that in a very long time.
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    The fourth day of Bruno’s stay, Celeste found him playing in Jack’s bedroom again. He was jumping about the place with one of Jack’s wands, shouting “Reducio!” at an invisible enemy. She remained at the door a moment, watching him. He had such exuberance. It emanated from him like a fizzy light that tickled her, too, and made her feel happy. The thought of him leaving the following day made her feel surprisingly sad. “Good morning, Harry Potter,” she said. He spun around guiltily and she wondered why he always looked so sheepish when she interrupted his games. “What would you like to do today, young man?”


    “I don’t know,” he replied. “Stupefy!” He waved the wand at her.


    She put her hands up and laughed. “I’m sorry, I’m just a boring old muggle. I’m not sure what any of those spells mean.”


    “I can show you the book, if you like,” he suggested earnestly.


    “Why don’t you show me over breakfast? What does Harry Potter eat first thing in the morning?”


    Bruno didn’t know what the young wizard ate for breakfast, but he was very certain about what he wanted to eat. “Pancakes!” he exclaimed, then, remembering his manners, he added: “Please.”


    Robert joined them in the kitchen and Celeste made him coffee. “Would you like eggs and bacon today?” she asked.


    He couldn’t remember the last time she had cooked him a full English breakfast. “If it’s not too much bother,” he replied. “I see you’re making pancakes for Voldemort.”


    “I’m not Voldemort!” Bruno cried, giggling. “I’m Harry Potter!”


    “Really? Are you sure you’re not just a muggle pretending to be Harry Potter?” said Robert, narrowing his eyes and looking him up and down suspiciously.


    Bruno giggled again. “I’m not pretending. I am Harry Potter!”


    They ate heartily and Bruno showed his uncle and aunt Jack’s Harry Potter book, explaining the magic with enthusiasm. Robert caught his wife’s eye as his nephew struggled to articulate the meaning of a Horcrux. Celeste’s gaze lingered on his longer than normal, and in her eyes there was a tenderness he hadn’t seen in a long time. He smiled and she returned it with a small curling of the lips. He felt a rush of affection for her, as if she had finally put down her drawbridge and let him cross. United at last, in an unspoken understanding that Jack didn’t belong to her alone, but to him also, and that she was allowing him an equal stake in ownership, an equal stake in loss.
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    Robert left for work and Celeste wondered what she was going to do with Bruno. She could take him into Alresford, shopping. Perhaps he’d like to see where his uncle worked. But Bruno had his own idea. “I’d like to paint an egg,” he said.


    “An egg?” Celeste asked. “What sort of egg?”


    “An egg, like the one Uncle Robert had for breakfast.”


    “Oh, a hen’s egg. What a good idea. I haven’t painted eggs in years. I’ll have paints and varnish in my office. We could do it in there. I’ll paint one, too, and we can thread them through with ribbon. They’re so pretty. You can make one for your mother.”


    “It’s for my box,” said Bruno firmly.


    “Oh, all right.” Celeste was now more than a little curious about his box. It was full of the strangest things. A peacock feather, a pheasant feather, a butterfly, a horseshoe, a grey feather, the top of the cake, nuts, and now an egg—and those were just the things she knew about. He’d spent most of his time on the farm, collecting things. She wondered what else he had found. She wondered why he wanted all those funny objects. They couldn’t possibly be for his mother. So what was he going to do with them?


    She took some eggs from the fridge and made holes in the ends to blow out the yolks. When she was left with the shells, she washed them clean, then set off with Tarquin and Bruno to her office at the bottom of the garden.


    It was another sunny day. A few feathery clouds floated across the sky and a glider wheeled on the warm thermals like a silent gull. The low rumble of a tractor could be heard in Huxley and Marigold’s garden as the gardener cut the grass into tidy green stripes. She wandered down the lawn with Bruno, who held his box close to his chest, as if it contained treasures he was afraid of losing. As they passed the borders she noticed how unkempt they were and wondered why she had allowed them to overgrow. She had taken pride in her garden once and it had given her pleasure to see the fruits of her labors in springtime. Now the shrubs had all grown into each other, leaving no space for anything else. It had once been a celebration of color; now it was mostly green.


    Fat bees buzzed about the few flowers that thrived and Bruno stopped to watch them. “They’re big and furry,” he said. Then he opened his eyes wide and grinned, struck with an idea. “Can I teach one to crawl up my arm?”


    Celeste was astonished. That was something Jack had always done. She didn’t know other children played with bees, too. “You might get stung,” she warned, although Jack never had. “Come on, let’s go and paint an egg. I’d stay clear of the bees if I were you.”


    She unlocked the door and Bruno went in and put his box down on the table. Celeste cleared the fabrics away so they had space. Then she opened a drawer and pulled out pots of paint and brushes. She hadn’t used them in years. Once she had loved to paint, but then her business got busy and she no longer had the time. Every spare moment was filled with sewing. As they set about painting their eggs, she realized just how much she had missed it.


    Bruno’s egg was multicolored. His face was serious with concentration as he painted stripes and dots with a steady hand. Celeste painted hers with flowers, gluing little sequins onto their centers so that they sparkled. She hummed contentedly as she worked. It made her feel good to be creating again. “That’s pretty,” said Bruno as he finished his.


    “So is yours,” she replied.


    “It’s an Easter egg,” he told her proudly.


    “Oh, that’s nice,” she said, wondering why he had thought of Easter in the middle of summer. “It’s lovely, Bruno. You’re very creative. Now, let’s put it down carefully so it doesn’t smudge. It would be a shame to spoil it. Do you want to do another one?”


    He nodded and picked up a second egg. “This one will be for you,” he said. He didn’t dwell on his words. It seemed very natural to him that he should want to paint his aunt an egg, but Celeste treasured his words as if they were rare and precious gems, and her eyes misted.


    “Thank you, Bruno,” she said softly. “That’s very sweet.”


    They spent a good hour painting eggs; then, while they dried, Celeste drove Bruno into Alresford to see where his uncle worked. Robert was surprised to see them and showed his young nephew around his shop while Celeste popped into the supermarket to get supplies. Instead of buying the usual things, she wandered around looking for inspiration for more exciting dishes. She noticed a glossy cookery book on sale and popped it into her trolley. She’d cook something different for supper tonight.


    When she had finished shopping and loaded the bags into the car, she returned to Robert’s shop. He was busy showing Bruno how to use the till. When the old colonel came in to complain about something else, he saw the child at the counter and forgot about his ill humor. He bought a case of claret just so the boy could do the sale. “You’ll make a good salesman one day,” said the colonel with a chuckle.


    “You should come and work here more often,” said Robert, when the old man had left. “Colonel Thackery hasn’t been in such a good mood for years!”


    When Celeste suggested they return home for lunch, Robert offered to take them out for a pizza. “It’s been a while since we’ve eaten out,” he said. Bruno skipped about the shop excitedly. Celeste was lifted by the child’s exuberance and her husband’s spontaneity and she chatted all the way up the street to the pizzeria.


    “Bruno will have a pizza with pepperoni,” said Robert. “What are you going to have, darling?”


    She smiled and blushed at the tender way he said “darling.” “I’ll have a pizza Fiorentina. It’ll be fun to try something new.”


    When Celeste and Bruno returned home in the early afternoon, Huxley was waiting to take his grandson on the combines again. “I’ll varnish the eggs while you’re out,” said Celeste, and she waved them off in Huxley’s Land Rover. Then she went down to her office.


    She sat at the table varnishing the eggs to the sound of a pigeon cooing on her roof. It was loud and rhythmic and made her feel nostalgic for the days before Jack had fallen ill. She remembered picnics by the fields during harvesttime, his wide smile when she picked him up from school, the sound of his laughter resounding across the lawn as he practiced cricket with his father. She didn’t cry. Memories that had given her so much pain before now gave her pleasure, but she didn’t know why.


    She laid the eggs carefully on sticks, then cut ribbon to thread through them. The one Bruno had painted for her was decorated with glitter and sequins and glinted in the sunlight that streamed in through the windows. She sat for a moment wondering what to do next. Then she saw Bruno’s box on the end of the table. Would he mind dreadfully if she opened it and looked inside?


    She thought not. After all, he had shown her the horseshoe and the butterfly. So she pulled the box across the table and lifted the lid. She frowned at the sight of so many funny things. There was a Harry Potter wand of Jack’s, the butterfly, nuts, the grey feather, the leaf, the peacock’s feather, the horseshoe, the dog picture she’d made out of icing. She lifted one thing after another and looked it over.


    As she allowed her mind to wander she heard herself speaking out loud in the way she used to do with Jack, when they played taboo. The wand belongs to a wizard, so that must be Harry Potter. The grey feather has to belong to a pigeon. The pheasant feather to a pheasant, those were easy. The dead butterfly is a butterfly and the leaf, which has been eaten by caterpillars, means caterpillar because he couldn’t put a live creature in a box. The horseshoe for a pony, and nuts... hmm, a squirrel, I think. The peacock feather for a peacock and... She looked across at the egg. Easter egg. Could that just be an Easter egg? At that moment she felt the blood drain from her head to her toes and she was overcome with dizziness. She stood up slowly and walked over to the quilt. She barely dared breathe because she knew what she was going to find.


    Her heart began to pound as she opened the quilt. She laid it on the floor, and with the pulse throbbing frantically in her temples she looked at the pictures she had sewn into the squares. Jack’s favorite things: a peacock, a pheasant, a squirrel, his pony, a caterpillar, the pigeon from the movie Valiant, a butterfly, Harry Potter, Tarquin, and—with her eyes filled with tears she could barely make it out—the Easter Bunny. The final square lay blank.


    She clutched the quilt to her chest, looking about the room with large, frightened eyes. “Are you here, Jack? If you’re here, let me see you.” She now realized that Bruno’s imaginary friend was the spirit of her son. She didn’t doubt it. How else could he know to collect all these things and not an object more?


    She remained on the floor, with the quilt against her heart, until Bruno found her there. He saw her tearstained face and then took in the open box on the table, and he blushed the color of a tomato. “You’ve been talking to Jack, haven’t you?” she asked, and the desperation in her voice sounded more like anger.


    “No... I...” But Bruno wasn’t a very good liar. He began to tremble. His small shoulders rose to his ears as if he wished his head could disappear inside them. Then he burst into tears.


    “Bruno...” But before she could explain, he grabbed the box and hurried from the room. Celeste scrambled to her feet. She made to run after him, but when she looked into the garden, he had gone.
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    Celeste looked everywhere for Bruno, but he was nowhere to be found. She looked in Jack’s bedroom and in his own. She searched the house from top to bottom, calling Bruno’s name, but he didn’t answer. She scoured the garden with Tarquin, but only the pigeons knew which way he’d gone and they weren’t telling.


    Eventually, in despair at having caused him unhappiness, she went down to find Marigold and Huxley. She found Marigold on the terrace with a large box of biscuits and a novel. When she saw her daughter-in-law hurrying down the lawn in tears, she called her husband, who was napping in the sitting room. “My dear girl, what’s happened?”


    “It’s Bruno. He’s run off,” Celeste explained in a thin voice.


    “Run off? Why?”


    “I upset him.”


    “How did you upset him?”


    “I didn’t mean to.”


    Huxley appeared through the French doors. “What’s going on?” he asked.


    “Bruno’s run off,” said Marigold. “Celeste says she’s upset him.”


    “Well, he was a very happy chap when I dropped him off at the cottage.”


    “But then he found me,” said Celeste, unable to remain still.


    “Do sit down, dear,” said Marigold. “Your fidgeting is making me dizzy. He found you, doing what?”


    “I was looking through his special box.”


    “And that upset him?” Marigold persisted.


    “No, it upset him that I found out he’d been talking to Jack.” Huxley and Marigold were now lost for words. They glanced at each other and Celeste knew they suspected she had gone mad. “Every object in the box corresponds with a square on the quilt I was making Jack. The peacock feather, his pony, Harry Potter, the butterfly. Each one. How could he have known if he hadn’t been talking to Jack?”


    “Well, I can’t imagine,” said Marigold.


    “And he’s run off, has he?” said Huxley, impatient now to get back to the problem of Bruno’s disappearance. “I think you’d better call Robert,” he said.


    “I’ll call him,” volunteered Marigold, pushing herself up. “Why don’t you look around our garden, Celeste; and Huxley, you go up to the farm. He can’t have gone far. He’s only got little legs.”


    “I’m so worried.” Celeste began to bite her nails. “He was crying.”


    Huxley patted her on the back. “We’ll find him,” he said, and his voice was so reassuring Celeste was certain that they would.


    Robert arrived in a cloud of dust. He pulled up outside his parents’ house and hurried round to the terrace where his mother and Celeste were now anxiously waiting. Celeste threw herself into his arms. “I’ve scared him away,” she sobbed. “Oh, Robert, I’ve scared him away when I only meant to ask him about Jack.”


    “What’s going on?” he asked, confused.


    Celeste pulled away and dried her eyes. She knew she had to pull herself together in order to find Bruno. She told him about Bruno’s box and the quilt. “All the time we thought he was talking to an imaginary friend, he was talking to Jack.” Robert looked skeptical. “He sees him,” she insisted. “No doubt about it. He sees Jack.” At that moment her father-in-law strode around the corner.


    “No luck at the farm,” he said, shaking his head.


    “No luck in the garden either,” Celeste informed him. “And I took Tarquin to sniff him out.”


    “He’s good at that,” said Marigold drily.


    “Now we mustn’t panic,” said Robert. “He’s hurt because he clearly thought you were cross with him, Celeste.”


    “Why would I be cross?”


    “Because you sometimes sound cross when you’re upset, darling,” he told her, not unkindly.


    Celeste dropped her shoulders in defeat. “You’re right. I did sound like I was cross. I didn’t mean to. Now he’s gone and it’s all my fault. He doesn’t realize how fond I am of him.”


    Robert rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “You say the box is full of Jack’s things.”


    “Yes,” Celeste answered eagerly.


    “He didn’t want you to have it?”


    “No, he took it with him.”


    “Then he’s taking it to Jack.”


    Celeste looked bewildered. “But how can he?”


    “The chapel. I took him there yesterday. Now I think about it, he did say a funny thing when we arrived. He said, ‘Jack’s here.’ I thought he meant Jack’s grave. What if he actually meant Jack, the boy?”


    Celeste’s fingers hovered about her lips. “Then we must go to the chapel immediately.”


    “I’m coming with you,” said Marigold, but Huxley held her back.


    “No, old girl. I think they should go alone.”


    Marigold was disappointed. “Oh, all right,” she conceded, looking to her son for a hint of encouragement, but none came. She watched them walk around to the front of the house and disappear.


    “This is all most irregular,” said Huxley, not sure what to make of it.


    “It’s wonderful,” sniffed Marigold. “All the time we’ve been thinking Jack’s gone, he’s been with us, trying to let us know he’s still present. I think I need a little fortification. Would you mind, darling?”


    “You sit down and I’ll go and pour us both a glass of wine. I do hope they find him. Georgia will be very cross with us if she turns up to fetch him tomorrow to find that we’ve mislaid him.”


    [image: ornament]


    The sun was now beginning to set and the birds were roosting noisily in the pine trees that circled the graveyard. As Robert switched off the car engine, they saw Bruno’s small figure huddled beside Jack’s grave. The child turned to see who it was; then, seeing his aunt and uncle getting out of the car, he turned away sheepishly. Celeste was sure he had made himself even smaller. “Bruno!” she cried, hurrying across the grass. “Darling, I’m not cross. Not at all. Please don’t think I am.” When she reached him he was hovering over his box, like a beggar over a sentimental treasure. He’d laid all the contents on the ground by the headstone and was now staring at them tearfully. Robert caught up with his wife. When he saw the objects so carefully displayed, he felt a lump lodge in his throat. Usually so adept with words, he now didn’t know what to say.


    Celeste crouched down and put her arm around the child. “I’m not cross. In fact, I’m very happy. You’ve made me very happy, Bruno, and I never thought I’d ever be happy again.”


    Bruno wiped his nose with the back of his hand. “Mum told me to keep it secret,” he said.


    “Your gift?”


    “She says people will think I’m weird.”


    “We don’t think you’re weird, do we, darling?”


    “No, we certainly don’t,” Robert croaked.


    “It’s nothing to be ashamed of. It’s a beautiful thing to see spirits, Bruno. I only wish that I had your gift.” With her heart thumping wildly behind her rib cage, she gently probed into the boy’s magical world. “What’s he like, Bruno?” she whispered. “Is he happy?”


    “He’s happy all right, and really funny,” he replied, cheering up.


    “What does he look like?”


    “He’s grown his hair a little because he says you always cut it.”


    Celeste stared up at Robert in astonishment. “He’s right. I always did.” She laughed. “I hated it when it fell into his eyes.”


    “He has a T-shirt with a dragon on it.”


    Now Celeste began to tremble with excitement. “Red and grey? Is that the one?”


    “Yes. And he has a pair of really cool sneakers.”


    “Oh, Bruno, you’re right. He does.”


    The child turned and looked at Celeste with the eyes of a wise old man. “He’s not dead, Aunt Celeste. People don’t die and they don’t get buried. It’s a lie. He wants you to know that he’s okay. That’s all they ever want to tell us, that they’re okay. Jack’s not sick anymore.” He grinned and his eyes were those of an eight-year-old boy again. “I’ve been playing with him.”


    “All the time?” Robert asked.


    “Pretty much. He’s been sending me out to find things for you.”


    Then Robert asked the question his wife was too afraid to ask. “Is he here now?”


    Bruno stood up. He turned to face the pine tree which stood between the graveyard and the sun. “Yes,” he said. “Yes, he is.” Celeste and Robert followed Bruno’s line of vision. Celeste’s heart was so full of hope she thought it might burst. Robert’s eyes were so misty he wasn’t sure he’d see anything at all, physical or metaphysical. But then they both saw it. Only for a moment. A bright beam of sunlight shone through the branches, and there, in the golden light, was the silhouette of a little boy. They couldn’t see him clearly but they sensed he was smiling; and they felt a love stronger and deeper than anything they had yet experienced.


    Celeste moved her hand and slipped it into Robert’s. He closed his fingers around hers and held her tightly.

  


  
    Epilogue


    “Make sure you haven’t forgotten anything,” Georgia shouted to Bruno as he ran back into the house to check his bedroom one last time. “You’ve got Brodie, haven’t you?” She smiled at Celeste. “That would be disastrous if he were to leave his bear behind.”


    “I’ve packed everything,” Celeste reassured her. “If he’s left anything behind, Robert can drive it over. You’re not so far away now.”


    “I know. Isn’t it lovely?” Georgia sighed, enjoying the sun on the terrace and the lemonade her son and Celeste had made that morning. “I’m so happy to be back in the UK. You can’t imagine how much I’ve missed it.” She put her hand on Celeste’s arm. “You’ve been amazing. I can’t thank you enough for having him.”


    “I’ve loved it. He’s a very special boy, you should be very proud of him. He couldn’t have been more polite and well mannered.”


    “I worried it might be the wrong thing to ask you...” Her voice trailed off awkwardly.


    “Because of Jack?” Celeste asked. “No, it was absolutely the right thing to do. Bruno has made me realize how empty my life is without children. Perhaps we’ll be blessed with more.”


    Georgia looked surprised and relieved. “Gosh! Well, that would be nice.”


    “I’ve put his suitcase in your car,” said Robert, appearing round the corner.


    “Thank you, Robert. Ah, Mother!” Georgia exclaimed as her parents wandered up through the garden.


    Huxley took off his panama and gave his daughter a big hug. “How’s the house?”


    “Perfect!” she gushed. “Just perfect.”


    “Bruno’s been a delight,” said Marigold. “I’m afraid we’re going to miss him dreadfully.”


    “You can have him back anytime.” Georgia laughed. “But you’ll have to have the girls, too, or they’ll be jealous.”


    “I’d love to have them all,” Marigold exclaimed. “We’ll all be fighting over Bruno, though.”


    “You’ll ruin the boy with all your clucking,” said Huxley. “How on earth is the poor chap going to grow into a man with all you women mollycoddling him?”


    “He’ll make a fine man,” said Celeste with a smile. “No doubt about that.”


    Bruno ran out onto the terrace again. He put his arms around Tarquin and pressed his face into his fur. Then he said good-bye to his grandparents and uncle.


    “You’ll come back soon, I hope,” said Robert. “I could do with your help in the shop.”


    Bruno laughed. “Yes, please,” he said.


    “And I have something special for you,” said Celeste, lifting a large shopping bag off the floor.


    “Wow! What is it?” he asked.


    “It’s the quilt. I finished it last night and I would like you to have it.”


    “Thank you, Aunt Celeste.”


    “It’s a pleasure,” she said, and winked at him.


    They waved the car off until it had disappeared down the track and all that remained was settling dust. “I’m going to start working again,” said Celeste to Robert as they walked back into the garden.


    “I think that’s a very good idea,” he replied, pleased.


    “Me, too. I really enjoyed sewing the last square. I’d forgotten how much pleasure sewing gave me.”


    “So, what did you embroider on it?”


    She smiled. “The sun,” she replied.


    He smiled back. “The sun. I think that’s very appropriate.”


    “So do I. For more than one reason. The sun is happy. The sun is light.” She slipped her hand into his. “Light is eternal and so is Jack.”
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    Hampshire, 2012


    The beginning of March had been glorious. The earth had shaken off the early-morning frosts, and little buds had emerged through the hardened bark to reveal lime-green shoots and pale-pink blossoms. Daffodils had pushed their way up through the thawing ground to open into bright-yellow trumpets, and the sun had shone with renewed radiance. Birdsong filled the air, and the branches were once again aquiver with the busy bustle of nest building. It had been a triumphant start to spring.


    Fairfield Park had never looked more beautiful. Built on swathes of fertile farmland, the Jacobean mansion was surrounded by sweeping lawns, ancient bluebell woods, and fields of thriving crops and buttercups. There was a large ornamental lake where frogs made their homes among the bulrushes and goldfish swam about the lily pads. Towering beech trees protected the house from hostile winds in winter and gave shelter to hundreds of narcissi in spring. A nest of barn owls had set up residence in the hollow of an apple tree and fed off the mice and rats that dwelt on the farm and in the log barn, and high on the hill, surveying it all with the patience of a wise old man, a neglected stone folly was hidden away like a forgotten treasure.


    Abandoned to the corrosion of time and weather, the pretty little folly remained benignly observant, confident that one day a great need would surely draw people to it as light to lost souls. Yet today, no one below could even see those honey-colored walls and fine, sturdy pillars, for the estate was submerged beneath a heavy mist that had settled upon it in a shroud of mourning. Today, even the birds were subdued. It was as if spring had suddenly lost her will.


    The cause of this melancholy was the shiny black hearse that waited on the gravel in front of the house. Inside, the corpse of Lord Frampton, the house’s patriarch, lay cold and vacant in a simple oak coffin. The fog swirled around the car like the greedy tentacles of death, impatient to pull his redundant body into the earth, and on the steps that led down from the entrance his two Great Danes lay as solemn and still as a pair of stone statues, their heads resting dolefully on their paws, their sad eyes fixed on the coffin; they knew intuitively that their master would not be coming home.


    Inside the house, Lady Frampton stood before the hall mirror and placed a large black hat on her head. She sighed at her reflection, and her heart, already heavy with bereavement, grew heavier still at the sight of the eyes that stared back with the weary acquiescence of an old woman. Her face was blotchy where tears had fallen without respite ever since she had learned of her husband’s sudden death in the Swiss Alps ten days before. The shock had blanched her skin and stolen her appetite so that her cheeks looked gaunt, even if her voluptuous body did not. She had been used to his absences while he had indulged his passion for climbing the great mountains of the world, but now the house reverberated with a different kind of silence: a loud, uncomfortable silence that echoed through the large rooms with a foreboding sense of permanence.


    She straightened her coat as her eldest son, now the new Lord Frampton, stepped into the hall from the drawing room. “What are they doing in there, David?” she asked, trying to contain her grief, at least until she got to the church. “We’re going to be late.”


    David gazed down at her sadly. “We can’t be late, Mum,” he said, his dark eyes full of the same pain. “Dad’s... you know...” He looked to the window.


    “No, you’re right, of course.” She thought of George in the hearse outside and felt her throat constrict. She turned back to the mirror and began to fiddle with her hat again. “Still, everyone will be waiting, and it’s frightfully cold.”


    A moment later her middle son, Joshua, emerged from the drawing room with his chilly wife, Roberta. “You okay, Mum?” he asked, finding the emotion of such an occasion embarrassing.


    “Just keen to get on with it,” David interjected impatiently. Joshua thrust his hands into his pockets and hunched his shoulders. The house felt cold. He went to stand by the hall fire, where large logs entwined with ivy crackled in the grate.


    “What are they doing in there?” his mother asked again, glancing towards the drawing room. She could hear the low voice of her youngest son, Tom, and her mother-in-law’s formidable consonants as she held forth, as usual unchallenged.


    “Grandma’s demanding that Tom show her how to use the mobile telephone he gave her,” Joshua replied.


    “Now? Can’t it wait till later?” Her chin trembled with anguish.


    “They’re finishing their drinks, Antoinette,” said Roberta with a disapproving sniff. “Though I’m not sure Tom should be drinking with his history, should he?”


    Antoinette bristled and walked over to the window. “I think today, of all days, Tom is entitled to consume anything he wants,” she retorted tightly. Roberta pursed her lips and rolled her eyes at her husband, a gesture she wrongly assumed her mother-in-law couldn’t see. Antoinette watched her arrange her pretentious feather fascinator in front of the mirror and wondered why her son had chosen to marry a woman whose cheekbones were sharp enough to slice through slate.


    At last Tom sauntered into the hall with his grandmother, who was tucking the telephone into her handbag and clipping it shut. He smiled tenderly at his mother, and Antoinette immediately felt a little better. Her youngest had always had the power to lift her high or pull her low, depending on his mood or state of health. A small glass of wine had left him none the worse, and she ignored the niggling of her better judgment that knew he shouldn’t consume any alcohol at all. Her thoughts sprang back to her husband, and she recalled the time he had managed to telephone her from the Annapurna base camp just to find out how Tom was after a particularly bad week following a breakup. She felt her eyes welling with tears again and pulled her handkerchief out of her pocket. George had been a very good man.


    “You haven’t turned the heating off, have you?” exclaimed the Dowager Lady Frampton accusingly. “I never let it get so frightfully cold!” In her long black dress, wide black hat, and mink stole Margaret Frampton looked as if she were off to crash a Halloween party rather than attend her only son’s funeral. Around her neck and wrist and dripping from her ears like elaborate icicles was the exquisite Frampton sapphire suite, acquired in India in 1868 by the first Lord Frampton for his wife, Theodora, and passed down through the generations to George, who had loaned it to his mother because his wife refused to wear such an extravagant display of wealth. The Dowager Lady Frampton had no such reservations and wore the jewels whenever a suitable occasion arose. Antoinette wasn’t sure Margaret’s son’s funeral was quite such an occasion.


    “The heating is on, Margaret, and the fires are all lit. I think the house is in mourning, too,” she replied.


    “What a ridiculous idea,” Margaret muttered.


    “I think Mum’s right,” interjected Tom, casting his gaze out of the window. “Look at the fog. I think the whole estate is in mourning.”


    “I’ve lost more people than I can count,” said Margaret, striding past Antoinette. “But there’s nothing worse than losing a son. An only son. I don’t think I’ll ever get over it. At the very least, one would expect the house to be warm!”


    Harris, the old butler who had worked for the family for more than thirty years, opened the front door, and the Dowager Lady Frampton stepped out into the mist, pulling her stole tighter across her chest. “Goodness me, are we going to be able to get to church?” She stood at the top of the stone stair and surveyed the scene. “It’s as thick as porridge.”


    “Of course we will, Grandma,” Tom reassured her, taking her arm to guide her down. The Great Danes remained frozen beneath the weight of their sadness. Margaret settled her gaze on the coffin and thought how terribly lonely it looked through the glass of the hearse. For a moment the taut muscles in her jaw weakened, and her chin trembled. She lifted her shoulders and stiffened, tearing her eyes away. Pain wasn’t something one shared with other people.


    The chauffeur stood to attention as Tom helped his grandmother into one of the Bentleys. Roberta followed dutifully after, but Antoinette hung back. “You go, Josh,” she said. “Tom and David will come with me.”


    Joshua climbed into the front seat. One might have thought that his father’s death would unite the two women, but it seemed they were still as hostile as ever. He listened to his wife and grandmother chatting in the back and wondered why his mother couldn’t get along with Margaret as well as Roberta did.


    “That woman is so trying,” Antoinette complained, dabbing her eyes carefully as the cars followed the hearse down the drive and through the iron gates adorned with the family crest of lion and rose. “Do I look awfully blotchy?” she asked Tom.


    “You look fine, Mum. It wouldn’t be appropriate to look polished today.”


    “I suppose not. Still, everyone’s going to be there.”


    “And everyone is going to be coming back,” grumbled David from the front seat. He didn’t relish the idea of having to socialize.


    “I think we’ll all need a stiff drink.” She patted Tom’s hand, wishing she hadn’t referred to alcohol. “Even you. Today of all days.”


    Tom laughed. “Mum, you’ve got to stop worrying about me. A few drinks aren’t going to kill me.”


    “I know. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have mentioned it. I wonder who’s come,” she said, changing the subject.


    “Perish the thought of having to chat to Dad’s dreadful aunts and all the boring relatives we’ve spent years avoiding,” David interjected. “I’m not in the mood for a party.”


    “It’s not a party, darling,” his mother corrected. “People just want to show their respect.”


    David stared miserably out of the window. He could barely see the hedgerows as they drove down the lane towards the town of Fairfield. “Can’t everyone just bugger off and go home afterwards?”


    “Absolutely not. It’s polite to ask your father’s friends and relatives home after the funeral. It’ll cheer us all up.”


    “Great,” David muttered glumly. “I can’t think of a better way of getting over Dad’s death than having a knees-up with a bunch of old codgers.”


    His mother began to cry again. “Don’t make this any harder for me, David.”


    David peered around the seat and softened. “I’m sorry, Mum. I didn’t mean to upset you. I just don’t feel like playing the glad game, that’s all.”


    “None of us do, darling.”


    “Right now, I just want to be alone to wallow in my sorrow.”


    “I could kill for a cigarette,” said Tom. “Do you think I have time for a quick one round the back?”


    The car drew up outside St. Peter’s medieval church. The chauffeur opened the passenger door, and Antoinette waited for Tom to come round to help her out. Her legs felt weak and unsure. She could see her mother-in-law walking up the stony path towards the entrance of the church where two of George’s cousins greeted her solemnly. She would never cry in public, Antoinette thought bitterly. Antoinette doubted whether she had ever cried in private. Margaret considered it very middle-class to show one’s feelings and turned up her aristocratic nose at the generation of young people for whom it was normal to whine, shed tears, and moan about their lot. She condemned them for their sense of entitlement and took great pleasure in telling her grandchildren that in her day people had had more dignity. Antoinette knew Margaret despised her for continuously sobbing, but she was unable to stop, even to satisfy her mother-in-law. But she dried her eyes before stepping out of the car and took a deep breath; the Dowager Lady Frampton had no patience with public displays of emotion.


    Antoinette walked up the path between her two sons and thought how proud George would be of his boys. Tom, who was so handsome and wild, with his father’s thick blond hair and clear denim eyes, and David, who didn’t look like his father at all, but was tall and magnetic and more than capable of bearing his title and running the estate. Up ahead, Joshua disappeared into the church with Roberta. Their middle son was clever and ambitious, making a name for himself in the City, as well as a great deal of money. George had respected his drive, even if he hadn’t understood his unadventurous choice of career. George had been a man who loved natural, untamable landscapes; the concrete terrain of the Square Mile had turned his spirit to salt.


    She swept her eyes over the flint walls of the church and remembered the many happy occasions they had enjoyed here. The boys’ christenings, Joshua’s marriage, his daughter Amber’s christening only a year before—she hadn’t expected to come for this. Not for at least another thirty years, anyway. George had been only fifty-eight.


    She greeted George’s cousins and, as she was the last to arrive, followed them into the church. Inside, the air was thick with body heat and perfume. Candles flickered on the wide window ledges, and lavish arrangements of spring flowers infused the church with the scent of lilies, freesias, and narcissi. Reverend Morley greeted her with a sympathetic smile. He sandwiched her hand between his soft, doughy ones, and muttered words of consolation, although Antoinette didn’t hear for the nerves buzzing in her ears like badly played violins. She blinked away tears and cast her mind back to his visit to the house just after she had heard the terrible news. If only she could rewind to before...


    It seemed that every moment of the last ten days had been leading up to this point. There had been so much to do. David and Tom had flown out to Switzerland to bring back their father’s body. Joshua and Roberta had taken care of the funeral arrangements. Antoinette had organized the flowers herself, not trusting her daughter-in-law to know the difference between a lilac and a lily, being a Londoner, and her sister, Rosamunde, had helped choose the hymns. Now the day was upon them Antoinette felt as if she were stepping into a different life, a life without George. She gripped Tom’s arm and walked unsteadily up the aisle. She heard the congregation hush as she moved past and dared not catch anyone’s eye for fear that their compassion would set her off again.


    While Tom greeted their father’s aunts, David settled his mother into the front pew. He glanced around the congregation. He recognized most of the faces—relations and friends dressed in black and looking uniformly sad. Then amidst all the gray, pallid faces, one bright, dewy one stood out like a ripe peach on a winter tree. She was staring straight at him, her astonishing gray eyes full of empathy. Transfixed, he gazed back. He took in the unruly cascade of blond curls that tumbled over her shoulders, and the soft, creamy texture of her skin, and his heart stalled. It was as if a light had been switched on in the darkness of his soul. It didn’t seem appropriate to smile, but David wanted to, very much. So he pulled a resigned smile, and she did the same, silently imparting sympathy for his loss.


    As David left the church again with his brothers and cousins to bear the coffin, he glanced back at the mystery blonde and wondered how she fitted into his father’s life. Why had they never met before? He couldn’t help the buoyant feeling that lifted him out of the quagmire of grief into a radiant and happy place. Was this what people called “love at first sight”? Of all the days it should happen, his father’s funeral was the most inappropriate.


    Phaedra Chancellor knew who David Frampton was, for she had done her research. The eldest of three sons, he was twenty-nine, unmarried, and lived in a house on the Fairfield estate where he managed the farm. He had studied at Cirencester Agricultural College, for while his father had found the life of a country squire unexciting, David was as comfortable in the land as a potato.


    Phaedra had only seen photographs of George’s sons. Tom was without doubt the most handsome. He had inherited his father’s blue eyes and the mischievous curl of his lips. But David was better looking in the flesh than she had imagined. He was less polished than Tom, with scruffy brown hair, dark eyes and a large aquiline nose that did not photograph well. In fact, his features were irregular and quirky, and yet, somehow, together they were attractive—and he had inherited his father’s charisma, that intangible magnetism that drew the eye. Joshua, on the other hand, was more conventional looking, with a face that was generically handsome and consequently easy to forget.


    She looked down at the service sheet, and her vision blurred at the sight of George’s face imprinted on the cover. He had been more beautiful than all his sons put together. She blinked away painful memories and stared at the man she had grown to love. She could see Tom and Joshua reflected in his features, but she couldn’t see David; he looked like his mother.


    She sniffed and wiped her nose with a Kleenex. Julius Beecher, George’s lawyer, who sat beside her, patted her knee. “You okay?” he whispered. She nodded. “Nervous?”


    “Yes.”


    “Don’t worry, you’ll be fine.”


    “I’m not sure this is the right day to drop the bombshell, Julius,” she hissed, as music began to fill the church.


    “I’m afraid there’s no avoiding it. They’re going to find out sooner or later, and besides, you wanted to be here.”


    “I know. You’re right. I wanted to be here very much. But I wish I didn’t have to meet his family.”


    The choir walked slowly down the aisle singing Mozart’s “Lacrimosa.” Their angelic voices echoed off the stone walls and reverberated into the vaulted ceiling as they rose in a rousing crescendo. The candle flames wavered at the sudden motion that stirred the air, and an unexpected beam of sunlight shone in through the stained-glass windows and fell upon the coffin as it followed slowly behind.


    Antoinette could barely contain her emotions; it was as if her heart would burst with grief. She glanced down the pew to where George’s aunts Molly and Hester, one as thin as the other was fat, stood with the same icy poise as the Dowager Lady Frampton. Even Mozart was unable to penetrate their steely armor of self-control. Antoinette was grateful for her sister, Rosamunde, who howled with middle-class vigor in the pew behind.


    Antoinette felt a sob catch in her chest. It was impossible to imagine that her vital, active husband was contained within those narrow oaken walls. That soon he’d be buried in the cold earth, all alone without anyone to comfort him, and that she’d never again feel the warmth of his skin and the tenderness of his touch. At that unbearable thought, the tears broke free. She glanced into the pew to see the flint-hard profile of her mother-in-law. But she no longer cared what the old woman thought of her. She had toed the line for George, but now that he was gone, she’d cry her heart out if she wanted to.


    When the service was over, the congregation stood while the family filed out. Antoinette walked with Tom, leaning heavily on his arm, while David escorted his grandmother. He passed the pew where the mysterious blonde was dabbing her eyes, but he didn’t allow his gaze to linger. He desperately hoped she’d be coming back for tea.


    Outside, the fog had lifted, and patches of blue sky shone with renewed optimism. The grass glistened in fleeting pools of sunlight, and birds chirped once again in the treetops.


    “Who’s the blonde?” asked Tom, sidling up to David.


    “What blonde?” David replied nonchalantly.


    Tom chuckled. “The really hot blonde you couldn’t have failed to noticed about six pews behind. Very foxy. The day is suddenly looking up.”


    “Come on, darling. Let’s not linger outside the church,” said Antoinette, longing for the privacy of the car. The two brothers glanced behind them, but the congregation was slow to come out.


    Margaret sniffed her impatience. “Take me to the car, David,” she commanded. “I will greet people back at the house.” She strode forward, and David was left no alternative but to escort her down the path. As she carefully lowered her large bottom onto the rear seat, David’s eyes strayed back to the church where the congregation was now spilling out onto the grass. He searched in vain for the white curls in the sea of black. “Come, come, don’t dawdle. Good, here are Joshua and Roberta. Tell them to hurry up. I need a drink.”


    “Beautiful service,” said Roberta, climbing in beside Margaret.


    “Lovely,” Margaret agreed. “Though Reverend Morley does go on, doesn’t he?”


    “They all love the sound of their own voices,” said Joshua.


    “That’s why they’re vicars,” Roberta added.


    “I thought what he said about Dad being every man’s friend was spot-on,” Joshua continued, getting into the front seat. “He loved people.”


    Roberta nodded. “Oh, he was terrifically genial.”


    “We certainly gave him a good send-off, didn’t we, Grandma?”


    “Yes, he would have enjoyed that,” said Margaret quietly, turning her face to the window.


    David returned to Fairfield Park with his mother and Tom. The house was restored to its former splendor now that the sun had burnt away the fog. Bertie and Wooster, the Great Danes, were waiting for them on the steps. It seemed that the sun had lifted their spirits, too, for they leapt down to the car, wagging their tails.


    Harris opened the door, and Mary, who cleaned for Lady Frampton, stood in the hall with her daughter, Jane, bearing trays of wine. The fire had warmed the place at last, and sunlight tumbled in through the large latticed windows. The house felt very different from the one they had left a couple of hours before, as if it had accepted its master’s passing and was ready to embrace the new order.


    David and Tom stood by the drawing room fire. David had helped himself to a whiskey while Tom sipped a glass of Burgundy and smoked a sneaky cigarette—his mother and grandmother abhorred smoking inside, probably one of the only opinions they had in common. Little by little the room filled with guests, and the air grew hot and stuffy. At first the atmosphere was heavy, but after a glass or two of wine the conversations moved on from George and his untimely death, and they began to laugh again.


    Both brothers looked out for the mysterious blonde. David had the advantage of being tall, so he could see over the herd, but, more dutiful than his brother, he found himself trapped in conversation first with Great Aunt Hester and then with Reverend Morley. Tom had thrown his cigarette butt into the fire and leaned against the mantelpiece, rudely looking over Great Aunt Molly’s shoulder as she tried to ask him about the nightclub he ran in London.


    At last the mystery guest drifted into view, like a swan among moorhens. Tom left Molly in mid conversation; David did his best to concentrate on Reverend Morley’s long-winded story, while anxiously trying to extricate himself.


    Phaedra suddenly felt very nervous. She took a big gulp of wine and stepped into the crowd. Julius cupped her elbow, determined not to lose her, and gently pushed her deeper into the throng. She swept her eyes about the room. What she could see of it was very beautiful. The ceilings were high, with grand moldings and an impressive crystal chandelier that dominated the room and glittered like thousands of teardrops. Paintings hung on silk-lined walls in gilded frames, and expensive-looking objects clustered on tables. Tasseled shades glowed softly above Chinese porcelain lamps, and a magnificent display of purple orchids sat on the grand piano among family photographs in silver frames. It looked as if generations of Framptons had collected beautiful things from all over the world and laid them down regardless of color or theme. The floor was a patchwork of rugs, cushions were heaped on sofas, pictures hung in tight collages, a library of books reached as high as the ceiling, and glass-topped cabinets containing collections of enamel pots and ivory combs gave the room a Victorian feel. Nothing matched, and yet everything blended in harmony. George’s life had been here, with his family, and she hadn’t been a part of it. Just as she was about to cry again, Tom’s grinning face appeared before her like the Cheshire cat.


    “Hello, I’m Tom,” he said, extending his hand. His eyes twinkled at her flirtatiously. “I’ve been wondering who you are.”


    She smiled, grateful for his friendliness. “I’m Phaedra Chancellor,” she replied.


    “American,” he said, raising an eyebrow in surprise.


    “Canadian, actually.”


    “Ah, Canadian.”


    “Is that a bad thing?”


    “No, I like Canadians, actually.”


    She laughed at the languid way he dragged his vowels. “That’s lucky.”


    “Hello, Tom,” interrupted Julius. The two men shook hands. “Lovely service,” he said.


    “Yes, it really was, very lovely,” Phaedra agreed. Tom didn’t think he had ever seen such startlingly beautiful eyes. They were a clear gray-blue, almost turquoise, framed by thick lashes and set wide apart, giving her face a charming innocence.


    “So how did you know my father?” he asked.


    Phaedra glanced anxiously at Julius. “Well...” she began.


    Just as she was about to answer, David appeared, and her words caught in her throat. “Ah, there you are, Tom,” said David, but his eyes fell on Phaedra, and he smiled casually, as if he had chanced upon bumping into her. “I’m David,” he said. His gaze lingered at last, drinking in her beauty as if it were ambrosia.


    “Phaedra Chancellor,” she replied, putting out her hand. He took it, enjoying for an extended moment the warmth of her skin.


    “Hello, David,” interrupted Julius, and reluctantly David let go of her hand. “Where’s Lady Frampton?”


    “Oh, hello, Julius. I didn’t see you there.”


    “Well, I am here,” said Julius testily; he was very sensitive about being five feet seven and three-quarter inches short. “I need to speak to her. You’re tall, David. See if you can spot her from your lofty height.”


    David looked down at Julius’s shiny bald head and red, sweating brow, and thought how Dickensian he looked in his black suit and tie. “She’s not in here. Perhaps she’s in the hall.”


    “Then let’s go and find her. I want her to meet Phaedra.”


    Tom and David both wished Julius would go and find their mother on his own, but the portly lawyer put his arm around Phaedra’s waist and escorted her out into the hall. Curious and furious, the two brothers followed after.


    They finally found Antoinette in the library with her elder sister, Rosamunde. Wineglasses in hand, they were standing by George’s desk, talking in low voices. “Ah, you’ve found me hiding,” said Antoinette, composing herself. It was clear that she had been crying again.


    “We came in here for a little peace. It’s very busy out there,” Rosamunde explained in her deep, strident voice, hoping they’d take the hint and go away.


    Antoinette saw the stranger in their midst and stiffened. “Hello,” she said, dabbing her eyes. “Have we met before?”


    “No, we haven’t,” Phaedra replied.


    “Phaedra Chancellor,” David cut in, dazed by the force of her allure.


    “Oh.” Antoinette smiled politely. “And how...” She frowned, not wanting to be rude.


    Julius seized the moment. “My dear Lady Frampton, I wasn’t sure that this was the right time to introduce you. But I know that Lord Frampton was very keen that you should meet. In fact, he was planning it when... well...” He cleared his throat. “I know this is what he’d want.”


    “I don’t understand.” Antoinette looked bewildered. “How is Miss Chancellor connected to my husband?”


    Phaedra looked to Julius for guidance. He nodded discreetly. She took a breath, knowing instinctively that her answer would be neither expected, nor welcomed. But she thought of her beloved George and plunged in.


    “I’m his daughter,” she said, fighting the impulse to flee. “George was my father.”

  


  
    2


    Antoinette stared in horror at the strange blond girl who stood before her, claiming to be her stepdaughter. Her first thought was how young she looked, possibly younger than David, which would mean that George had been unfaithful early on in their marriage. She wrung her hands anxiously but was too shocked to cry.


    “I really don’t think this is the time or place—” Rosamunde began, taking off her glasses, but Antoinette stopped her.


    “How old are you, Phaedra?” she asked.


    “I’m thirty-one,” the girl replied, dropping her eyes. She didn’t look much older than twenty-one.


    “I need to sit down.” Antoinette grabbed her sister’s hand. The relief that George hadn’t been unfaithful was overwhelming.


    Rosamunde guided her to an armchair in front of the fire while Tom remained staring at his new sister with a mixture of surprise and amusement. David felt as if the world had just spun away from him. How could it be that a few simple words had put her forever out of his reach? “Are you sure you’re my father’s daughter?” he asked, hoping there might be some mistake.


    “Absolutely sure,” Julius replied firmly. “Lord Frampton and Phaedra had their DNA tested before Lord Frampton changed his will.”


    They all stared at him in astonishment. “George changed his will?” Antoinette gasped. Rosamunde gave a disapproving snort. “But he never told me anything about it.”


    “He wanted to include his daughter, Lady Frampton.”


    “But surely he would have told me.”


    Tom strode over to the club fender and took his mother’s hand. “This is all very sudden. Was it really necessary to tell us the day of Dad’s funeral? Can’t you see Mother’s upset?”


    “Tom is right. I think it’s unbelievably tactless to barge in like this,” Rosamunde agreed, putting her hands on her sturdy hips. “I think you should go away and come back another time, when Lady Frampton is better disposed to speak to you.”


    “I’m sorry. I’ve been very thoughtless...” Phaedra began, looking pained. She caught David’s eyes but looked away sharply, as if she saw the longing in them and was afraid.


    “Lord Frampton wanted Phaedra to become part of the family,” Julius explained with an air of authority. “We talked about it at length. Phaedra has a right to be here today, but it would have been odd not to have introduced you, and natural for you to have wondered who she is and how she is connected to Lord Frampton. We were left with no choice but to tell you the truth.”


    Antoinette gazed into the fire, fighting her distress. “George always wanted a daughter.”


    “How long have you known that George is your father, Phaedra?” Rosamunde demanded.


    “About eighteen months,” the girl replied.


    “Eighteen months?” Tom echoed. “Dad kept you quiet that long?”


    Phaedra sighed, finding it hard to explain. “About two years ago the man who was my father for the first ten years of my life died. My mom decided then to tell me that he wasn’t my biological father, as I had thought, and that my real father was George Frampton. So I decided to track him down, not knowing whether he’d want to meet me. I came to the U.K. and found him. At first he didn’t believe me. It was a little awkward, to say the least. I left him my details and returned to Paris, where I was living, thinking I’d never hear from him again. About three months later he called me back. We agreed to meet, and, well, the rest is history.”


    “I find it hard to believe that George kept such a big secret from me,” said Antoinette. “And for so long. We had no secrets, or so I thought.”


    Phaedra smiled, and the sweetness in her face seemed to soften the tension in the room. “He kept me secret because he was so frightened of hurting you. He was devoted to you.”


    “Well, his fears were founded,” said Rosamunde.


    Antoinette bit her bottom lip. “Did your mother love him, too?”


    “He was the love of her life.” Phaedra flushed and lowered her eyes. “But she was not his.”


    At that moment the door opened and Margaret strode in. “I’m going home,” she announced, ignoring the fact that she might be interrupting. She swept her imperious gaze over the solemn faces and sucked in her cheeks. “My goodness, has someone else died?”


    “I think I’ll go,” said Phaedra.


    “Let me escort you out,” David suggested.


    “I’ll go with you,” interjected Julius.


    “No, really, I can find my own way out. Thank you.” She turned to Antoinette. “I’m sorry to have barged in like this. It’s been very nice meeting you all, finally. I just want you to know that I loved him, too.” With that she strode past Margaret and disappeared down the corridor.


    “Who was that rude girl?” Margaret demanded.


    “Your granddaughter,” Antoinette replied.


    It was Margaret’s turn to sink into the sofa. David handed her a glass of sherry, and Tom opened a window. “It’s not true!”


    “He was going to tell us, apparently,” said Antoinette numbly.


    “It’s absurd. A daughter we never knew about.”


    “She’s from America,” said Rosamunde.


    “From Canada, actually,” Tom corrected.


    Margaret looked horrified. “She’s American? Good God, I have an American granddaughter?” Her face hardened. “I simply don’t believe it.”


    “It’s been proven,” said Antoinette. “Ask Mr. Beecher.”


    “Indeed it has, Lady Frampton,” Julius confirmed. “A DNA test verified that Phaedra is Lord Frampton’s biological daughter.”


    “He’s included her in his will,” Antoinette added.


    “He’s changed his will? Did you know about this?” Margaret rounded on her daughter-in-law.


    “No one but Lord Frampton and I knew about the will,” interjected Julius pompously. “As his lawyer it was my job to arrange it. Phaedra had no idea he was including her until I informed her at the time I informed her of his death.”


    “So she lives in England, does she?” Margaret sniffed.


    “For the time being she’s staying at a friend’s house in London,” Julius replied. “Though I understand she’ll be returning to Paris shortly.”


    “What does she do?”


    “She’s a photographer.”


    “Doesn’t she have a proper job?” Margaret snapped.


    “Photography is a proper job, Grandma,” David interrupted.


    “Does it make her any money?” Margaret persisted. “Or was my son keeping her?”


    Julius hesitated.


    Antoinette looked worried. “Mr. Beecher?”


    “Lord Frampton was very keen to be a father to Phaedra,” he replied carefully. “But it is fair to say that the girl is very independent. She never asked anything of him besides friendship.”


    “Really, this is all very odd,” Margaret declared, taking a large swig of sherry.


    “What are we going to do?” Antoinette asked.


    “Do?” Margaret retorted. “Why do we have to do anything?”


    “Because she’s family,” said David.


    “And it’s what Dad wanted,” Tom added, getting up to pace the room. He found it hard to remain still for very long.


    “Well, I shan’t be doing anything about it,” Margaret informed them resolutely. “She can’t just turn up here on the day of my son’s funeral and expect us all to embrace her like the Prodigal Daughter. I don’t know her, and George never once mentioned her.”


    “He had planned on mentioning her, Lady Frampton,” said Julius.


    “That may well be, Mr. Beecher, but as far as I am concerned, the matter is of no consequence.”


    The stubborn pursing of Margaret’s lips aroused in Antoinette a desire to be contrary. She got to her feet. “Well, the matter is of great consequence to me,” she said, feeling a sudden rush of empowerment as her mother-in-law let out a silent gasp. “If George accepted her as his daughter, then so shall I. I am willing to embrace her into the family. She’s a part of George and therefore a part of me.”


    “Good gracious, Antoinette, that’s very noble, but is it prudent?” Margaret asked. “You know nothing about her.”


    “I’m with you, Mum,” said Tom in surprise. “I rather like the idea of having a sister—and such a pretty one, too.”


    “I’m in,” David agreed. “If it’s what Dad wanted. She’s flesh and blood.”


    “Blood is thicker than water,” added Rosamunde, standing by her sister like a loyal hound.


    Antoinette turned to Julius. “I’d like to meet as soon as possible to read the will, Mr. Beecher.”


    “At your convenience, Lady Frampton,” he replied. “I shall call you when I’m back in my office on Monday and arrange a meeting. I will now leave you in peace. I’m glad you have decided to accept Phaedra as your stepdaughter.”


    Margaret gave a disapproving sniff. “I’m afraid I’m going to take a little longer to convince. It’s more than I can absorb in one day. Burying my son has been quite enough, thank you very much. I’m going home. We’ll talk about it tomorrow, when I’m feeling stronger. David, escort me to my car.”


    David did as he was told and accompanied his grandmother down the corridor and into the hall. Guests parted to let her through. Harris helped her with her stole, and she leaned on David as she descended the steps to where Lord Frampton’s chauffeur waited to drive her to the pretty Queen Anne dower house positioned at the other end of the estate. “Do you know what distresses me the most?” she said, hesitating at the open door. “That my son felt he couldn’t confide in me.”


    “He didn’t confide in anyone,” David reassured her.


    “But I’m his mother.”


    “I think mothers are often the last to know.”


    “Well, George and I were very close. I can’t understand why he didn’t tell me. How long had he known this girl?”


    “Eighteen months.”


    “Eighteen months! How could he have kept something so important from me for that long? I mean, I would have been surprised, certainly, but I wouldn’t have thought any less of him.”


    “He was probably biding his time, waiting for the right moment.”


    “Of course he was. He could not have predicted this!”


    David watched the car disappear down the drive and turn left up the farm track that cut through the estate. It irritated his mother that Margaret lived so close and visited so often. Fairfield House punctuated her daily walk through the park with Basil, her Yorkshire terrier. Being a woman ill at ease in her own company, she appeared unannounced most days, and Antoinette felt compelled to entertain her while Bertie and Wooster chased Basil up and down the corridors. After all, the house had once belonged to her, before she and her late husband, Arthur, had moved out to accommodate their son and his growing family. Antoinette could hardly turn her away.


    David did not want to go back inside. The sun now shone brightly and the damp grass glittered, beckoning him to walk over it. The countryside looked resplendent, as if the mist had given it a good polishing. He was still reeling from the disappointment of discovering that the first girl he had taken a shine to in years had turned out to be his half sister. It was as if life had played a horrid practical joke at his expense.


    He decided to wander around the gardens. Bertie and Wooster pricked their ears and watched him disappear through the gate in the hedge. Then they bounded down the steps to join him, eagerly expecting a long walk. He had to smile at their exuberance, although now he no longer felt like smiling at all. His soul was once more plunged into darkness, and his heart felt heavy again, like a sack of ash.


    His father had been such a dominant presence in his life; it was unimaginable that he would no longer be around. He gazed at the towering trees and gently undulating lawn, and remembered that nothing was forever. Not even the earth he was standing on. Eventually, everything would pass away.


    Life was quiet in the countryside. His father had advised him to settle down young, as he had, but David had failed to find the right girl. He had had relationships, but love had always eluded him. He had watched Joshua marry Roberta and knew that he didn’t want a joyless marriage like theirs. He didn’t want the rootless life that Tom had, either. A different girl every night so that in the end they all blurred into one soulless encounter.


    He had really liked the look of Phaedra. In retrospect, perhaps it had been their common blood that had attracted him to her. Perhaps he had sensed a bond, subconsciously. Whatever it was, the attraction was fruitless. When he saw her again, he’d have to suppress it.


    She had been brave to come today, he thought, although misguided. His mother was understandably upset about the whole situation. He wasn’t upset as much as surprised—suddenly to discover a half sibling at twenty-nine was a very big surprise. He couldn’t care less about his father changing his will. If he had wanted to include his daughter, that was his business. Tom wouldn’t mind, either. He wasn’t avaricious, just extravagant with what he had. Joshua and Roberta were a different matter altogether. He wondered how they would take the news. Not well, he concluded. If anyone was going to make a fuss about money, it was Roberta.
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    Phaedra drove her sky-blue Fiat Uno into a lay-by and turned off the engine. She dropped her head onto the steering wheel and squeezed her eyes shut. She had wanted more than anything to go to George’s funeral, but she could see now that it had been a terrible mistake.


    She winced as she recalled the look of horror on Antoinette’s face and the way she had sunk into the armchair, her hands visibly shaking; the reproachful twist to her sister Rosamunde’s mouth; the disbelief that had set the boys’ cheeks aflame. Only Julius had remained resolute, as if he relished having dominance over them. She wished she had had the power to keep her name out of the will. She wished she hadn’t come. If only she could now disappear in a puff of smoke.


    The trouble was that George had died without giving her time to say good-bye. She would have told him she loved him. She would have told him she had forgiven him. He didn’t need to change his will to make it up to her. She didn’t want his money. She didn’t want his gifts. She wanted security of a different sort, and that he could no longer give her.


    She had needed George, the man. The father figure of her early years had left her mother when Phaedra was ten and gone to live in New Zealand, eventually marrying again and starting a new family. Phaedra had been forgotten, or mislaid, in the murky past, and she never saw him again. From then on her mother had jumped from unsuitable man to unsuitable man like a frog in a pond of lily pads, hoping that the next landing would make her happy. She didn’t realize that with every hop she carried the source of her unhappiness within her, and she couldn’t run away from herself. She resented Phaedra, for she was a living reminder of her husband’s rejection and an unwanted responsibility. So, while her mother sank her sorrows into bottles of gin, Phaedra made her own way, relying on her friends and her dreams to carry her through the hard times. As soon as she was old enough she left home and her mother forever. She had no desire ever to go back. She had not only closed the chapter, but thrown away the book.


    George had given her a lifeline that promised stability, permanence, and love. She had grabbed it with both hands and held on to it with all her might. But it had broken, and George had gone, leaving her alone and adrift once again. Nothing in this life is permanent, she mused—only love. That thought made her howl for her own sorry predicament and the future that had died with him.


    After a while she calmed down and wiped her nose and eyes on the sleeve of her black coat. She glanced in the rearview mirror and recoiled. She had managed to put on a pretty good show at the funeral—she had wanted them all to see her looking her best. If they saw her now, with puffy red lizard eyes and blotchy skin, they’d be extremely underwhelmed.


    She started the engine and turned on the radio. The music made her feel a little better. She wouldn’t worry about the future but would take every moment as it came, and as for the past—that lived only in her memory now, giving her pain whenever she dwelt on it. So she wouldn’t dwell on it. She looked about her as she motored up the lane, the fresh green buds reminding her of renewal. If they could reawaken after winter, then so could she.
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    When David returned to the drawing room, he found that most of the guests had gone. Only Molly and Hester remained with an old curmudgeonly cousin of his grandfather, drinking sherry out of small crystal glasses beside the fire. Julius had left; Antoinette had retired to her bedroom to lie down; and Rosamunde and Tom remained in the library with Joshua and Roberta, who had just been told the news.


    “It’s unbelievable,” Roberta was saying from the sofa, her angular face ashen against her black jacket.


    “I suppose they’ve told you about Dad changing his will,” said David as he entered the room with Bertie and Wooster. A deep loathing of his sister-in-law propelled him to provoke her.


    “I can’t believe he’d do such a thing,” she continued, sitting back into the cushions and folding her arms. “I mean, he’s known her, what? A year and a half? Do you think she would have made an effort to be part of his life had he been a simple farmer?”


    “Don’t judge her by your own standards, Roberta—and don’t presume she’s after his money. She might be wealthy in her own right, for all you know.” David made for the drinks tray. “Anyway, she only learned about the will after Dad had died.”


    “You’re being naïve, David. Of course she’s after his money,” Roberta retorted, giving a little sniff. “To someone like her, an English lord is synonymous with a large fortune.”


    “By that you mean someone American?” asked Tom, back on the club fender, smoking.


    “Yes.”


    “Then you should be ashamed of yourself,” he reproached her. “She’s not from some haystack in Kansas, you know. She’s Canadian, anyway, which is very different. Canadians don’t like to be mistaken for Americans.”


    “Is she pretty?” she asked.


    David poured himself a glass of whiskey. “Extremely pretty,” he replied, to torment her.


    “She’s hot,” Tom agreed, grinning. “Though a little too wholesome for my tastes.”


    “Oh really, Tom. You fancy anything in a skirt!” Roberta retorted.


    “I think I saw her,” said Joshua. “Long curly blond hair, with very pale gray eyes.”


    Roberta rounded on him. “That’s a lot of detail, darling, for someone who thinks he saw her.”


    “She was the only person in the congregation under thirty,” he explained.


    “She’s thirty-one, actually,” David corrected.


    “Blinded by her good looks: no wonder you boys can’t see through her. Takes a woman to understand a woman, don’t you think, Rosamunde?”


    “I’m not sure I agree with you,” Rosamunde replied. She had always found Roberta a little overpowering.


    “How much has he given her?” Roberta persisted.


    “We don’t know,” said Tom.


    “When do we find out? I mean, we have to contest it, surely.”


    “Why?” David asked, flopping onto the sofa and stretching out his long legs.


    “Because it’s not fair. The portion he gives her might be our daughter’s inheritance.”


    “I think we have enough,” said Joshua quietly, wishing his wife wouldn’t make such a scene.


    “That’s not the point, darling. It’s the principle,” she retorted.


    “Antoinette has no intention of contesting it,” said Rosamunde authoritatively.


    “She’s tired and emotional. When she’s had some rest, she’ll change her mind,” Roberta assured her.


    “I think you should go and talk it over with Grandma,” Tom suggested, smirking at the thought of the pair of them pecking away at poor Phaedra’s remains after they had torn her to pieces.


    “So Margaret agrees with me at least.” Roberta smiled.


    “She didn’t want to talk about it, actually,” David corrected. “But I imagine she’ll agree with you. Not that any of our opinions matter when it comes to the will. Dad had every right to change it. We can’t undo it, and Mum won’t want us to. In spite of being tired and emotional, Roberta, she wants to honor Dad’s request, and so do Tom and I.”


    “Sure, whatever,” said Tom, flicking ash into the fire. “But it is all rather odd, don’t you think?”


    David sank into the armchair and swirled the ice about in his tumbler, making a light tinkling sound. “She’s thirty-one, which means she was born in 1981. I was born two years later, so Dad slept with her mother a year before he married Mum.”


    “That’s cutting it pretty fine,” said Joshua. “Considering he dated Mum for about a year before he proposed.”


    “Perhaps it was a one-night stand,” said Roberta.


    “Shhh, keep your voice down,” Joshua cautioned, thinking of his mother upstairs in her bedroom.


    “Phaedra said Dad was her mother’s ‘great love,’ so it must have been more than a one-night stand,” Tom recalled softly.


    “But she was not your father’s ‘great love,’” Rosamunde was quick to add. “I imagine it was a hasty fling for George that left the poor girl heartbroken. Happens all the time, though in this case he left a bun in the oven, which was very careless.”


    “Why didn’t she tell him he had got her pregnant?” Roberta asked. “I mean, if she was so in love with him, might she not have thought he would do the decent thing and marry her? Nowadays people have no sense of duty, but in those days—we’re talking the 1980s—wasn’t it a terrible blot on one’s reputation to be pregnant outside marriage?”


    “Depends what sort of family she came from,” said Rosamunde. “In most respectable families, it wouldn’t be considered proper even today.”


    “Which leads me to suspect that she never told him,” said David. “If she had, he would have looked after her. I’m not sure he would have married her, but Dad was a good man; he wouldn’t have run off, leaving her to bring up his child alone. No, I believe she never told him.”


    Roberta narrowed her eyes suspiciously. “It all seems very fishy to me. She turns up the day of his funeral and declares herself his illegitimate daughter. It’s a little too tidy.”


    Tom blew smoke out of the side of his mouth. “Not really. Mother brings daughter up on her own, tells daughter who her real father is, daughter goes looking for him, which is natural. Father feels guilty he wasn’t around when she was growing up so includes her in his will. Nothing fishy about that.”


    “It’s just a feeling,” Roberta persisted. “You’re all much too trusting.”


    “Look, Dad isn’t around to answer our questions,” said David. “The only person who knows the answers, and most likely not all of them, is Phaedra. I suggest we ask her when we next see her.”


    “You’re not thinking of seeing her again, are you?” Roberta looked horrified.


    “Why not? Don’t you want to know some answers?” David replied.


    “God, you’re going to invite her back, aren’t you?”


    “Perhaps,” David replied.


    “With your mother’s permission,” Rosamunde interrupted.


    Roberta turned to her husband for support. “Josh, aren’t you going to say something?”


    “I think you should calm down, darling, and wait until we know what’s in the will,” he suggested. “She might have been given so little it’s not worth making a fuss.”


    “Or she might have been given a great deal, in which case it is,” said Roberta firmly.
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    Antoinette lay on her big brass bed and allowed her weary gaze to meander around the room. Her bedroom was her sanctuary—the only place in the house where she was safe from her mother-in-law. It was large and light, with a high ceiling bordered in a bold fleur-de-lis cornice. Portraits of her sons as little boys hung on the pale-yellow-striped wallpaper, with paintings of dogs and eighteenth-century landscapes. Primrose-yellow curtains dropped from thick wooden poles where latticed windows looked out over the lawn and ancient woodland beyond. A wardrobe dominated one wall, a chest of drawers another, while a delicate dressing table stood in front of the window where Antoinette often sat before the Queen Anne mirror to brush her hair and apply her makeup. There had been little room for change when she had moved into the house just over twenty years ago, for the Framptons had traditionally been avid collectors of art and antiques from all over the world, and George liked it as it was. But she had decorated her bedroom exactly the way she wanted it.


    It is the custom in great houses for the husband and wife to inhabit separate bedrooms, so George’s dressing room was positioned on the other side of the adjoining bathroom from Antoinette’s. He had rarely slept in there—only when he had drunk too much or was coming home late—but all his clothes were kept there, along with sentimental trinkets and the customary ashtray full of loose change. He had always hated to throw anything away, so the drawers were packed with old theater tickets and ski passes, letters and postcards dating right back to before they married. The mantelpiece was adorned with trophies for ski-club races and tennis tournaments, and framed photographs of his school days. The biggest frame contained a black-and-white photograph of Antoinette as a young debutante in the early 1970s, with her dark hair drawn up into a beehive, her false eyelashes long and black. She had seldom entered that room, for she couldn’t abide the chaos, but now she didn’t dare because she was too scared. The appearance of George’s illegitimate daughter raised the possibility that he might have kept other secrets from her. She had never mistrusted him in life, but in death a shadow had been cast over his integrity.


    She pondered the unexpected appearance of Phaedra. It didn’t surprise her that George had had girlfriends before he married—he had been a handsome, sharp-witted, and charming young man—but it did surprise her that he had never mentioned Phaedra’s mother. She thought she knew all the names that related to his past—at least, all the important ones. And if Phaedra was thirty-one, then she was only a year older than David. She and George had married the year before David was born, but they had courted for eight months before that. Was there a chance that George had been unfaithful during that time? She wished George were alive to answer her questions and defend his honor. She wished he were there to put her mind at rest and reassure her that he had loved her, and only her.


    But Phaedra’s mother plagued her thoughts. In her imagination she conjured up a woman not unlike the daughter—slim and feminine, with pretty gray eyes and flawless skin—and envied her beauty. Antoinette was not beautiful. Her father had called her “comely,” which was the closest he had ever come to a compliment. Her mother had told her she had a “sweet face” that reflected her “gentle nature.” She knew that she had unusual navy eyes and that her dark hair was thick and lustrous, but there was nothing remarkable about her features. She had been beautiful in only George’s eyes, which was really all that mattered—but perhaps she hadn’t been beautiful enough. Had Phaedra’s mother caught his attention during their courtship and taken him to bed for one fateful night? Could her beloved George have betrayed her like that?


    She must have drifted off to sleep, because when she woke up, Rosamunde was sitting on the armchair near the bed, doing her needlepoint. “I’m glad you’ve had a good rest. You look much better,” she said when Antoinette opened her eyes.


    Antoinette sighed. “Waking up is hard. For a moment I think it’s all a horrid dream. Then I realize it’s not. He’s gone, hasn’t he?”


    “Yes, Antoinette. He’s in a better place.”


    “If you believe that. I’m not sure I do.”


    “It’s a comfort.”


    “I’d like it to be true. I hope there is a heaven and that he’s there. Goodness, to think he might be with our parents. I’m not sure Daddy wholly approved of George.”


    “Only because he was suspicious of men who preferred to climb mountains rather than settle down to a proper job.”


    “George was never going to be a banker or an accountant. He was an adventurer. He adored the wild unpredictability of nature and the challenge of those terrifyingly high peaks. God knows I hated his going off all the time, and I worried about his safety when he was incommunicado for weeks at a time, but I’d have loathed him to be chained to a desk. He’d have been miserable working in an office like Joshua. Anyway, he wasn’t just a mountaineer, he was an entrepreneur. Do you remember how he imported cigars from Havana? And all those rugs from Nepal! He liked to support the communities he visited. He was such a free spirit.”


    “Daddy knew that, but he wasn’t flamboyant like George. I’m sure those things aren’t important where they are. What are you going to do about Phaedra?” Rosamunde asked, briefly halting her needlework. “Roberta’s adamant that you should contest the will.”


    Antoinette sat up. “I bet she is, even though she doesn’t know yet what’s in it.”


    “How do you feel about it?”


    “On what grounds would I contest it? If George wanted to provide for his daughter, I support him. I’m sure he was planning to introduce us, and at some point he would have told me about the will. I don’t believe he meant to keep a secret like that. He didn’t expect to die, did he?”


    Rosamunde saw the doubt in her sister’s eyes and was quick to dispel it. “Of course he would have told you,” she said firmly. “Roberta’s a greedy so-and-so.”


    “I’m going to do what I think George would have wanted and ask Phaedra to stay the weekend. If she’s a Frampton, then we must welcome her into the family. I know Margaret will be horrified, and I can’t say that doesn’t give me a little pleasure, but I want to get to know her. I have so many questions. I think we need to talk.”


    “You’re very generous, Antoinette.”


    “Well, it’s not like George had an affair with her mother during our marriage, is it? I’ve worked it out—the dates, I mean. It happened before our courtship. Just before, but certainly not during. George wouldn’t have been unfaithful, I know he wouldn’t. He just wasn’t that sort of man, and he wouldn’t have done it to me. I’m sure about that. He wouldn’t have wanted to hurt me.”


    “Of course he wouldn’t.” Rosamunde paused in her sewing.


    “I feel sorry for the poor girl. It must have been a short romance...” Antoinette frowned, as if the effort to convince herself of her husband’s fidelity was suddenly too much.


    “It must have been very brief and I suspect was over before she even discovered she was pregnant, which is why she never told him. She probably didn’t know where to find him, and in her heart she must have known that he didn’t care for her at all.”


    “But she did know where to find him, Rosamunde; otherwise, Phaedra would never have tracked him down.” She blanched. “Do you think they kept in touch? Do you think Phaedra’s mother and George remained in contact all these years? What if he knew he had a daughter all along and kept her secret and only now decided to come clean?”


    “Antoinette, you’re letting your imagination run away with you,” Rosamunde said in a soothing voice. “Listen, he changed his will just before he died. If he had known all along that he had a daughter, he would have included her in his will years ago. No, I think that Phaedra is telling the truth and that she came to London to find him.”


    Antoinette was at once encouraged. “Poor George. It must have been a shock to find out that he had fathered a child. I’m sure he kept her secret because he didn’t want to hurt me. His love for his family was a priority. I know his intentions were good and honorable.”


    “Oh, there’s absolutely no doubt about that,” Rosamunde agreed. “No one doubts his integrity, Antoinette.”


    “What do the boys think?” Her face crumpled with anxiety. “Do they doubt their father? I’d hate them to think badly of him...”


    “David and Tom want to honor his wishes, as you do. Josh...”


    “Well, he’ll stand by his wife, of course. There’s no doubt who wears the pants in that marriage!”


    “I do hope David finds a nice girl to settle down with,” said Rosamunde, changing the subject. “It would be nice to see the next generation of Framptons growing up here, now that David is Lord Frampton.”


    “A title that carries great sorrow.”


    “I can’t see David taking his seat in the House of Lords, can you?”


    Antoinette climbed out of bed. “David just wants a simple life. How different my children all are from one another. David so laid back, Josh so aspirational...”


    “He wasn’t, before he married Roberta.”


    “Be that as it may, they’re very social. Out all the time at parties; I daresay they see something of little Amber. Then there’s Tom.” Her face softened, and she smiled tenderly. “Tom, so wild and so lost.”


    “And now you have a stepdaughter,” Rosamunde added, rather enjoying the turn of events.


    Antoinette reached for her trousers and sighed. “The irony is that both George and I so wanted a daughter.”
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    That evening Joshua and Roberta departed for London. Roberta planted a cold little kiss on her mother-in-law’s cheek before climbing into the front seat of the shiny black BMW 4x4 and crossly belting up. Joshua looked worn down.


    “I’ll let you know when we’re meeting,” said Antoinette, kissing her son warmly.


    “Yes, Mum, fine,” he replied, wishing the whole business of Phaedra and the will would just disappear. He knew he was going to get an earful all the way up to London.


    “I’m going to ask Phaedra to come and stay one weekend. I’d very much like you and Roberta to be here.”


    He shrugged helplessly. “I’ll do my best, Mum.”


    “I know you will. Drive carefully.” She watched him climb into the driver’s seat and start the engine with a roar. He waved solemnly and motored off into the dusk.


    “Ridiculous woman,” said David, after they had gone.


    “Ridiculous weak man,” Tom added mischievously.


    “I agree with Tom,” said Rosamunde. “I blame Josh for letting her get away with that sort of spoilt behavior.”


    “He should whip her into submission,” said Tom jovially.


    “I wouldn’t go quite that far,” Rosamunde replied with a chortle. “But I do think she’s being very mean-spirited. If Antoinette is big enough to accept Phaedra, then Roberta should just toe the line and keep her opinions to herself. She shouldn’t forget she’s a married-in.”


    “She’s never considered herself just that, Rosamunde,” Tom reminded her.


    They settled down for supper in the kitchen, after which David would return to his house at the other side of the lake, and Tom would stay the night with his mother and leave for London in the morning. Rosamunde, being a spinster and having little to get home for besides her quartet of beagles, had set up residence with her sister for the foreseeable future. In her hometown in Dorset there was little on offer besides Bible groups, bridge nights, and the local Women’s Institute, where ladies met to sew, bake, and socialize. All to be avoided like measles, she thought resolutely. Here she felt needed and useful, two things she hadn’t felt in a very long time.


    “I confess I’ve dreaded reading the will,” said Antoinette, taking out of the Aga the cottage pie that Mrs. Gunice had left for them. “I put it off. But now the funeral is over, I’m left no option but to face it.”


    “It’s very final, isn’t it,” Rosamunde agreed sympathetically. “But you’ve got nothing to be afraid of. It’s only money.”


    “I thought that if I avoided the whole thing, I could prevent it happening, somehow. I could pretend George was still here.” She put the pile of plates on top of the Aga and stood back to let everyone help themselves.


    “Are you going to ask Phaedra to join us when we read the will?” David asked, digging the spoon into the steaming potato crust. Even the mention of Phaedra’s name gave him a forbidden thrill.


    Antoinette looked at her sister. “I suppose I have to ask her, don’t I?”


    “You don’t have to,” Rosamunde replied, sitting down at the table. “But I think you should. If she’s George’s daughter, it would be correct. I suspect Mr. Beecher will insist upon it.”


    “Ah, the oleaginous Julius Beecher, keeper of all Dad’s secrets,” said Tom.


    “If I’m not mistaken, Tom, there’s only one,” said Antoinette, indulging him with a smile. Tom had always been prone to exaggeration.


    “I don’t know why Dad chose him to look after his affairs,” Tom continued. “He makes my skin crawl. Something about his greedy little eyes.”


    “Yes, but he worshipped Dad,” said David. “He’d do anything for him. If you spend your time traveling, you want to be sure that the man looking after your businesses back at home is as loyal as a dog. Beecher is that dog.”


    “He’s a good lawyer,” Antoinette defended him. “Your father trusted him with everything, and he never let him down. And don’t forget, your father was not an easy man to work for. He was so impulsive. One minute it was cigars, the next rugs, then herbal tea from Argentina, and God knows what else. Your father would get a crush on something and toss it at Julius, knowing that he’d do all the hard work while George set off to climb another peak. Most lawyers would have thrown up their hands in exasperation, but not Julius. He rose to the challenge. He was more than a lawyer: he was George’s right hand.”


    “And I suspect he rather admired George’s flamboyance,” Rosamunde added.


    “Oh, he did,” Antoinette agreed. “He thought the world of George.”


    They began to eat, acutely aware of the empty seat at the head of the table.


    “Mum, I want to go and spend some time out in Murenburg,” David began carefully. Antoinette’s face darkened as she was confronted once again with the gritty reality of her husband’s death. “I want to go to where it happened. I don’t think I can find peace until I’ve done that.”


    “I’ll go with you,” Tom suggested.


    Antoinette lowered her eyes. “I don’t think I can ever go back,” she said quietly.


    “Of course you can’t,” Rosamunde agreed. “It was never your cup of tea in the first place. George is home now. There’s absolutely no reason for you ever to return.”


    “I never wanted to be in a position to say ‘I told you so,’” Antoinette added.


    Tom noticed his mother’s shining eyes and reached across the table to touch her hand.


    “Mum, you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do,” he said.


    Skiing had been one of George’s passions that Antoinette had never understood. It was one thing to ski gently down pistes, but quite another to descend parts of the mountain where even chamois dared not tread. She hadn’t grown up with the sport as he had, and she had found it hard to accept his infatuation and the risks it demanded. But George had laughed off her fears and told her that he was much more likely to die in a car on the M3 than on the mountain.


    Soon after they married he had bought a chalet in Murenburg, a small, picturesque village a couple of hours from Zurich, where he had skied all his life. He passed his enthusiasm on to his sons, who had all been accomplished skiers by the age of ten. For Antoinette, besides enjoying the process of decorating a pretty home, skiing holidays were riddled with anxiety as she remained in the valley, gazing up at the mountains and trying not to imagine the worst.


    At the end of the day they’d return with pink cheeks and sparkling eyes, wet clothes and cold noses, and Antoinette would hang everything over the radiators to dry and make them hot chocolate to drink in front of the fire. She’d listen to their stories without ever really understanding their language. It was impossible for her to appreciate the breathtaking views from the mountain peaks, where they stood alone with nature; the thin, clean air burning their lungs; and the bright snow glittering like a million diamonds, for she had little experience to draw on. They’d try to explain the thrill of hopping down narrow gullies where it was almost too tight to turn, and gliding over undulating meadows of untracked snow, but Antoinette had only ever skied on piste, and even that had terrified her.


    “I’d be happier if you went together,” she said to her sons. “Perhaps Josh will join you.”


    “Roberta won’t let him off the lead,” said Tom disdainfully. “And we’re absolutely not having her!”


    “It would be nice to ask him, just the same,” their mother insisted.


    “I have no reservations about telling him that we won’t tolerate his wife,” said David. “It’s about time he stood up to her.”


    “I don’t think she’d want to go, anyway,” interjected Rosamunde. “Doesn’t she prefer to ski in Gstaad?”


    “That’s because she can’t ski,” said Tom. “Serious skiers don’t go to Gstaad!”


    “And because Murenburg isn’t glamorous enough for her,” David added. “No designer shops or celebrities.”


    “It’s understandable that she should want to carve her own niche. Murenburg is very much Frampton territory. I don’t blame her for that,” said Antoinette, trying hard to keep the family united.


    “But Josh is a serious skier; he must be bored rigid in Gstaad,” Tom mused. Then he laughed mischievously. “But then again, he must be bored rigid being married to Roberta.” David laughed with him while Antoinette and Rosamunde tried not to look amused.


    “Shame on you, boys, you’re too much!” Rosamunde exclaimed, her mouth twitching at the corners. She caught her sister’s eye. “But really, Antoinette, we do need something to laugh about!” Antoinette’s face broke into a smile. She glanced at the head of the table and discovered that it was possible to laugh and cry at the same time.


    After dinner, David walked across the garden to his house, positioned on the other side of the large ornamental lake his father had built for floating his collection of miniature boats. It was a pretty red-brick lodge, built in the same Jacobean style as the main house. Inside, the walls were lined with bookshelves, but many books lay piled on the floor for lack of space, and magazines were strewn across the surfaces. David loved to read, especially history, and spent many evenings in front of the fire with his dog, devouring books he had ordered on Amazon.


    He opened the door, and Rufus, his golden Labrador, bounded out of the kitchen to greet him. Trevor, the farm manager, had taken him off for the day, returning him home after a long walk at six. Rufus loved Trevor, who had two mongrels and a garden full of chickens, but he loved David most of all, and jumped up in his excitement to see him.


    David let him out to stretch his legs, and the two of them walked briskly around the lake. The moon was bright, lighting up the water so that it shone like hematite. The air was damp and sweet with the smell of regeneration. He heard the mournful hooting of a tawny owl calling to its mate, followed by the tinny cough of a pheasant as it was awoken by Rufus and driven into the sky in alarm. David loved the mystery of the night. He looked about him, at the thick shrubs and bushes, and wondered how many eyes were quietly watching him through the darkness. He enjoyed walking through their secret world and forgetting himself.


    As he strode on, his mind wandered to Phaedra and the embarrassed look on her face when Julius had brought up the subject of his father’s will. She was clearly aware she might appear moneygrubbing and keen to show that she wasn’t. Julius, on the other hand, had no shame. As executor of the will, he was concerned only with making sure that George’s wishes were carried out. David wondered whether Phaedra would show up for the meeting—or indeed for the weekend his mother intended to invite her to stay. She had scurried out of the library like a frightened rabbit. He knew there was a good chance he’d never see her again.


    He returned home and made himself a cup of tea. Content in his routine, Rufus curled up on his blankets in the corner of David’s bedroom, closed his eyes, and fell asleep instantly. David showered then climbed into bed to read his book. But his gaze meandered, and he lost track more than once. It was no good. He was unable to concentrate. He put his book on the bedside table and turned off the light. A wave of apprehension washed over him. The world seemed so much bigger without his father in it.
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    On Monday morning Antoinette telephoned Julius to arrange the reading of the will. She told him to invite Phaedra, which seemed to make Julius very happy. “You’re doing the right thing, Lady Frampton,” he said cheerfully. “Lord Frampton would be very pleased.” When she put down the telephone, she felt an unexpected happiness fill her chest with the warm feeling of doing something good. She gazed out of the study window to where Barry the gardener was cutting the winter grass into bright green stripes with his little tractor. There was something reassuring about the rumbling noise it made, and she realized that in spite of such a monumental change, life at Fairfield would continue as it always had.


    She remained a moment at the window. She noticed the phosphorescent color of the new grass and the promise of red tulips peeping through the earth in the lime walk. A pair of blue tits played about the viburnum. Spring had found her stride once more, and the sun shone with a bright new radiance. Antoinette inhaled deeply and realized that she’d forgotten how soothing it was to observe the wondrous work of Nature.


    Barry waved as he motored by. She waved back and smiled wistfully. It had been so long since she’d taken an interest in the gardens. Barry was always coming in to ask her this or that, but her response was always the same: Whatever you think, Barry. She knew she disappointed him, because his feelings showed all over his face. But she hadn’t had any surplus energy to put into the gardens. George had been very demanding, requiring her to be in London when he wasn’t traveling, to entertain friends at the ballet or the opera or just for dinner, and at weekends the house had always been full. She gazed out onto the world with new eyes and couldn’t help feeling that, in the ever-increasing whirl of her life, she’d overlooked something vitally important.


    She moved away and turned her thoughts back to Phaedra. She was surprised by the strength of her desire to see her again. The girl was a hidden part of George, something else he had left behind besides the family she knew. In a strange way she felt Phaedra was a gift, set aside to ease the shock of his departure, and she was eager to spend time with her—as if in some way it would enable her to hold on to George for a little longer.


    “Antoinette, Dr. Heyworth is in the hall,” Rosamunde hissed, peering around the door. “Did you know he was coming?”


    Antoinette’s hand shot to her mouth. “God, I forgot!” she exclaimed, flushing. “I asked him to come and see me yesterday, at the funeral.”


    “Why? Are you sick?”


    “No, I just wanted to talk to someone.”


    “You can talk to me,” said Rosamunde, put out.


    “You’re my sister. I wanted to talk to someone outside the family.”


    Rosamunde pursed her lips. “Very well,” she said tightly. “There’s a nice fire in the drawing room. I’ll ask Harris to bring you both some tea.”


    “Make that three cups of tea.”


    Pleased to be included, Rosamunde smiled gratefully. “Take your time, Antoinette. Leave everything to me. I’ll entertain him.” She grinned and lowered her voice. “He’s very attractive.”


    “Oh really, Rosamunde!”


    “I might be old, but I can still admire.”


    “He’s been our family doctor for thirty years. I’d never look at him in that way.”


    “Then don’t deny me the pleasure.”


    “He’s all yours. Unmarried in his sixties: I’m not sure he’s a very good bet, Rosamunde.”


    “I’m unmarried at fifty-nine. I’m not a very good bet, either. I’ll show him into the drawing room.” Rosamunde closed the door behind her.


    The thought of Rosamunde flirting with Dr. Heyworth made Antoinette smile. Rosamunde was an unlikely candidate for the handsome doctor. She was a sturdy, unfeminine woman who thought face cream and hair dye were unnecessary indulgences. Consequently, her skin was carved with lines and marred with fine threads of broken veins embedded in her cheeks like minor roads on a map, and her gray hair was pulled back into a severe bun. As a younger woman she had devoted her time to horses and ridden out in all weather, but hip trouble had stopped her enjoying the sport she loved the most, so now she only watched it on the television and as a spectator at the races. Unlike Antoinette, who loved beautiful clothes, Rosamunde was happier in slacks, sensible shoes, and cotton blouses, on her knees in the herbaceous border, or striding across the fields in gumboots with her pack of four energetic dogs. Antoinette had never asked her if she regretted not marrying and having children; she had always just assumed she hadn’t desired either. In fact, she couldn’t remember the last time she had heard her sister comment on a man’s good looks. It was very out of character.


    When she walked into the drawing room, she found Dr. Heyworth in the armchair beside the fire and Rosamunde settled contentedly into the sofa opposite, sipping cups of Earl Grey tea. Bertie lay sleeping at her sister’s feet, while Wooster sat with his back straight, eyeballing Dr. Heyworth, who tentatively patted his big head. When he saw Antoinette, he stood up to greet her. “Hello, Dr. Heyworth. Please don’t get up,” she insisted. “Wooster, leave the poor man alone!” Wooster didn’t flinch, and Dr. Heyworth sat down again and resumed his hesitant patting.


    “I think he likes you,” said Rosamunde.


    “Oh yes, Wooster and I are old friends,” he replied.


    Antoinette sat on the club fender near her sister. A hearty fire crackled in the grate as the flames lapped the logs with greedy tongues. “Isn’t this nice,” she said, feeling the heat on her back. “A big house like this is hard to keep warm. Sometimes we even light fires in the summer.”


    “It doesn’t feel cold to me,” said Dr. Heyworth.


    “Me, neither,” added Rosamunde. “In fact, I’d go as far as saying I’m rather warm.”


    “Then it must be my thin skin,” Antoinette declared, wrapping her cardigan tightly around her body.


    Dr. Heyworth smiled at her sympathetically, which made Antoinette’s eyes well with tears. “It’s perfectly natural to feel the chill, Lady Frampton. Nothing at all to worry about.”


    Antoinette had never really noticed how handsome Dr. Heyworth was. If she had, she would have been a reluctant patient, unable to discuss intimate medical matters without embarrassment. But now her sister had mentioned the unmentionable, she realized that, in spite of his glasses, he was indeed handsome. His face was long and kind, with intelligent green eyes and a strong nose that gave him an air of authority. His hair, which had once been dark, was now gray and thinning, but the generous shape of his head and the warm color of his skin ensured that baldness would not diminish him. Although his visit was an informal one—he was now semiretired and saw only private patients occasionally—he looked dignified and proper in a tweed jacket and tie.


    “Thank you for coming to the funeral,” said Antoinette, wringing her hands to warm them.


    “It was a beautiful service,” he replied. “Lord Frampton was well loved and highly respected in the community. We shall all miss him.”


    Antoinette felt the familiar tightening of her throat and the uncontrollable wobbling of her lower lip as her heart heaved with grief. She was grateful Margaret wasn’t there to witness her crying in front of the doctor. “I can’t say I remember a great deal about the service. I was...” When Antoinette’s words trailed off, Rosamunde intervened to save her sister any embarrassment.


    “The flowers were very pretty,” she said. “You know Antoinette chose them all herself. The smell filled the whole church.”


    “Indeed it did,” Dr. Heyworth agreed. Then he settled his kind eyes on Antoinette. “Did you get any sleep last night?” he asked softly, and the concern in his voice released a sob that Antoinette stifled with her handkerchief.


    “A little,” she murmured.


    “Would you like me to prescribe you some sleeping pills?”


    “That would be nice, thank you.”


    “Sleeping pills?” Rosamunde interjected as the doctor lifted his bag onto his knee to make out a prescription in small, illegible writing. “Do you really need sleeping pills, Antoinette?” She turned to Dr. Heyworth. “Aren’t they terribly bad for her?”


    “They’re very mild,” the doctor explained patiently. “And it’s only for a while. You see,” he continued, turning back to his patient and speaking in a slow, reassuring manner, “if you are tired, your heart cannot heal because all your energy goes into getting you through the day and not into tackling the core of the trouble. So you need to rest, eat well, take long walks in the country air, surround yourself with loved ones, and give that battered heart of yours a chance to recover. If sleeping pills help you rest, then I can see no harm in taking them for a short period.” Antoinette listened attentively, wiping her eyes in an attempt to stem the flow of tears. It was very unusual that a doctor should talk about her emotional health with such understanding. For a moment she felt that he was a wise old friend and not a doctor at all. “It’s all right to cry, Lady Frampton,” he said. “Tears are nature’s way of healing.”


    “Yes, Antoinette,” Rosamunde added. “You must cry it all out; that’s what our Mama would have said. It’ll make you feel much better.”


    Dr. Heyworth handed Antoinette the prescription. “It might be that your heart never completely heals, but that a patch metaphorically covers the wound to stave off the pain and enables you to pick yourself up, dust yourself down, and go on. You have suffered a terrible shock, and so you have to give yourself time and space to grieve. And you mustn’t feel guilty or that you are a burden to your family and friends, because if you don’t let it all out, it will bury down deep and never go away. It will only find a moment later on in your life to come back and manifest as physical pain.” For a moment his eyes darkened, but he seemed to push through the sudden wave of sadness and continue with a compassionate smile. “You must talk about it as much as you can, Lady Frampton. One day you’ll discover that it doesn’t hurt anything like as much as it does now.”


    “Antoinette is certainly no burden to me, Dr. Heyworth,” said Rosamunde firmly.


    “Good. Do you live nearby?”


    “In Dorset, about an hour away. But I’ll stay here for as long as she wants me to.”


    The doctor nodded his approval. “I’m very pleased to hear it.”


    By now Wooster had slid to the floor in a happy slumber, with his head resting on Dr. Heyworth’s feet. Dr. Heyworth bent down and stroked his ear. It twitched with pleasure. “How are the boys?” he asked Antoinette.


    She took a deep breath, calmer now. “David is dealing with it in his own quiet way. Tom comes across as not really caring very much, but I know he’s dreadfully sad. As you’ll appreciate, he’s not very good at coping with problems. So he puts his head under the carpet and pretends that everything is all right. I’d rather that than the alternative.”


    “He’s avoiding alcohol?”


    Antoinette picked at the ragged cuticle on her thumb. “He drank at the funeral, as one would expect. But generally he’s being very careful. This is a testing time for him, but he’s being very strong.”


    “And Joshua?”


    “He’s so uncomfortable with emotion, he’d rather move on as swiftly as possible and get on with his life.”


    “This has been very tough on you all. When death happens so unexpectedly, there’s no time to prepare for it. It’s a great shock. And an accident like Lord Frampton’s seems unnecessary. It’s natural to feel angry, too, Lady Frampton.”


    Antoinette’s face livened as the doctor articulated what she was too ashamed to admit: that she resented her husband’s lack of caution as he had selfishly sought pleasure without any apparent concern for those who loved him.


    Dr. Heyworth knew he had touched a nerve. He stood up. “You can come to see me any time,” he said to Antoinette. “Sometimes it helps to talk to someone who is not in the family. I’m always here for you, Lady Frampton.”


    Antoinette saw the sympathy in his eyes and knew that he meant it. In fact, he seemed to understand why she was cold all the time and how hard she was trying to act normally, when she just wanted to curl up into a ball and cry. He hadn’t said a great deal, but she could sense in his expression the words left unspoken, and was grateful. “I’d like that very much,” she replied.


    “I’m not at my practice anymore, but you’re welcome to come to my home. I occasionally see patients there, and it works very well. I’ve looked after your family for over thirty years. I hope you consider me a friend as well as a doctor. You can call me any time.”


    He bade good-bye to Rosamunde, and Antoinette walked him through the hall. Harris helped the doctor into his coat and opened the door. “Thank you so much for coming,” she said, folding her arms against the cold although the sun shone bright and warm. He waved and climbed into his Volvo.


    As he departed she saw the formidable figure of her mother-in-law striding purposefully across the field beyond the drive with Basil, her Yorkshire terrier, scurrying around in the grass like a large mouse. Margaret was wearing a long olive-green coat, headscarf, and boots, and carrying a stick, although at the rate she was moving she clearly didn’t need it for support. Antoinette dashed back inside to wipe her face and compose herself, but she knew there was no point running to hide. Margaret always knew where to find her.
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    Batten down the hatches, the Grand High Witch is coming to pay us a visit!” Antoinette announced, hurrying back into the drawing room. “Oh, for some special Mouse-Maker to drop into her tea!”


    “And a cat to catch her!” added Rosamunde. “Roald Dahl was a genius!”


    “Shame it’s only fiction.”


    “You could always put some sleeping pills in her sherry.”


    “You are devious, Rosamunde!”


    “Nothing fictitious about them.”


    “But she’s indestructible, like a cockroach,” Antoinette replied. “I don’t think she’d notice even a packet of sleeping pills.”


    “How does poor Dr. Heyworth cope with having her as a patient?”


    “She’s one of those rare people who are never ill. I don’t think she’s been to a doctor since she gave birth, back in the Dark Ages. And even then, I wouldn’t be at all surprised if George just popped out between her cocktail and dinner. But I must tell you that men love her.”


    “Men have always been a mystery to me!” Rosamunde exclaimed.


    “Yes, she’s a man’s woman, and men think she’s marvelous.” Antoinette sighed heavily. “No one thought her more marvelous than George.”


    At that moment a cold gust of wind swept through the hall and into the drawing room. Bertie and Wooster pricked their ears. The sound of little paws clattered across the marble floor as Harris closed the door with a loud bang, and Basil shot into the drawing room like a missile. The Great Danes jumped clumsily to their feet and chased him around the room before heading back into the hall and up the front stairs.


    “Be off with you!” resounded through the house, then a few seconds later the large black-clad figure of the Dowager Lady Frampton filled the doorway like a docking ocean liner. She floated there a moment, catching her breath. “Good, you’re here,” she said to Antoinette. “I need to talk to you urgently.”


    “You look out of breath.”


    “I’ve marched across the field.”


    “Why don’t you come and sit down. Would you like a glass of sherry?”


    “Harris is going to bring me one.” She marched across the carpet and lowered herself gently into the armchair where Dr. Heyworth had sat only minutes before. “I haven’t slept a wink for thinking of George’s illegitimate daughter.”


    “A sleeping pill might help,” Rosamunde suggested, sucking in her cheeks.


    “Good Lord, I don’t need medicine. I need peace of mind.” Rosamunde caught her sister’s eye but looked away instantly for fear of making her smile.


    “I’ve been thinking about her, too,” Antoinette agreed.


    “Good, I’m pleased you have come to your senses,” Margaret replied. “You see, I’m not about to open my arms to some random girl who claims to be my granddaughter. My son is dead, so there is absolutely no proof that she is who she says she is.”


    Antoinette frowned. “Mr. Beecher supervised the DNA test.”


    “DNA test, indeed! Have you seen it? Were you there when it was done? Codswallop, if you ask me!”


    “She’s your flesh and blood, Margaret, whether you like it or not.”


    “She was conceived outside wedlock, brought up in Canada—I don’t think a little bit of shared blood makes any difference at all. And I refuse to believe it. My son would have told me if he had fathered a child. I know he would. He told me everything.”


    “Not if he was ashamed,” Antoinette offered.


    “He had no reason to be ashamed. He was a very handsome man with a title and a large estate. It is clear to me that some ambitious girl seduced him and tried to extort money from him. Maybe she even wanted to marry him. Who knows? What we do know, however, is that George accepted his daughter only very recently. Why didn’t he accept her when she was a baby?” Margaret sniffed her satisfaction. “Because he probably wasn’t sure the child was his. Or because he didn’t want any further dealings with her mother. He must have decided to change his will in a moment of madness, or guilt. You know how generous he was. When will it be read? I’d like to know how much he has given her.”


    Harris walked in with a glass of sherry on a silver tray. Margaret took it without so much as a word of gratitude. Sensitive to the people who worked for her, Antoinette thanked him on her mother-in-law’s behalf, although Harris was well accustomed to the Dowager Lady Frampton and would have been surprised to the point of shock to have received thanks.


    “Mr. Beecher is coming here tomorrow at midday,” she informed Margaret.


    “Good.”


    “I have invited Phaedra to come, too,” Antoinette continued, in spite of the appalled expression on her mother-in-law’s face. “It’s what George wanted. She’s his daughter, and he included her in his will. It’s right that she should be here.”


    Margaret’s jaw stiffened. “Then I most certainly won’t attend.”


    “As you wish.”


    “I think you’re very foolish, Antoinette.”


    Rosamunde leapt to her sister’s defense. “Antoinette is simply honoring George’s request.”


    “You know nothing about the girl.”


    “Except that my husband loved her.”


    This silenced Margaret. Her mouth twitched furiously, but there was nothing she could add. She took a long sip of sherry and swallowed with a loud gulp. “If she has any decency, she will decline,” she said at last.


    “I hope she won’t,” Antoinette replied.


    Margaret put down her glass and stood up. “Well, as you’re going to be unreasonable, I think I’ll go home. If you change your mind, let me know, and I’ll pay you a friendlier visit. But until then I want nothing to do with the girl, do you understand?”


    “You’ve made that very clear.”


    “Good.” She stopped at the door and turned back. “You can be very stubborn sometimes, Antoinette.”


    “What can I do, Margaret? George chose to include her in his will. I’m only carrying out his wishes.”


    “He didn’t expect to die so young. He may well have thought better of it later. He has only one grandchild, but in the years to come there will be more.”


    “Are you expecting me to contest it?” Antoinette asked.


    “Absolutely.”


    “On what grounds? He was hardly insane or coerced into changing it.”


    “There must be something you can do.”


    “Well, if there is, I’m afraid I won’t do it. George was in perfectly sound mind when he changed his will. I never dreamed of going against his wishes when he was alive, and I most certainly won’t now that he is dead.” Antoinette’s chin began to wobble, but she clenched her jaw, determined not to cry again in front of her mother-in-law.


    Margaret’s face had folded into a discontented ball like a walnut, and her thin lips were clamped together as if she were struggling to hold her tongue. She was not used to being defied. She sniffed irately and disappeared into the hall.


    “Basil! Basil!” A thunderous clamor could be heard in the upstairs corridor, then the three dogs exploded onto the stairs in an avalanche of fur. “Bertie, Wooster! Enough! Come on, Basil, we’re going home.” A few moments later another gust of wind swept in from the hall as Harris opened the front door. The house seemed to shudder as the Dowager Lady Frampton stepped outside, followed by all three dogs. Then a peaceful silence descended as the door closed behind them.


    “So, it’s war,” said Rosamunde, barely able to conceal the relish in her voice. Her life at home was so dreadfully dull, but here at Fairfield Park there was something new going on every minute.


    Antoinette sighed and looked less pleased. “Yes, I suppose one could say that it’s come to that. Though in all honesty, it’s been a cold war for years!”
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    The following day Julius Beecher’s car drew up on the gravel at midday. He was a man who took pride in arriving on time. He also took pride in his appearance: the navy-blue Savile Row suit, the black lace-up shoes from Churchill’s, the brown leather briefcase from Swaine Adeney Brigg in St. James’s, the Montblanc pen set that he still kept in its velvet-lined box. His black BMW was as polished as the Franck Muller watch that hung loosely on his wrist. He deplored people who didn’t take care of their belongings. Everything attached to Julius Beecher was shiny, clean, and new. Working for Lord Frampton had afforded him great luxuries. One thing he didn’t have, however, was a wife; he wasn’t quite ready to share those hard-earned luxuries, unless his wife came with a fortune of her own.


    Lady Frampton was waiting for him in the dining room. She was sitting at the long walnut table with her three sons, her daughter-in-law, and her sister, Rosamunde. They were drinking tea and coffee, but no one had touched the shortbread biscuits arranged in a spiral on a plate in the middle.


    The rich red velvet curtains were tied back to let in the light, but it was still dim due to the old-fashioned decoration and heavy upholstery. It didn’t look as if the room had been changed for hundreds of years. The walls were papered in a deep crimson-and-gold pattern of exotic birds; a large gilt mirror hung above the marble fireplace, its glass stained with black spots caused by damp; and gloomy faces of the Frampton family ancestors stared down from oil-coated canvases. The ceiling was high, surrounded by a heavy, elaborate cornice, and in the center a crystal chandelier dominated and glittered like diamonds. Julius Beecher found the atmosphere in the room as heavy as the upholstered chairs and carpeting.


    “Good morning, Lady Frampton,” he said. He noticed her face cloud with anxiety as she realized he had come on his own, and was quick to explain. “I’m afraid Miss Chancellor is unable to be with us today. I will act on her behalf.”


    Antoinette was surprised by the depth of her disappointment. “Did she say why?”


    Julius took the chair left for him at the head of the table: the chair where George always used to sit. “She was very grateful for your invitation, but she didn’t feel it necessary to come down personally.” He opened his briefcase. “To be frank, Lady Frampton, I think she’s embarrassed.”


    Roberta smirked and caught her husband’s eye. David felt as disappointed as his mother did. He glanced at Tom, who simply pulled a face and shrugged. It didn’t matter to his younger brother one way or the other. To David, however, it mattered very much. He could safely assume that she wouldn’t accept the invitation to stay the weekend, either. He wondered despondently whether he’d ever see her again.


    “So, shall we proceed?” said Julius, pulling out the folder and placing it neatly in front of him.


    “Would you like a cup of coffee?” Antoinette offered.


    “Yes, please. Black, no sugar.” He opened the velvet-lined box and lifted out one of two Montblanc pens, then, closing it carefully, moved it to one side so that it lay exactly parallel to the folder. Julius Beecher liked everything to be orderly. As Antoinette pushed the cup and saucer across the table, he turned to the first page of the document. “Dated March 5, 2012,” he read. “This is Lord Frampton’s last will and testament, witnessed by Mr. Richard Headley of No. 8 Chester Square, London.” Julius raised his eyes and swept them over the expectant faces. “He states he has a wife, Antoinette, and three children: David, Joshua, and Thomas.” Antoinette nodded; Roberta frowned. Why hadn’t he mentioned his daughter? “And one granddaughter, Amber Rose Elizabeth,” Julius continued. He inhaled through dilated nostrils and paused a moment while he ran his eyes over the words that were already familiar to him.


    “Please go on, Mr. Beecher,” said Antoinette, keen for the whole business to be over as soon as possible.


    “In the event that he is outlived by his wife, he leaves Fairfield House and the estate to you, Lady Frampton, to be managed by your son David, who will inherit it upon your death.” There was no surprise about that. Everyone nodded their agreement. “No. 5 Eaton Place shall remain yours, Lady Frampton, until Joshua inherits it upon your death. He leaves Chalet Marmot in Murenburg to Thomas.”


    Tom registered Roberta’s displeasure and smiled at her across the table. “Why would you want Chalet Marmot, Roberta, when you and Josh never go there?”


    Roberta blushed. “You’re quite wrong, Tom. It’s right that you should have it,” she said in a tight voice, disguising her jealousy. “Josh and I have so many friends in Gstaad, it would be wasted on us.”


    Julius cleared his throat and continued. “Now, he has left his share portfolio to you, Lady Frampton, with the wish that it should be distributed evenly among his three children in the event of your death.”


    “What about Phaedra?” Roberta gasped. “I thought she was his daughter? Doesn’t she get a share?”


    Julius ignored Roberta; only the subtle raising of one eyebrow betrayed his irritation. “Until that time, he leaves a considerable annuity to all three of his children.”


    “All three children!” Roberta echoed. “Surely he had four children?” She turned to Joshua. “Why, if he went to the trouble of changing his will, did he not give his daughter equal status to his sons?”


    Joshua lowered his voice. “I don’t know, darling. Let’s just listen to the rest of the will.”


    Julius pushed on. “A yearly income of the net sum of five hundred and fifty thousand pounds. To Miss Chancellor he leaves a yearly income of the same.”


    Roberta was too shocked that George had settled the same amount of money on his illegitimate daughter to absorb the fact that she had just inherited a fortune. “Has he provided for his granddaughter? What about the Frampton Sapphires? George made it very clear at Amber’s christening that he was going to leave them to us.”


    “No, darling, Dad said he looked forward to seeing Amber wear them on her twenty-first birthday.”


    “The same thing,” Roberta hissed.


    “I was just coming to that,” Julius replied testily. “Lord Frampton has left the Frampton Sapphires to Miss Chancellor.”


    A shocked silence fell upon the room. Roberta’s eyes filled with tears of indignation. Joshua looked uncomfortable. David and Tom raised eyebrows, while Antoinette seemed to crumple beneath the weight of her daughter-in-law’s disappointment. Rosamunde took a shortbread biscuit.


    Julius inhaled importantly. “We both felt that, as Lord Frampton had only one granddaughter at the time of making his will, he should provide for his wife and children only, leaving you to provide for your own children.”


    “I think he has been generous enough,” Antoinette muttered.


    “Extremely generous,” Rosamunde echoed.


    “I just can’t believe he has given Phaedra the Sapphires,” Roberta wailed. “They were meant to be ours.” She turned to her husband. “Joshua, your father specifically said he’d leave them to you.”


    Joshua looked uncomfortable. “Dad changed his mind, obviously. There is precious little we can do about it.”


    Roberta sat back in her chair with a huff and folded her arms.


    “Shall we continue?” said Julius, clearing his throat and turning the page with deliberation.


    “Yes, please, Mr. Beecher,” Antoinette replied, embarrassed.


    “Right, now where was I... ?”


    Half an hour later Julius sped off in his BMW, but not before Bertie had cocked his leg on one of the tires. Antoinette watched Julius go and hugged her body as a cold wind swept up the steps to chill her. She felt deeply disappointed that Phaedra hadn’t turned up. She wanted to telephone her personally to tell her that George had provided for her in the same way as he had provided for his sons. She paced the steps awhile, deliberating what to do. If Phaedra hadn’t appeared for the reading of the will, what were the chances of her coming to stay the weekend? They hadn’t been very friendly. Perhaps she never wanted to see any of them again.


    As she closed the front door behind her, she heard them all talking in the drawing room. Instead of returning to join them, she went upstairs to seek the solitude of her bedroom. She crept inside and leaned back against the door. Roberta’s behavior had severely upset her, but her son’s inability to control his wife worried her more. Margaret’s frequent visits were no consolation. George had held them all together; now he was dead, what was to become of them?


    She sighed and wandered over to the window. The sun streamed through the glass, oblivious to the misery of her small world. How unimportant were the petty struggles of human beings when viewed from the great heights of heaven. She wondered whether George was up there somewhere, basking in the light, free from such cares.


    Galvanized by the sudden, overpowering desire to bring her husband back, she telephoned Julius’s office and asked the secretary for Phaedra’s number. The young girl was keen to please and swiftly found two: a mobile telephone and a landline. Antoinette dialed the mobile and waited. It seemed to ring for an achingly long time. She could almost hear her heart beating as she waited anxiously for the girl to respond. Finally, the gentle voice of her stepdaughter answered. “Hello, Phaedra, it’s Antoinette Frampton—” She was just about to explain who she was when Phaedra cut in.


    “Oh, Lady Frampton. What a surprise. I wasn’t expecting you to call.”


    “Well, I wanted to apologize for the other day.”


    “Listen, it’s okay. I understand it must have come as a big shock. Please don’t apologize. It is I who should apologize to you.”


    “Well, that’s very kind of you. I’m sorry you couldn’t make the reading of the will today. I just wanted to let you know that George has—”


    “Please,” Phaedra interrupted swiftly. “I really don’t wish to know. It’s all highly embarrassing.”


    “Don’t you want to know that he’s taken care of you?”


    “I’m trying not to think about him at all. It’s simply too painful.”


    Antoinette heard a sniff down the line, and her heart swelled with compassion. “I know how you feel, my dear. I’m drowning in memories, too, all around me, all the time; I can barely breathe. I would love you to come and stay. Please don’t say no. I know it’s what George would have wanted. You’re a Frampton, after all.” There was a lengthy pause. Antoinette began to chew her thumb where the skin was already raw. “Maybe you need time to consider?”


    “No, I don’t need time,” Phaedra replied softly. “I can’t. I’m sorry. I really can’t. Thank you for calling, Lady Frampton, it means a great deal to me.” And she hung up.


    Antoinette was stunned. She remained on the bed, holding the receiver to her ear, unable to accept that the girl had refused her. If Antoinette had desired to see her before, she now longed with all her heart. It was as if Phaedra was a link to George, that if she could reach her, she’d reclaim a little of her husband. But she couldn’t reach her; the more she stretched out, the further Phaedra pulled away. She replaced the receiver and put her head in her hands. What on earth was she to do now?
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