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Dedication

 


To my sister, L, who is beautiful and funny and so wise, 
 
and who’s been a friend all my life.
 














Disclaimer For non-UK readers:

 
To remain faithful to the author’s voice, all spelling, grammar and punctuation follow British English rules. This is also used in word choices and expressions, so lift instead of elevator, vest instead of tank-top, trousers instead of pants and so on.
 



















“Yesterday I was clever, so I wanted to change the world. 

Today I am wise, so I am changing myself.”



 
Rumi
 




Chapter One

 
Alice

The click of my heels on the floor echoes around the ticket hall of Westminster underground station. At 6:32 in the morning the place is almost empty, but I look around worried I’m attracting too much attention. No. Stop that. Back straight, head up! You’re not a shy little girl who can’t make friends anymore.
If I want to be respected in the cut-throat world of politics, I have to look and act the part. I’ve transformed myself from the naïve young woman in beautiful colourful skirts into this sleek, but dull-grey suited, professional.
“Dress like you mean business,” an image consultant advised me. “Pretty women have a harder struggle to be taken seriously. What’s more, you’re in danger of being seen as a lefty, hippy chick. And do something about your hair. It’s your biggest liability.”
Today, my long, burgundy-red curls have become a smooth, pale blonde, tucked away in a refined French twist. After five years and a lot of hard work, I’ve made a name for myself, not in the media – a shudder runs through me even now at the idea of so much visibility – but behind the scenes, in the committee rooms where it really matters. Alice Trapper is the most sought-after political researcher in Westminster. Today, I will finally achieve my dream, the reason I came into politics in the first place.
I head towards the ticket barrier, even though the smell of coffee from the little kiosk calls to me. But next to the coffee place is the newsagent laying out today’s papers on the rack outside his shop. If I go anywhere near the papers, I’ll be sucked into reading the headlines. It’s why I’ve kept my phone deep inside my bag. Today, of all days, I can’t afford to be distracted.
I take out my security card and slot it into the special barrier that leads from the station into a secure corridor to the House.
Beep. Beep. Access denied.
The light remains red; the gates refuse to open.
I try again,
Beep. Beep. Access denied.
Frustrated, I wipe the card on my sleeve and try it again.
What the hell?
I turn back pulling my phone out and dialling the switchboard. The phone rings and rings. Would anyone be there to answer at half-six in the morning? Probably not. I end the call and try Clive’s office. Someone is bound to be there, surely. This morning, Clive will present the Phoenix Bill, the policy we have been working on for months, the policy I’ve wanted for five years. The speech in my briefcase is word perfect, all it needs is Clive’s impressive voice to deliver it in the House of Commons.
The phone rings and goes on ringing. No answer. Where are they? The team should be there already. It’s a big day!
A man walks past me, a newspaper folded under his arm with part of the headline visible. CLIVE SMITH EXPOS – The man exits through the barrier and disappears.
Heart pounding, I turn back to the main foyer, past the café, past the small shops selling drinks and snacks, towards the newsagent and the racks of the morning papers. As I get closer, the front pages become visible; my mouth suddenly goes dry.
A picture of me and Clive, hand in hand on the beach in Plymouth, walking in the surf, trouser legs rolled up, and his shirt unbuttoned.
Midnight tryst for MP and eager researcher, a headline screams.
Illicit love on the beach with flapper Alice Trapper, sneers a tabloid.
And then a picture of me hugging him and laughing: Clive, you’ve been Trapped.
The one thing we never expected. We’d been so careful in public. Not in private, obviously. Everyone in Parliament knew about us; we’re hardly the only ‘private’ relationship.
“Excuse me.” Someone is trying to get past to grab a copy of the Daily Telegraph.
I must have been frozen, still standing in front of the newspaper racks. Stepping aside for the man, I glance around. There are more people in the station now, soon someone will recognise me.
I hurry back to the security barrier, but whatever was wrong with the electronic system hasn’t fixed itself yet, and the gate refuses to open. No choice but to take the stairs out of the station. Once up on the street level, I cross Westminster Bridge Road and make my way to the main entrance. Big Ben begins to sound, Ding dong, ding dong, ding, dong ding. I look up at the clock towering above. A quarter to seven.
Something flashes in my face.
There’s a whirr of cameras flashing and voices shouting questions. “Alice, how long have you been sleeping with Clive?” “Did he tell you government secrets?”
Jesus! Are the paparazzi out of bed already? Shouldn’t they be at home yawning and squinting into their Alka Seltzer?
I hug my briefcase to my chest and run down the pavement, through the ornate gates and into the main entrance to the House of Commons. The gang of photographers behind me are stopped by the police officers at the gate, but their voices still follow me. “Are you going to see Clive Smith now? Does the Prime Minister know of your affair?”
At the turnstile inside the entrance, my card still won’t work, so I have to run towards the glass booth holding up my badge to the officer. “Can you let me in, my card isn’t working.”
He grimaces as he takes the card from me and checks it against a list on a clipboard. He must already know me and is just pretending to check.
“I’m sorry, Miss Trapper, your access has been withdrawn. I can’t let you in.”
“I work here, I’m expected.”
“I’m sorry, I can only follow orders. Can’t let you through unless someone signs you in.”
Since when? I’ve worked here for five years!
No doubt some overzealous idiot in security saw the papers in the wee hours and decided to play safe.
“Can you please call Jo Grant, she’s head of admin?”
A moment passes while the man tries a number then shakes his head. “Sorry, no answer. She’s not at work yet.”
I try her mobile.
It rings three times then goes to voice mail.
“Hi, Jo. It’s Alice. I’m down in reception, but my card isn’t working. Security seems to think my permission has been cancelled. Could you please find out and fix it. And ring down to reception, tell them to allow me in?”
I give the security man a reassuring smile. This will be resolved soon; Jo is always quick.
Twenty minutes go by with nothing from Jo. People walk past me, a few glancing my way, curious, some even seem to recognise me, probably from the newspapers. God! Of all the things I hate in the universe, this kind of fame is the worst.
I go back to the booth. “Look I have the MP’s speech for the debate, and I need to get it to him.”
The security officer shrugs.
“It’s the Disability Compensation Bill. It’s in committee this morning. It’s very important.” I plead.
“You can leave it here and if he comes through, I’ll be sure to give it to him.”
Is the man joking?
“It’s highly confidential. No one should see it before the debate.”
He shrugs again.
I try everyone I could think of. Upstairs in our offices, over in the ministry, in the Whip’s office. Not available. Not available. Not available. The doors have slammed shut in my face.
Can they think I’ve leaked the affair to the press? Whatever they might be thinking, I can’t stand around here like an idiot. Better find a café somewhere and think of another way to reach Clive.
Unfortunately, the ladies and gentlemen of the gutter press are still waiting outside. As soon as I walk out, they go for me.
“When did your affair start?”
I hurry towards the underground station then change my mind. They’d only follow me inside and ride the train with me; then there’d be no getting away from them.
“How many politicians have you shagged?”
“Do you like stealing men?”
A black cab, his light on, drives slowly by and I run after it, yank the door open, and throw myself in.
Their questions follow me, of course. “Did you think about his wife?”
I slam the door shut and gasp at the driver. “Go!”
One reporter runs after us as the taxi pulls away.
I bend over and put my face between my knees to avoid the cameras.
“Are you a marriage breaker, Alice?” He shouts, running on the street.
“It’s not true, it’s not true. There’s nothing to break,” I whisper to my knees. “He’s not cheating.”
My knees listen but don’t answer.
“Where to, love?” The taxi driver asks forcing me to lift my head a couple of inches and peek through the window. We’re free of the reporters at last. I give him my address and sit up, allowing myself to breathe.
The reprieve is a short one. As soon as the cab rounds the corner into Vauxhall Cross, we see them – another gaggle of reporters and cameras cluster around the entrance to my building. Jesus how did they know? Clearly, they’re not as stupid as their questions. They’ve worked out that if I left the House of Commons, I’d be going come.
Once again, my head down on my knees, “Can you drive round into the supermarket, please, to the underground car park?”
There’s a service entrance in the car park that leads into my block of flats. Mercifully, it’s clear. The cab pulls over; the meter reads £12.80; I rummage in my bag, find a £20. and give it to him. “Keep the change.”




Chapter two

 
Alice

Two hours later, standing in my stockinged feet, I gaze out of my twenty-second-floor window. If there are any reporters not camped outside my building, then they’re probably trying to call me. Both my work and personal iPhones lie on the table, both of them switched to Do Not Disturb. My family and Clive are the only numbers allowed to come through, but he hasn’t called yet.
He’s probably having to be careful in case his phone – or mine – are hacked. It wasn’t so long ago The News of the World was forced to close for just such a hacking.
The TV drones on in the background, repeating different versions of my own story. The reporter who broke the news is being interviewed. Unable to stop myself, I watch. Apparently, he spotted us together coming out of a wine shop in Plymouth and decided to follow a hunch.
I drop my head into my hands.
That bloody wine!
It was my fault. Clive suggested we order room service, but I wanted something special to celebrate. Clive, sweet loving man that he is, insisted on paying the £50 for the Saint-Émilion red. Today, he’s going to pay again. That bottle of wine is going to cost us both a lot more than £50.
The television camera zooms in on an identical bottle in the studio while the presenter jokes, “Well clearly, this was no ordinary working evening, not with a £50 wine.” They all titter.
My phone rings and I leap on it. But it’s not Clive, it’s my sister. I am tempted to ignore the call. “Hi.” I answer sounding scared even to my own ears
She’s worried of course, and I do my best to reassure her.
“No, he didn’t lie to me.” I say for the umpteenth time.
“Alice, sweetheart, I know you love him. We all liked him. But he wouldn’t be the first married man to use the old lie about my marriage is over, then go home to his wife.”
I take a deep breath; this is not going to be easy, or fast. The clock in the corner of the TV screen says, 11:25, the disability debate starts in five minutes.
“You say they’re separated, but are they really? Does his wife know their marriage is over? Has he moved out of the marital home? The marital bed?”
“They’ve lived in different homes for four years. Everyone knows this. His wife only ever appeared when they had to campaign for his seat in the by-elections two years ago, when they had to look like the perfect power couple for the press. And everyone in Parliament knows about our relationship.”
“Yes, but politicians are all liars, I bet half of them are having affairs and covering for one another.”
“Even Sir Alan, her father? For God’s sake, we have dinner with him once a month. He knows we’re in love and it’s serious.”
“Then why hasn’t he divorced his wife? I mean you’ve been together for a year.”
I sigh. My sister is loving and generous, and she cares about me, but she doesn’t understand the world of politics. “Because there’s an election coming up next year. You know what would have happened if they’d started divorce proceedings now, it would become the issue instead of his work. We were waiting until after the elections next year to before breaking the story.”
“Well, the story’s broken, hasn’t it? He’d better come clean and defend you before the press call you more horrid names. That awful DJ on the radio was calling you a man-eater.”
I try to remain calm and nonchalant, at least while my sister is on the phone. But my insides shrivel and twist.
This kind of public attention is torture to someone like me who’s always been an introvert. Someone who’s always wanted to spend her days between the pages of books or behind a computer screen. It was at Kings College when my professor took me aside after one tutorial. “You know Alice, if you really care about helping the weak and needy, you’re not going to do it hiding in the library and writing a PhD thesis. If you want to make a difference, to defend those who can’t defend themselves, then go into politics. That’s where the real change happens.”
Which is how I ended up in Westminster and eventually developing the Phoenix Bill. It’s also what brought me and Clive together.
“You are not just my senior political aide,” Clive said only last week when we were in Plymouth. “You are the brains in my operation and the fire that drives this campaign. Without you, the Phoenix Bill would not exist, you should have your name on it.”
I’d shuddered and reminded him that the only reason we were a good match was because I was only comfortable working behind the scenes while he worked best in the limelight.
Ironic, now I’m the one in the worst kind of limelight.
A reminder flashes on my screen: Disability Debate. Clive would be there now, but the speech is still in my briefcase.
What would Adele do if she lost her voice to throat cancer, if Benedict Cumberbatch had his face burnt in a fire? Now let me ask you what happens to the thousands of skilled hard-working people who lose their jobs after injury? Do we offer training, help them find a new career, let them become a success? Even old furniture can be upcycled to make something beautiful, so why do we let our people sink into unemployment and poverty? When did we become a heartless nation that takes people’s taxes but offers them nothing in their time of need?

Tears sting my eyes. I can’t be about to fail now, just when we’re so close.
And what’s going to happen to me?
My mind searches for examples of recent history, desperate for a ray of hope. David Mellor MP, Deputy Prime Minister, John Prescot, and leader of the Lib Dems, Paddy Ashdown… all have been caught with their trousers down. And every time, every single time, the same thing happened. The established strategy, the standard, one-size-fits-all solution. The party forms a shield-wall around the star politician and throws the woman under a bus.
I close my eyes.
But then, my memory finds another example… and a small hope flutters like a tiny candle in my heart.
When Barry Porter, MP was caught having an affair, he stood by his lover. Almost immediately after the story broke out, he made a public statement defending her. Then, he left his wife and four grown up children for her.
Surely if Barry Porter, who had a real marriage and children, didn’t lose his job, then neither would Clive. Everyone knows it is a political marriage of convenience. He will come through this. We both will. We have to.
He just needs a chance to talk to the party leader, maybe even the Prime Minister.
– something in the drone of the TV catches my attention:
“That statement from Clive Smith has shed a different light on the story.”
What? What statement? When? How did I miss this?
“You have to respect him for having the courage to say this,” one of the experts is saying. “It can’t have been easy. This must have come after a serious discussion with the Prime Minister.”
My heart leaps.
The presenter explains, “For viewers joining us now, Clive Smith, MP, gave an official statement earlier…”
The scene switches to recorded footage outside the House of Commons. Clive, flanked by two of his colleagues… my colleagues. A police cordon keeps the public and press from swarming him. The cameras zoom in; Clive’s face fills the screen. He looks tired but calm. “I wish to make a brief statement. I’ve been Member for Twickenham South for the last ten years and have worked tirelessly to represent my constituents and the interests of the country.”
He glances around the assembled press and cameras, calm, confident. I know this; he told me how his mentor had insisted on expensive media training. Make eye contact with all the cameras, appear relaxed and warm and confident.
“We have all been very distressed by recent allegations in the press,” Clive says. “I would like to reassure my supporters that Miss Alice Trapper and I are colleagues and friends, nothing more. During the party conference, the long hours working in close proximity can sometimes blur professional boundaries. I may have acted in a way open to misinterpretation. But my wife and I are very happily married, and we’ve discussed this openly and honestly as soon as I returned home.” He pauses and looks to his left. The line of colleagues parts to allow through an elegant woman in a light blue suit. Viv Smith walks over calmly and takes her husband’s hand, kisses him on the cheek before they both face the cameras.
“I deeply regret this momentary lapse in judgment last week, and the distress this revelation in the press has caused my family.”
Lapse in judgment?
Momentary?
My knees buckle. I have to lean a hand on the back of the sofa to hold myself up.
His colleagues standing around, smile at the wife. That’s what they always called Viv, ‘the wife.’ They used to joke about Clive having to pay two sets of electricity bills one for his house, and another for ‘the wife’s’ apartment.
On camera, Clive now looks only at Viv. “We’d be grateful if the press could respect our privacy as my wife and I put this regrettable incident behind us and move on.”
And he is gone.
Regrettable incident? That’s what my name is now?
Last month, he buried his face in my neck and called me the love of his life.
The scene changes back to the BBC news studio where the expert discusses my life, but I’m no longer listening, I’m at the kitchen sink throwing up.
The doorbell rings. It must have been ringing for long minutes while I was too busy retching down the plughole. I turn on the tap and wash my mouth.
My legs feel weak as I approach the door hesitantly.
The bell rings again. Someone really wants to see me.
“Who is it?” My hand trembles on the lock.
“Viv Smith,” says a quiet voice.
Clive’s wife.




Chapter Three

 
Alice

“Why would I do that?” I look up from the typed page and meet her eyes across the round dining table.
“Because you love him.” Viv picks off an invisible bit of fluff from the sleeve of her expensive suit. “Because he was ready to throw everything away this morning for you until my father, and several big wigs from the party, talked him round.”
So, That’s what happened. Sir Alan is Clive’s mentor; he took him under his wing and has been financing his political career for years. It was him who suggested Clive marry his own daughter Vivienne because she looked like the perfect politician’s wife. That Sir Alan has now parachuted in to rescue his investment. How? By making me tell the press, tell the country, it was all my fault.
The statement they’ve written for me says I had admired Clive from afar for so long, had a crush on him, and that he never encouraged me. That the walk on the beach, the hand holding, the hug, were all initiated by me.
Yep, they're throwing me under a bus, all right.
“Because” – Viv lifts her eyes back to me – “we both want to protect his career. I’ve given up several years of my life to maintain this charade, so it makes no sense to let it all go to waste.”
Glancing down at the typed statement again, I wonder if the all-powerful, all-controlling, all-interfering father-in-law wrote these ridiculous words. “No one is going to believe it.”
“It’s not the only piece in the jigsaw,” Viv says. “Another colleague will give another statement. He’ll say that he was in your hotel room working with you both, that the bottle of wine was for all of you to celebrate Clive’s promotion, and that it was his idea to go for a walk on the beach, but he was held up by a phone call, so you and Clive went ahead expecting him to catch up to you.”
Dear God, someone has been busy with the spin.
I read the statement again. “Can I ask you a question?”
“You want to know why I put up with it. Why I stay with him despite knowing he’d rather be with you?” Viv pushes her chair back and stands up. One fluid motion that speaks of expensive finishing schools in Switzerland and an even more expensive personal trainer. She strolls over to the large picture window and looks out over the Thames. Big Ben is just visible over the rooves of buildings.
“My parents had a marriage of convenience, did you know?” She speaks as if to the city below them. “My mother had the society background, the connections which my father needed to further his business. It was a fairy tale because they found love soon after and they have been very happy together.” She turns to face me. “My father was sure I’d have the same future with Clive. Marry him,” Viv’s voice deepens and takes on the arrogant style of Sir Alan. “And you could one day be the wife of our Prime Minister.”
She walks back to the table and sits down. “But we haven’t found love.”
Is she really as accepting as she sounds? Does she not mind?
“So, what happens now?” It sounds like an agreement, so I clarify. “I’m not saying I’m on board with this.” I drop the typed sheet back on the table.
“You’ll be offered a transfer, a new job. A good one.”
So that’s why I’ve been invited to a meeting with human resources. Of course! A new job as far away as possible, with people who have nothing in common with me, and who don’t care about things I’ve dedicated my life to. I swallow the sick lump in my throat.
“Alice.” Viv’s eyes are sympathetic. “Clive is not a bad man. He told me about you months ago and told me he’ll want a divorce when the timing is right. But think about it. Everyone’s saying there’s going to be a general election next year. A scandal right now will damage the party and they will blame Clive. You know what that will mean for his future. So, we’re all going to bite the bullet and wait a little bit longer. Put your relationship on hold, call it a break if you want. After the election, I’ll apply for a quiet divorce and, in time, the two of you can be together.”
“How long?” I meet and hold her gaze to see if she's lying, pretending, or spinning me. But either she's telling the truth or she's a very accomplished actress indeed.
“Six months, maybe a little longer. If you still want him.”
It surprises a cough out of me. If I still want him? “I’m sorry, what else have we been discussing all afternoon?”
Viv smiles, a polished civilized smile. “Oh, I know you love him, but being his wife is another thing completely. He’ll always be a politician first and husband a long, long way later. Get ready to have all your meals alone, go on holiday without him. Even if he’s with you, he’ll be on the phone all the time. And as for birthdays and anniversaries, you’ll get cards and gifts from his secretary. The only thing he’s passionate about is politics.”
I have to press my lips together so I don't say that I also care passionately about politics. It's hard to explain.
Something of this must have shown on my face because Viv shakes her head. “Well, I have warned you, but it’s up to you.” She gets to her feet, picking up her designer handbag. “They will offer you a transfer, take it, go to another city, let the press forget you. It’ll make your return easier.”
And she is gone, leaving nothing behind but a trace of expensive fragrance and the typed statement they want me to make.
Viv was right. The next morning I get an email inviting me to a meeting with Human Resources. Here we go.
I’m dressed and ready half an hour before my pre ordered taxi is due, but I can't help checking my phone for the latest news feeds.
Pictures of my dash out of Parliament yesterday, EXPOSED ALICE RUNS FOR COVER. Pictures of my building, THE HOUSE OF ILL REPUTE. Even of my primary school, WE’RE ASHAMED OF HER, SAYS ALICE’S TEACHERS.
Human Resources may have a range of options for me, but any position I take will be public knowledge within days and the press will follow because nothing sells papers better than a disgraced woman.
HOME-WRECKER ALICE TRAPPER HIDES IN A CHEAP NEIGHBOURHOOD. GOES SHOPPING. PUTS OUT THE RUBBISH BAGS.
No.
No, and no.
I go to my Uber app to cancel the taxi. Then I open my laptop and email human resources my resignation.
I need somewhere to hide. Somewhere the press would never think of looking for me.




Chapter Four

 
Brandon

Nutter Lane. The words are carved on the last stone of the small bridge that goes over the stream. Nutter Lane and Catcher Lane.
Odd names for a place to live. I can’t imagine my brother here. He had a strange sense of humour. Probably because physiotherapists have to find humour in strange places, or the job would drive you round the bend. I never understood why he chose such a depressing job. One of the many things I never understood about my twin brother. He always did things his own way. Once he got an idea, you couldn’t talk him out of it.
His latest joke, however, was pushing it a bit. On a scale of one to ten for strangeness, it scored forty-five. And it’s not as if I could ask him. Talking to dead people is the kind of strange I can only pull off if I wore a turban, lots of beaded jewellery, and had a Ouija board.
Shading my eyes with my hand, I glance around. The narrow country lane hemmed in on both sides with trees has been – meandering is the best way I can describe it – meandering for half a mile since I left the village. It finally goes over a stream and on the other side it forks into both strangely named lanes.
Unlike Nutter Lane which has six or seven cottages, all with neat gardens and light blue shutters in the French style, Catcher Lane is much smaller, and the houses aren’t very close and look uneven. The second farmhouse – I check the directions on the printed page – Blue Catch. It looks empty and the garden overgrown. A couple of trees flank the gate, their branches heavy with apples no one had bothered to pick. A sudden squeezing pain tightens my chest. My brother must have been too sick to tend the garden or pick the fruit. There are fallen apples beginning to rot all over the ground. Yes. This is the place. The photocopied document in my hand says so.
To my brother, Brandon, I leave the remainder of my savings to do with as he likes. I also leave him my cottage, Blue Catch, and it is my wish that he keeps it and make it his home, if not always, then at least for one year.

If anyone told me two months ago, the first home I owned would not be in the bright lights and bustle of Paris, Vienna, or even London, but on a tiny island in the middle of the English Channel, I’d have laughed out loud. But then my brother died and there was no more laughter.
I’ve never been the crying kind of man. And even if I were, there hasn’t been time. The last two months went by in a blur of arrangements leaving no time to grieve.
“You must cry. You need to get in touch with your feelings,” was how my mother put it. My mother is a big fan of getting in touch with her feelings. A fan of making everyone else get in touch with her feelings, too. For the last two months she’s sobbed, fainted, screamed, and generally made everyone’s life ten times harder before she allowed her latest husband to take her on a long cruise to ‘rest her nerves.’ The first time I’ve ever felt grateful to any of her men. This one has managed keep her happy – and out of my hair – while I sorted out the funeral, the probate, and the million things that come up with an unexpected death. There hasn’t been time to mourn my brother.
So here I am, out of guilt, out of hidden grief, out of God only knows, but I’m here at the end of a country lane, on a tiny rustic island, fulfilling my brother’s Last Will and Testament.
I walk through the gate and glance up at my inheritance. Blue Catch is a two-story grey stone cottage with a pitched roof surrounded by a garden. The trees rustle in the warm autumn breeze and some birds make noises. Apart from that, it’s very quiet.
Uncomfortably quiet.
My world is full of sound. The only quiet I like is the moment when the audience holds its breath and waits for the conductor to signal to the orchestra, and we begin to play. And sometimes – if we’re very lucky – there’s a moment of silence at the end of the music when the audience is too affected to realise they should applaud.
But the silence of this island is constant. Nothing is going to happen. Why had Liam chosen this place? So much I didn’t know about my twin, it seems. Maybe in this silence, a place where no one knows me, I’ll have some time to catch up with myself and how I feel about what happened.
I fold the photocopy and tuck it into my breast pocket before walking up the stone steps to the front door. I fish for the keys inside the envelope from the lawyer and unlock the door. Three cards lie on the flagstone floor – post for my brother which he will never open.
Again, that tightness in my chest. I pick them up and walk inside leaving the door wide open to let in fresh air. The house smells of wood and a faint scent of trees. The entrance leads straight into a wide sitting room with a beamed ceiling and two bay windows. It’s dark; thin rays of light shine through the slats of the wooden shutters. As soon as I open them, sunlight floods in.
The room is sparsely furnished with one large sofa, a coffee table near the fireplace, and a bookcase which has no books. Considering how ill my brother must have been toward the end, there should have been some clutter, maybe half-drunk cups of tea on the table, or a discarded blanket on the sofa. But no, the room is clean and tidy as if no one had ever lived here.
I glance down at the cards in my hand. The first is a simple, white postcard with a dark blue coat of arms on the front: La Cannette Post Office. On the back, a handwritten note tells me that all Liam Hazelwood’s post is being kept safe at the post office and if Mr. Hazelwood’s brother would like to collect it, he could come any time at his convenience.
It’s the first time anyone has referred to me as Liam’s brother. As if it’s my turn to play second fiddle to him.
The other two cards, surprisingly, are addressed to me.
The first is a beautiful photograph, a section of beach with a white bird swooping low over the sea, its dark grey shadow mirrored in the water. On the edge of the frame there’s a blurred figure, a naked man running toward the sea. It takes me a moment to realise the figure is Liam.
The short message on the back says: Cold water swimming, Easter, last year.
When had my brother been a fan of naked swimming? What else didn’t I know about his life?
The third card also has a beautiful photograph. This one shows a sunny sky, seen through the leaves of a weeping willow as if the photographer had lain on the ground to take the picture.
The printed message on the back says:
"This was Liam’s favourite tree. Your brother was a much-loved member of this community and will be greatly missed. We will do our best to welcome you here. Please do not hesitate to ask for anything you need."

 
Several signatures are below. Millie, George, Adam, Pierre, Gabriel, Ann, Laura, Mrs B.
And one last signature in a slightly shaky hand, Du Montfort.

I remember Lord Du Montfort from the funeral. The elderly man in the wheelchair who had been Liam’s primary patient. He gripped my hand and spoke warmly. At the time, still in shock, I barely took in half the names as people offered condolences. I remember Millie, face wet with tears as she hugged my mother.
I turn the card again to look at the photograph, the sun sparkling through leaves. Yes, Liam would have liked that. There is a small line in the lower corner in faint type: Gabriel Evans Photographer.
A quick check shows the same photographer’s credit on the back of the other picture. Someone who knew my brother and cared for him had taken these pictures and had made them into cards. I drop the cards on the small table.
The trip to the post office can wait a day or two. I don’t feel ready to face anyone just yet.
The sitting room has nothing else. Liam’s personal things must be upstairs in the bedroom.
Before I can find the stairs, there’s a knock. I’d left the door open so this, no doubt, is one of the neighbours passing by.
“Hello, Mr. Hazelwood.” A man calls, coming in.
It’s the lawyer – what was his name? – the one who handled probate on the island. He came to London to meet with me and sign the paperwork that transferred ownership of Liam’s cottage.
“Welcome to the island.” He wipes his feet on the doormat and walks in not waiting for me to invite him.
“I won’t take much of your time.” He lays a briefcase on the coffee table and clicks it open. “I’m here to fulfil instructions left by your late brother.”
He takes out a large envelope with great care bordering on reverence. “He wanted you to receive this as soon as you moved here.”
As soon as?

This is so surprising. I can’t think what to say. I never told anyone I was planning to come today. I’d simply taken the ferry to La Canette this morning and walked down on an empty country lane to the cottage. I talked to no one and have barely been on the island half an hour. Lawyer What’s-His-Name must be clairvoyant.
“Well, if there is anything you need, please feel free to call me.” He hands me the envelope.
“Yes…er…thank you,” is the best I can manage.
Several minutes after the man’s gone, I’m still standing in the middle of the room holding the envelope in my hand. On the front, a label has been fixed with some logo: “To be delivered to Mr. Brandon Hazelwood only after his arrival on La Canette.”
Exhaling a long breath, I go to the sofa, perch on the arm, and finally flip the envelope to tear off the seal. Inside is a smaller envelope, this one addressed in my brother’s handwriting.
One word.
Brand.
Suddenly, the place is no longer empty or impersonal. I can almost hear Liam’s voice – calm, light, amused, affectionate. Brand.
The realisation that I’ll never hear him again hits me like a knife-stab, it takes my breath away. But I don’t do pain. I don’t do tears either. It’s not who I am.
Instead, I slip a finger under the flap and gently peel the envelope open.
Inside is a letter, two pages, handwritten in blue ink.
If you’re reading this, then you have decided to grant my wish and come to live in the cottage. Thank you. Now I can tell you the rest.

I’m writing this in my hospital bed and the doctor tells me the end will be very soon. I’m not sad, not at all. I’m at peace. I’ve had a good life, and I’ve even had a short passionate love affair with someone this summer, so I have some idea why you like women so much. Jacqui knew about my cancer, and we both knew we only had a few weeks. We made it count.

But this letter is about something else. We all come to this life for a reason, and I think I’ve found mine.

I’m serious, I’ve been thinking about it a very long time, and this is my final wish list. Some are things I wanted to complete but never had the time, and some are things I wanted for you. I know you’ll hate this, but please do it for me.

Ten wishes. You can do them in any order you like. But please do them over time, don’t go thinking you can just rush through the lot in a fortnight.

I have to smile. Liam had always laughed at my need to get things done fast.
ONE – I didn’t have time to furnish my cottage, Blue Catch. Please make it beautiful anyway you like. Make it a home. Don’t hire a bunch of decorators. Do as much as possible yourself. Afterwards, you might want to sell it, and I can’t stop you, obviously, but please live here for a year at least.

TWO – Change jobs...

Ding dong.
The doorbell makes me look up. What now?
It’s followed by a determined knock on the door itself. I put the letter down and go to open.
“Hello,” says a huge basket of fruit and vegetables. “I’m Cook.”
“Hi?” I reply as a cardboard box waddles into view behind the basket.
“And I’m Mrs B, housekeeper from the hall,” the box says. “You’d better let us in.”
I step aside and watch nonplussed as they shuffle in. Both are carried by short women, one slim, middle-aged with salt and pepper hair.
The other, younger, plump with freckles all over her face. “I’m Cook. We only just heard you were here and managed to put a few things together.”
They heard? I’ve been here half an hour.
The two women hurry to the kitchen, and I follow. I barely catch a vague impression of a country kitchen with wooden counters and a lot of cupboards before the dak haired woman starts emptying sponges and tea towels out of the box. “We gave the place a through clean after the funeral, but that was six weeks ago. We expected you before now.” She fills a bucket with water and starts mopping the counters.
The other woman – Cook? – is cleaning a large oven with four doors. “Mrs B?” she calls over her shoulder. “We’ll need fresh wood to start the Aga, this here is all damp.” Then she glances back at me. “We brought an electric kettle. Would you like a cup of tea?” She opens a cupboard and takes out three mugs.
They certainly seem to know their way around.
“Excuse me.” I clear my throat. “How did you know my brother?”
“Oh, we met you at the funeral. You probably don’t remember us.” She stops and her face turns very emotional. “Oh, you poor love, I’m sure, it was a difficult day.”
“We all work at Du Montfort Hall. Liam was like family.” The other woman – Mrs. B? – adds.
Aha. Yes. Du Montfort Hall. That’s where Lord Du Montfort lives. Liam’s Facebook posts had been full of pictures of a beautiful stately home, gardens, and food in a magnificent country kitchen full of copper pots.
“I’ve known him since he first came to the island and moved in with us.” Mrs. B comes to wipe the counter behind me. Without thinking, I move to give her room. She’s that kind of woman.
“What do you mean moved in with you?”
“At the Hall, most of the senior staff live there.”
I’m confused. “Why would my brother live at the hall when he had a big house here?”
Mrs B looks about to cry. “He had to wait until this cottage was free. Some property developers nearly bought it from under him, but he…” She finally stops cleaning and looks at me; there’s a shine in her eyes. “It’s a bit too big for him, but he was very excited about it. We thought he was planning to get married and start a family.”
“We never knew he was sick.” Cook pauses in the middle of cleaning the fridge. “He never told us until the very end when he called Master George to ask…” She hesitates. “He asked to be buried on the island. And that was two days before the end.” She swallows the sob on the last word.
“None of us knew.” Mrs B repeats.
“No, it came as a surprise to us, too.” I say shortly and walk out of the kitchen.
Liam had kept it from everyone it seems. Mum and I only found out the day he…the day it was all over. No warning.
Liam’s letter is still on the coffee table, but before I can reach for it – Ding, dong. The doorbell again. Surely not someone else coming to clean.
It isn’t. It’s the butcher with a small package.
“You must be Mr Brandon Hazelwood, Liam’s brother. I thought you bein’ new here you wouldn’t know where the shops are, and this is just to tide you over.” He hands me the package which contains four pork chops and a dozen herb sausages.
I thank him and promise that if I need anything, anything at all, more sausages, chops, bacon, or chicken with four arms and a trilby hat, then yes, I will be sure to call on him any time, except Sundays.
My phone vibrates in my pocket, saving me from further conversation. I apologise to the butcher and close the door as politely and firmly as possible before answering the phone.
“Brandon Hazelwood,” exclaims a happy voice. “As I live and breathe.”
Janey. The last time I saw or heard from Janey, was…two months ago? Early morning. My phone had rung and rung and gone on ringing until I unwound my arm from around a sleeping Janey and got up. After searching everywhere, I finally located the phone somewhere in the scattered clothes I’d dropped on the floor the night before in the urgency of passion.
“Yes?” I answered, my voice sharp with impatience, my eyes on the naked woman yawning and watching me.
“It’s Liam.” My mother sobbed.
And my life changed.
“Where have you been, you gorgeous man?” Janey asks now. “I’ve been trying you all morning, but your phone was unavailable.”
I drag my mind back to the sparsely furnished sitting room in Liam’s cottage, the pork chops and sausages in their wrapping on the table, and the sun pouring in through the bay window.
“Uh…I was on the ferry.”
“What’s this I hear you resigned from the QEC? Why? What happened?”
I scrub a hand over my face, my jaw is scratchy with stubble. “I just felt it was time for a change.”
The only person who knew the real reason for my resignation was the head of the orchestra and he promised to keep the information private. In the shock of it all, the last thing I wanted was a deluge of condolences and hugs from everyone in the classical music industry. They didn’t know Liam, so none of it would mean anything.
“So, where are you working now?”
“Just taking a short holiday.”
“Well, pack your bags and come to Amsterdam. The
Concertgebouw
have a three month world tour starting soon and” – her voice lilts up with excitement – “your name was mentioned.”
My back straightens. My shoulders move back. The Royal Concertgebouw is one of the top orchestras in the world. Only a fool would let such an opportunity go. A world tour! The publicity alone would make my reputation.
“I was…well,” My eyes land on Liam’s letter still open where I left it. “I was going to take some time out, you know…”
“What are you talking about? Take time off right in the middle of your career, just when things are gathering momentum.” Janey sounds incredulous. “If you drop out of sight now, you’ll have to start from scratch.”
“You may be right.”
If I go now, I could come back in April and fulfil my brother’s request. The thought is seductive. The Concertgebouw, for God’s sake!
“Of course, I’m right. I don’t need to tell you if the Concertgebouw
need someone to fill in on their tour, it’s because they have a real vacancy. It means when the tour is finished in April, they’ll be auditioning for a permanent position, and you would be in an excellent position to get it. This could mean everything.”
Except that if I got the permanent position, I’d not be coming back at all.
“Come on,” Janey urges. “I have a flat in Amsterdam, you can stay with me.” Her voice takes on that slow husky note, like the sound of a cello. It makes me imagine her, both of us, in bed and my body begins to respond.
Ding, Dong. The doorbell again.
“Hold on.” I tell her and go to answer the door.
A teenage boy holds a basket with something wrapped in grease-proof paper.
“Janey,” I speak into the phone. “Someone’s at the door. I’ll call you later.”
“Promise?” she breathes.
“Of course.” I whisper because I know what my whisper will do to her. What it’s already doing to me.
“Hello?” I switch to a normal voice, shoving the phone back into my pocket.
“Apple Tree Dairy.” The boy replies. “My mum said you might like some cheese.”
I thank him even though I don’t really want cheese, any more than I wanted pork sausages. Or the jars of marmalade and chutney that came next. Or the basket of apples and grapes that followed a few minutes later.
All I want is to be left alone so I can think.
Ding, Dong. A selection of vegetables this time.
The entire mercantile community on this island seems to have loved my brother and probably fed him too. If they are about to transfer their love to me, I’m not sure I can last a week here, never mind a year. If I’d been the kind of man who liked people taking care of me, I’d have got married long ago.
The march of food supplies shows no sign of ending, so, I go into the kitchen and tell Mrs B that I’m going upstairs. Hopefully she’ll phone or send out smoke signals or whatever communication method the island favours and stop them showing up at my doorstep with more food.
I’m a thirty-three year old single man, not a clan of starving outlanders.
Then I take the letter and climb the wooden stairs, dreading the task ahead.
Going through my brother’s things and packing away a life cut short too soon is going to be hard.
Except that…
Everything is clean and tidy. The cottage has three bedrooms, all with empty wardrobes; the beds stripped, and floors scrubbed and waxed. In the last room, I find one suitcase beside the bed. A yellow sticky note on the side says, “Mr Liam’s clothes etc.” Two small cardboard boxes are similarly labelled BOOKS and PHYSIO EQUIPMENT.
My jaw tightens with irritation. What right had anyone to touch Liam’s personal things?
A small sound behind makes me jump.
Mrs B.
God, the woman knows how to sneak up on you.
“We thought you’d might like a cup of tea.” She holds a tray with a steaming mug and a plate of sandwiches which she places on a small table by the window then comes to stand beside me looking down at the boxes. “I hope you don’t mind my packing up Liam’s things.”
I press my lips together and say nothing, hoping my silence would tell her to go away and leave me alone.
It doesn’t work.
“He left me a letter.” She reaches into the box marked BOOKS and pulls out an envelope. “It arrived two days after we heard the news. He said to pack up his things and donate them to charity and not to leave them for you and his mother to deal with.”
Again, that tightness in my chest, the pain, and the thought that while I’d been busy living the good life in one European city after another, my brother was making arrangements to protect me and our mother.
Mrs B holds out the envelope. Suddenly I see her, really see her. A kind middle-aged woman trying her best to do the right thing and probably confused because I’m nothing like my gentle, affectionate brother.
“Thank you, Mrs B, and I appreciate what you did. But the letter was addressed to you. You can keep it.” I draw in a deep, deep breath. “I’m sorry I haven’t been good company.”
It’s not quite what I mean, but I’m not good with words and I don’t know how to apologise for being such a self-involved arse.
She brightens and give me a kind smile. “You’re all right. No one is good company after a bereavement.”
She walks back to the door. Just before leaving, she clears her throat. “We’re more or less finished downstairs.”
“Thank you. How much do I owe you both…”
The horrified expression on her face is answer enough.
“I’m sorry.” It sounds lame even to my own ears.
God, how do I handle this? The only women who normally come into any bedroom with me are either housekeeping – whom I usually tip – or a girlfriend I’m planning to sleep with.
So, I stand there like a lamppost not knowing what to do with myself while Mrs B fidgets.
“Before we leave, I was going to make the bed for you in the master bedroom,” she says, making things a hundred times more awkward.
“Thank you.”
She closes the door quietly and leaves me alone – finally. I sigh with relief.
Oh, Liam. What were you thinking making me come here?
I glance around the room, trying to find a trace of my brother, something, a clue to his life.
The window has a tiny Juliet balcony overlooking the garden. It’s as good a place as any to sit and think. Perching on the windowsill, I swing my legs out. Below, the garden is overgrown with trees and bushes, but it must have been something in a past life. A stone footpath curves around bushes leading far to the back where it disappears behind some tall trees.
My garden, now, I suppose.
What the hell do I do with a garden? I’m a classical musician, for God’s sake. My life is mostly spent in hotels travelling from one city to another with whatever orchestra wants me to play. I rarely make my own bed or do my own laundry, let alone cut grass or pull out weeds. Besides, a musician’s hands are essential. Underwriters charge a king’s ransom to insure them. I can’t go catching my fingers in a set of secateurs…. No, this whole thing is impossible.
After a moment, I dig into my pocket and pull out Liam’s letter.
One – Take over my cottage, make it yours anyway you like and live here…

Propping my feet on the balcony’s iron railing, back against the folded shutters, I help myself to the mug of tea and one of the sandwiches Mrs B brought me – cheese and pickle on some kind of seeded bread.
What if I kept the house and split my time between Europe and the English Channel? This might not be a bad place to spend a short break with a girlfriend.
Okay, what else did Liam want?
Two – Try a different job. I know you love your career but try something else for at least a year.

A year? Do what? I’m a musician! I hold up an oboe and blow into a double reed to make sound. That’s what I do. And doing it to a level good enough to be hired by an orchestra has taken me fifteen years of training, I’m not trained for anything else.
And now, the opportunity at the Concertgebouw is unlikely to hang around waiting for me. You don’t turn your back on arguably the best orchestra in the world in order to …what? Live here and do what?
Three – Do something to help someone in trouble. And, no, I don’t mean give money to charity. Give your time, a little part of your life.

Four – Take a vow of celibacy for at least one whole year.

I almost choke on my tea.
And then, without warning, a memory slides into the front of my mind. Christmas a few years ago. My uncle, drunk on too much sherry, decided to be funny by telling my least favourite joke in the world.
When Liam and Brandon were in the womb together, Brandon took all the looks, height, and talent, but Liam got all the love.
It always irked me and that last time I snapped.
“I get plenty of love, thank you.”
Liam laughed telling me that sex was not the same as love.
Probably not. But who needs complications, arguments, and tears. My life is too busy for that kind of love. Working closely with musicians and singers means there is no end of beautiful, exciting, talented women to keep my bed warm and help me explore new cities. Then, before any relationship can get to the awkward conversation, the tour comes to an end, and one or both of us get a job with a different orchestra. We go our separate ways. Love has always been a short, sweet thing. Followed by another short, sweet thing. Then another.
Celibate? I don’t think I’ve ever been celibate for longer than a fortnight. Could I even survive without sex for a whole year? For six months? Three months? Impossible. I wouldn’t make it for a month.
Five - Make a gift for someone who will not know it’s a gift, nor be able to thank you.

Six - Help someone do something they thought impossible or out of their reach.

Oh, because everything else on this list has been easy.
Seven - Allow yourself to feel pain.

Well, that’s easy. Doing any of the things on this list would be a lot of pain.
Eight - Change your diet, your eating habits. Trust me, this will make sense when you get it right.

This is starting to look like a monumental prank. Liam was never a fan of practical jokes, and I doubt that lying in a hospital bed made him a prankster. He must mean something, but what? What?
Nine – Meet a young woman who does not want to sleep with you and become her best friend. (You might even spend a night sleeping in the same bed without sex)

I carry on reading, not letting myself think because I don’t want to give myself an aneurysm.
Ten - When you have completed all the above, make a new wish list for yourself, for the life you want to have and put something on it that you think is impossible.

I put the last half-eaten sandwich back on the plate and drain the rest of my tea. I want to laugh because he’s funny. Liam is a funny, funny man when you get him. But I can’t laugh because I’m not sure I get it.
Nothing makes sense. Find a woman who doesn’t fancy me and become her best friend? I wouldn’t know where to even begin!
Did he write me an impossible list so I would feel like a failure to teach me humility? It doesn’t sound like my brother, except some of these requests are things he would not find impossible. Making friends and not sleeping with women? That was Liam all over. And he claimed it was rewarding. That same Christmas when my uncle repeated his stupid joke about love, Liam insisted love was not the same as sex. And I’d said, “You should try sex, you might like it, O brother.”
“I have tried it. It’s why I know.” He threw a pinecone at me.
I retaliated with a sprig of holly, and we both pelted each other with roasted chestnuts which were too hot and burnt our fingertips.
That was Christmas three years ago – the last time we’d been together.
How had three years gone by?
How much of my brother did I not know because I was busy travelling and living it up with one woman or another, in one glamourous city or another? Would I have known about his cancer if I’d been around? Maybe if I had been around, he might have told me, or might have even asked for help.
The thing about Liam is that he was always generous, always giving, and never asked for anything.
I look through his letter again.
Believe me, I’ve been thinking about it a very long time. My final wish list.

I know you’ll hate this, but please do it for me.

This is the only time he ever asked me for anything.
I have to thump my own chest with my fist to ease the tightness.
Okay, Liam. It might be a wish-list of impossible things, but I promise to try.




Chapter Five

 
Alice/Lessa

Note to self: never travel by sea. Sailing doesn’t suit me.
We’d barely left Saint-Malo in Britany when the seasickness started. Unfortunately, ferry is the only way to reach the tiny island of La Canette.
And tiny it certainly is. On the map it seemed little more than a speck between Guernsey and the French coast. Looking at it now, as dusk falls over the English Channel, it still looks like a speck.
Isn’t there a minimum size before a place can call itself an island? As opposed to a rock? Or a floating leaf?
To be fair, sea sickness is in large part responsible for my sour outlook. After all, La Canette’s smallness is exactly what I need. A place so insignificant, no one would dream of looking for me here. Somewhere to make a fresh start without the toxic reputation following me around.
Ironically, a fresh start was exactly what we’ve been campaigning for in that last speech, a helping hand to allow someone who lost everything to start over. I never thought it would be me in that position.
I pull my sleeves down and cross my arms in the early evening chill. No, I’m not in that position. I have experience and skills. For the last two weeks my considerable researcher’s mind has been devising the perfect escape plan.
Holed up in my sister’s flat, I’d made all the arrangements, packed up, and said goodbye to the handful of people still talking to me, none of them connected to my parliamentary career. Then, with a suitcase full of my sister’s clothes, I’d hugged my parents, kissed my nephews and nieces, and let my father drive me to Waterloo station.
“Call us if you need anything, Lessa.” Dad kissed me. He never stopped using my childhood nickname even though as an adult, respected professional I didn’t use cute names. I boarded the early morning train to Paris. From there, I took several metro trips around the city, hopping off one train and onto another to lose any enterprising journalists who might have followed me.
In La Pigalle, I found a cheap and cheerful hair salon where they transformed me back to my natural, deep red. Without the straighteners, the curly hair was a million miles from the tight and sleek blonde twist that had been my trademark in Parliament.
On the ferry, a man across is watching me, making my heart hammer in panic. Then I realise he’s not looking at my face; his eyes are glued to my chest. This is the problem with soft tee-shirt fabric, it clings, and does little to disguise the swell of bosoms.
Ridiculous! All it took was curly red hair and a soft tee that moulded my body, and six years of image control evaporated like a puff of smoke in the wind.
“Forget the government,” my sister said when we hugged. “They don’t deserve you. If Clive was half the man I thought he was, he’d have resigned for you.”
How could I tell them that somethings mattered more. That if every politician gave up when the going got tough, who would champion those who needed help. Clive and I spent a year developing a fair and strong policy; we have to see it through even if it costs us a few months’ separation.
“It was bad enough he missed his chance to deliver the speech, now he’ll have to work extra hard.” I squeezed her back.
“What about you?”
“I’ll be fine.” And I will be if I really disappear for a few months. The tabloids will forget me.
Clive and I must be patient for a little while, then we’ll be safe.
My phone screen showed 7pm. We are here at last. The ferry docked at… I try not to glare at the port. Are they taking the piss? This place is a glorified fishing wharf.
Even the two attendants who man the terminus are closing up. “Last ferry for the night, love,” one of them says in a strange accent as he mounts a bicycle and pedals away.
“You a’right, Miss?” the other attendant asks on his way out.
“Yes, fine thank you.” I walk out to the forecourt in front of the terminus to wait.
The hotel offered to send someone to meet me because La Canette doesn’t do taxis here, or cars of any kind. So, I wait in the gathering dusk for the tuk-tuk, or flying saucer, or whatever transport the hotel people are sending. La Canette has no streetlights either. Something to do with eliminating light pollution to allow the stars to shine. For God’s sake, what kind of city runs without cars in this day and age? It seemed like such a fascinating detail when researching the island from the comfort of a warm, well-lit home in London. Now, in the gathering dark, chilly, middle of nowhere, it’s starting to feel like a huge mistake.
I try calling the hotel but the email with their contact details won’t download without internet. I keep pulling the screen down to refresh, again and again, but my carrier doesn’t recognise the local network and can’t pick up not even a ghost of a 5G signal, or 4G, or even 1G.
The ferry blows a loud horn as it sails away. Despite the sea sickness still gripping my tummy, I wish with all my heart I was still on it going to England, to France, to anywhere with civilisation. Somewhere familiar. Anywhere before the time when I was called “Trapper the Slapper.”
It was starting to dawn on me that I’m alone. The urgency of the last two weeks, the shock, the worry about Clive, all of it camouflaged the fact I was losing almost everything that really mattered to me.
It starts to rain. Not much, just a gentle drizzle. Enough to make my hair frizzy and my clothes clammy.
“Are you all right?” A tall man walks toward the terminus.
I quickly wipe the tears off my face. “Yes, I’m fine. Just waiting for someone.”
He regards me for a moment longer then walks a few steps toward the locked gates into the terminus. “Hello?” He calls through the metal bars.
“They’re closed.” I call out to him.
He checks his watch and huffs in exasperation. “I have a parcel to pick up.” He takes out his phone to shine the flashlight at the sign with opening times. “Bugger. Seven in the morning.”
His accent is London or possibly Home Counties. The familiar rounded vowels are oddly comforting in this strange, lonely place.
As he turns to walk back from the gates, I screw my courage and ask, “Excuse me, do you happen to know how I could get to Bright Cove Hotel?”
“Vaguely.” He frowns uncertainly. “I’m new here.”
I hate asking strangers for help, but this place is short on options. In all likelihood, this man is the last person walking this way until seven in the morning.
“I’m sorry to bother you, but my phone won’t work here and I’m trying to call the hotel. They were supposed to pick me up. Maybe I could just walk there.”
His gaze takes in my suitcase. “I can’t make calls, either. That was my new network router in the parcel.” He tips his head toward the terminus. “But I should be able to call up Google Maps.” He taps his screen a couple of times. “Bright Cove, did you say?”
“Yes.”
Using his fingers to expand the view and pan to right and left. “Aha, there it is.”
Thank God.
Then he looks up, and even in the near dark, his expression is troubled. “I don’t think you can walk there. It’s at the other end of the island. Two hours on foot.”
It would take more than a two-hour walk to defeat me. And the exercise would warm me a bit. At least, I’d be doing something, not just standing here like a helpless Cinderella waiting for her fairy godmother to magic up a carriage. “I can’t stay here.”
“Indeed not.” He comes over to my side and picks up the suitcase. “Come on, you can stay with me tonight.”
Not so fast, Mister. “I don’t think so.” I grab for the handle while quashing down the surge of fear. He’s a tall man with wide shoulders, and his grip on the suitcase handle is strong, but that’s no reason to let him intimidate me.
“I’ve done plenty of martial arts and self-defence. So, unless you want a bloody nose, you’ll let go.”
He puts the suitcase down and removes his hand. I quickly wheel it closer to my leg.
“I’m sorry if I frightened you.”
“Apology will be accepted as soon as you walk away.” My voice sounds stronger than I feel. And to think a moment ago, I was desperate not to be left alone.
He seems to be thinking something complicated.
At last, he offers half a smile. “The thing is, it’ll be pitch dark very soon, and you won’t be able to walk anywhere. I live nearby, you’re more than welcome to my spare room. I promise. No funny business.”
His words, and more than anything, his voice, are calm and reassuring. I hate to admit it, but he is probably right; the dark would soon be impenetrable. I could hardly stand in the rain all night.
Runaway parliamentary researcher found dead in doorway to derelict ferry station.

Disgraced Alice Trapper. From the corridors of power to obscure country lanes.

 
On the other hand, who was this man?
Alice goes from politician lover to unknown rapist.
Before my mind can run away with more lurid headlines, I yank it back to something more sensible.
“Look, I work for the government and if I’m harmed in any way, there’ll be an almighty fuss.”
Immediately, I want to snatch the words back. Of all the stupid things to say, so much for flying under the radar.
Is he smiling? Hard to see in the dark, but he reaches for his back pocket. “I work for the Queen Elizabeth Chamber Orchestra.” He extracts a couple cards from his wallet and hands them to me then switches on his phone flashlight to help me read.
The first is a business card for Brandon Hazelwood, Oboe & Cor Anglais. I flip the card to find the address on the back. QECO, 104 Chancel Street, London, SE1 3PQ.
The other is a credit card in the name of Brandon Hazelwood.
“I’m also fairly well known around here.” he says lightly enough. “And people keep coming to my door bringing me baskets of vegetables and jars of preserves. This is a friendly island. So, it’ll be hard for me to hide a body. If you like, we can knock on my neighbour’s cottage and tell them you’re here so if I kill you during the night, they’ll know.”
He might be humouring me, but he’s also making good sense. There’s no point in me being stubborn just to win a point. So, after a moment, I hand his cards back and start to wheel the case.
He falls into step beside me, and we walk in silence to the end of the paved forecourt. The lane is less even here, and Brandon holds out his hand towards my suitcase. “You might damage your wheels on this, I’m happy to carry it.”
Oh, all right. If he wants to play hero-gentleman, let him.
He sets an easy pace but keeps quiet. After a few minutes it’s me who breaks the silence. “I’m sorry. My job makes it hard to trust people.”
He takes his time before answering. “Do you trust people with your name at least?”
“I’m Al–” I close my mouth just in time. I’ve already said far too much. Honestly, what was wrong with me?
“Nice to meet you, Al.”
“Sorry, it’s Lessa.” No one in the world would associate the name with me.
“Lisa?”
“Lessa.” I correct him.
“We’re nearly here.” He indicates a collection of what looks like country cottages. And he’s as good as his word, knocking on several doors down one lane before turning into another and knocking on one more which he says is his next-door neighbour. “This is Lessa.” He introduces me. “She just arrived on the last ferry, so she’ll be staying with me.”
The neighbours did indeed seem to know him, and he hasn’t lied about being new here because they still call him “Mr Hazelwood.”
His own cottage, when we reach it, is blissfully warm. It also has a faint smell of...orange zest? Yes, orange and something like resin. It’s oddly comforting like a big warm hug.
Brandon Hazelwood, oboe and something player for the Queen Something orchestra is clean and tidy to the point of being monastic. The cottage has very little furnishings and the spare bedroom, up some wooden stairs, contains nothing except a double bed.
“Are you warm enough?” He doesn’t even meet my eyes as he shows me the room, then goes out and makes noises opening and shutting things before coming back, his arms full of clean linen and towels. “Umm…” He stands in the middle of the room looking awkward.
“It’s okay, I can make my own bed. Thank you.”
Visibly relieved, he points to the door and mumbles. “Bathroom is through there and…water should be hot.” Then he escapes.
What’s wrong with him? Has he never been in the same room with a woman? Perhaps he really is a monk. An oboe playing monk. What the hell is an oboe anyway?
I stand looking at the room, then at my suitcase. I’m cold and damp and for the first time in years, don’t have a to-do list to keep me focused. This probably explains my mood.
Tomorrow, I’ll decide whether to stay on this island or go somewhere else. France, even Italy. The world is full of nice places.




Chapter Six

 
Brandon

Have I done the right thing inviting her to stay? For the last half hour, the question has nagged at me like a bad debt.
Out in the gathering night and falling rain, it seemed a good idea to help someone stranded on a strange island. A no-brainer. Upstairs in the bedroom, my brain changed its advice because the rest of me had warmed up and started noticing that I was in small room with a large bed and a nice-looking woman.
When did I become such a neanderthal? Imagine ogling a woman in trouble.
“Hi” she said from somewhere behind me.
I slam the oven door with a bit too much force, making the shelves rattle, and I spin around, a friendly smile already on my face, then I see her and the smile slips.
She’s changed and…. Fuck.
The hot bath and some dry clothes have transformed her. I can’t help staring.
Legs.
Long legs.
Made longer by the dark leggings and knee-high boots. A brown, figure-hugging jumper that comes down to her thighs, does nothing to disguise her slim waist and stretches nicely over her chest. And then there is the hair. A cascade of dark red, loose ringlets fall halfway down her back.
A primitive creature inside me wants to wolf whistle, so I turn away and get busy looking inside the Aga. The fish pie has browned nicely, the creamy sauce piping and bubbling through the mashed potato. Grabbing a Jay cloth, I place it round the baking dish and bring it out.
“Buggery-bollocks!” I yelp almost throwing the dish on the counter because my hand burns. Even the wet jay cloth burns me. I cradle my hand and bend over it protectively.
“Here.” Lessa is instantly at my side, taking my hand and holding it under the tap. Cold water hits my burning fingers, making me hiss.
“You can’t use a jay cloth for hot things.”
“It was wet, should have been–"
“Wet makes it worse.”
“You don’t say.” Bloody hell, that hurts, but a few minutes of cold water does help soothe the pain. Finally, I look around. “Did I ruin the dish?”
“Keep your hand under the tap for a bit longer. I’ll deal with the food.” She sounds nothing like the scared creature I found in the dark two hours ago.
This new, improved woman takes charge, finds a dry towel, and transfers the baking dish to the table. When the kettle comes to the boil, she pours hot water into the large teapot I had waiting next to it.
A few red ringlets fall forward when she dips her head over the teapot to inhale with her eyes closed. “Mmm, I love Earl Grey.”
What’s wrong with me? Women don’t normally affect me this way. Especially, not women I hardly know.
“How is the hand?” She glances over her shoulder after placing the teapot on the table.
Unfortunately, the burning pain has receded to a dull throb and left space for other, inconvenient, sense to come centre stage. I’ve been gawping at her like a teenager.
Turning off the tap, I find a dry towel. “Much better. Shall we eat?”
Now the little drama is over, I don’t know what to say. I’ve never been so affected by a woman before, no matter how attractive. Lessa is beautiful, but that isn’t it, she’s… It’s hard to explain, something about her makes me want to look and keep looking.
I put food in my mouth but hardly taste it; my eyes follow her. She slices the fish pie, adds a little salad on the side, picks up her fork and knife, and starts eating.
A little later, she glances up and catches me watching her. Damn!
“You’re an impressive cook.”
“You think I cooked all this?” I scoff. “Didn’t you witness the hand-burning earlier?” I hold up my fingers to show her where the skin is still red. “I’ve never cooked anything more complicated than toast. Normally, I’m a talented restaurant booker and delivery orderer.”
Her eyes stay on me, a little quizzical.
“What?” I ask.
“Somehow, I didn’t think this tiny island stretched to food delivery.”
“What they lack in Uber Eats, they more than make up for in neighbourly gifts. My fridge is growing with stuff I’ll never eat before it goes off. You’re doing me a favour consuming some of it.”
She laughs, a nice, clear laugh that sounds like a flute trill.
Oh, I like her. I like her a lot. She’s not only beautiful with a smoking-hot figure, but she has a real spark. Smart quick-witted women are my weakness.
“And there I was feeling grateful for your generosity.” She gives me a mischievous grin. “It turns out you see me as a food disposal service.”
I hold her gaze and give her a deep, slow smile. All awkwardness of a moment ago has melted because now, this is familiar territory.
“Have you considered a compost box?” She glances around at the recycling bin by the wall.
“You’re a much nicer dinner companion than a compost box,” I say in a more serious, more intimate tone.
We’re here, the point where the subtle flirting comes out into the open with a frank invitation. If she responds, we would...we will… The thought makes me weak.
Far away, at the distant back of my mind, a tiny, tiny image of Liam’s letter – my promise of celibacy – waves trying to attract my attention. It has no chance against the sound of blood crashing in my ears.
I’ve never wanted a woman so much. I let my eyes linger on her face.
But she wasn’t looking at me. Something in the recycling box snags her attention and holds it. Slowly, her smile falls. All colour drains from her face.
I look, but there’s nothing, just a box on the floor full of torn packaging and old newspapers.
The fork and knife fall from her suddenly limp hands and clatter on the plate. The sudden noise makes us both jump. She glances at me with an expression like…fear.
Surely, it can’t be my flirting that scared her.
Confused, I turn to look at the recycling box, then back at her. But before I can ask, she makes an inarticulate sound deep in her throat and runs from the table. Her chair falls over, but she pays it no attention. She’s at the sink, the tap gushing water again as she begins to retch.
What’s in the recycling box? I go to check, but there’s nothing there, some cardboard and a copy of the Guardian from two weeks ago. It’s folded around a headline about that politician and his researcher. The picture shows a blonde business type woman, and the… wait…. I glance back at Lessa. She’s bending over the sink rinsing it, something about her profile…I pick up the newspaper for a closer look, and just then, Lessa turns and sees me with it.
A whisper of realisation passes between us. There’s no need for words; it’s clear in her eyes, a look of being cornered.




Chapter Seven

 
Brandon

She washes the sink with plenty of Fairy liquid and a dash of bleach, then rinses it and rinses it and rinses it.
I have the distinct impression she’s trying to delay talking to me. Suddenly, she stops, bracing her hand on the side of the sink, and closes her eyes, as if dizzy.
I drop the newspaper back in the box and make it to her side in an instant. Taking her elbow, I reach for a warm tea towel on the side of the Aga and give it to her. “Come and sit down.”
She lets me lead her back to the table.
I right the chair and help her into it. Her plate is still full of fish pie; Lessa’s face twists as if smelling something awful.
Quickly, I move the plate away.
“Sorry.” She gives me a weak smile. “I’m being an ungrateful guest...” She points to the baking dish with the remains of the pie. “But I can still smell it.”
I take the baking dish over to the counter on the other side of the kitchen. When she gives the quiche a similar look, I remove that too.
“I’m so sorry, wasting all your lovely food.”
“Don’t worry, it’s not wasted. Why do you think God created freezers?”
If she’s not going to eat the dinner, perhaps the biscuits someone sent me a few days ago. I bring the tin to the table and pour her a fresh cup of tea.
She looks up. “I suppose I owe you an explanation.” She says in a brittle voice.
“You owe me nothing. It’s none of my business.” I go to my own chair and sit down.
That fear in her eyes hasn’t gone; clearly, she’s scared of something.
“I’m not going to tell anyone. So, you’re safe.” I reassure her.
“But you know who I am.”
I incline my head. “You have been the most talked about woman in London. The press has been full of speculations about where you might have vanished to.”
She shakes her head sadly. A few curls come loose and fall over her face. “Don’t I know it.”
So, she’s in hiding. Why has it taken me so long to understand?
“Don’t worry. They’re all barking up the wrong tree. Most are convinced you’ve gone to New York to publish a spill-all book.”
Surprisingly, her face brightens. “Good. So, it worked.”
Does that mean…
She quickly explains. “I had to lay a false trail for the press. My sister rang one of the American gossip tabloids, pretended to be a blogger, and told them she’d seen me at a café in Manhattan talking to a literary agent.”
“Ingenious idea. Because if I had to bet, that’s where my money would have been. I didn’t believe you were hiding out in your lover’s country house.”
She tries a weak smile. “It’s the last place I’d be.”
Good, she’s cheering up, so I go on with the ridiculous gossip. “Someone even reported, you were sightseeing in Paris this afternoon, if you believe that.”
She doesn’t laugh. In fact, her expression is alarmed. “What did they say?”
I try to think. “It was on the radio. Something about silly news stories and one of the examples was that you’d been spotted by the Eiffel Tower. The implication was that Clive Smith had been with you. It was quickly denied by his office because he’d been in the House of Commons, witnessed by two hundred other MPs.”
She nods distractedly, then meets my eyes. “I was near the Eiffel Tower, exiting the metro to take a bus. I went round and round the city to lose any pursuit… I mean there wouldn’t be much point in” – she touches her curly hair – “if I was going to be followed to the hairdresser’s.”
Once again, her ingenious planning is impressive.
She catches me staring. “What?”
“Sorry.” I give her an apologetic look. “I was just thinking you must have been a force to be reckoned with in parliament.”
Suddenly, she’s blinking rapidly, her lashes wet with tears. “I’m sorry.” She wipes her eyes.
“It’s all right. You’re allowed. I’m sure I’d cry in your place.”
“The thing is…” She drags in a breath. “I need to disappear, otherwise the British press…” She makes a helpless gesture. “Just ruthless. They love nothing more than to demonise someone. Bad stories increase subscriptions, don’t you know? And I…” Her lip wobbles, and she makes a visible effort to get it under control. “They would have followed me around for years: Alice Trapper the Slapper chats to café waiter.
Disgraced Alice sits alone in the park hoping someone will talk to her.”
“Sacked parliamentarian forced to accept hospitality from man with burnt fingers.” I smile, hoping to cheer her up. “And is reduced to eating biscuits for dinner.”
She chuckles, sort of, but her eyes are still glassy. “I keep getting emotional, I don’t know why. Must be hormonal or–" Her brows knit into a frown, and she stops talking.
I should say something. But what? My search for sympathetic words comes up empty. No helpful comments, not even a funny anecdote about hormones. It’s starting to dawn on me that I know very little about women. Me, who is never without a girlfriend.
Not for the first time, Liam’s frequent joke comes back to me. You have far too much sex to have time for a relationship.
Pushing the memories away, I focus on the woman in front of me. “Are the lavender and honey biscuits any good?”
She takes an experimental nibble, then another. “Actually, they are lovely.”
“I’m afraid I haven’t tried them. I always think of lavender as old lady soap. I was going to take the box up to the bathroom.”
Good, the distraction seems to work. She’s smiling. And she does finish the biscuit and reach for another. Already, her face has regained its colour. She pushes her hair out of the way which reveals a pretty, graceful neck. I let her drink her tea and eat biscuits while I keep my eyes on my plate and finish my food like a good boy. She’s in all kinds of trouble. The last thing she needs is a man ogling her.
Earlier when she came downstairs looking sensational, I wondered if she’d dressed up for me.
Of course, she didn’t. Her heart belongs to Clive Smith, Junior Minister for Transport, or something like that.
Although, she’s far too pretty for the man.
Don’t be an animal. Stop gawping at her.
Hopefully, she hasn’t noticed.
“Can I ask you something?”
Or maybe she has.
“Of course.”
“Am I recognisable? Is everyone here going to know who I am?”
I let my eyes settle on her face for a little – well, she did ask – then shake my head. “I doubt it. I only guessed because of how you reacted…” I point to the old newspaper. “Otherwise, it’s a very good disguise with the hair colour and everything.”
Her hand goes to her hair and tugs at a soft curl. “It’s actually my natural colour.”
“Were you planning to stay here?” I change the subject.
“I thought so, but I’m having second thoughts. It’ll be a big change from my life in London.”
“You’re telling me. I spend my life going from one city to another.”
“Do you miss it?” she asks wistfully.
“I don’t know. I’m still a bit in shock. My life was all travel, concerts, going out, and well…” I think about the other fun pastime that shouldn’t be mentioned here in the kitchen to this woman. “I’m not used to staying at home night after night. In fact, I’m not used to having a home. But here all I have is a home. I don’t even have a working phone.”
“Do you need one? Can’t you just shout out loud and be heard at the other end of the island?”
She’s funny. Despite the tears and all the trouble, she’s the one that makes me laugh.
“Exactly. All this peace and quiet is wasted on a man like me. I was never one of those people who complain about noisy cities. I liked crowds.”
“Me, too.” Her eyes shine with excitement. “Walking through Green Park, crowded at lunch time. St Christopher’s Place before Christmas.”
“Crossing Hungerford Bridge to the Southbank.” I join her, remembering. “Coven Garden.”
“The rattle of trains going past at rush hour, the people going up and down steps in and out of stations. My phone ringing, deadlines, I loved it! You know my last project?” Her voice cracks making her pause for a moment. “It was about people who lose their jobs though injury or illness and have everything taken away from them and they need to find a new start.” Tears trickle from her eyes. “What did I know about losing everything? An entire life you loved going over a cliff in an instant. I think someone in the universe wanted to punish me for my arrogance, to teach me what loss really means.”
The urge to comfort her, to take her in my arms, is so strong, I’m halfway out of my chair before stopping myself.
The last thing she needs is someone taking her to bed. Yet, that is the only way I know to offer comfort. I make myself sit back down and find the right words to console her.
Nothing comes to mind.
Come on they don’t have to be the right words; any words will do.
But when I open my mouth, the wrong words come out. “My brother passed away ten weeks ago.”
She glances up, momentarily distracted. “Oh… I’m sorry.”
“It was unexpected. He had cancer, which he kept from everyone. I only found out when it was too late.” Now I’ve started talking, I can’t seem to stop.
“And he left me this house. His last request was for me to live here for a year, if I can.”
“So, you gave up the busy life you loved to move here?” Her voice is gentle with understanding.
It makes my chest hurt. An iron band around my heart.
“What was he like, you brother?” she asks so softly, it’s like a tender touch.
“He was a physiotherapist, specialised in stroke victims. I didn’t understand why he chose it, but now you mention injury and loss of…” I rub a hand down my chest to ease the tightness. “I think that was Liam all over, working with someone who lost everything. His last patient was Lord Du Montfort, the Seigneur of this island. From the little he said about his patient, the man had been a lion before his stroke – a bon vivant who enjoyed a good life. Then one tiny blood clot robbed him of everything.”
“And did your brother manage to help him?”
I shrug. “He talked to me at the funeral. He said Liam had shown him that even in a wheelchair, he could still go out and live.”
“Your brother sounds like a wonderful man. I wish I’d met him. I could do with hope right now.”
Her words make the iron band around my heart tighten and pushes me to get up and start clearing the table. I put away the uneaten food in the fridge, one of the few things Liam did manage to buy for the house. A large fridge freezer, big enough for a family. A family Liam must have known he would never have. I push the freezer door shut very firmly and lean on it for a moment.
Behind me, there’s a clatter of dishes in the sink.
“You don’t have to wash up.”
“Please let me do something. I need to feel active.”
Between us, we have the kitchen spotless very quickly.
“How about a brandy?” I hang the tea towel back on the Aga.
“Maybe.” She hesitates.
“Or cognac” – I open the liqueur cupboard to survey the contents – “Disaronno, Baileys, Grand Marnier.” I move another bottle out of the way and look behind it. “Courvoisier?”
“My, aren’t you well stocked with alcohol.”
“All gifts. People must think I need solace. Or they think musicians are alcoholics.”
She steps closer, giving me a whiff of her perfume. A subtle floral fragrance.
“You can’t mean villagers sent you expensive liqueurs?” She selects the Disaronno.
I take it from her and look for glasses. “Actually, these came from friends of my brother’s: a photographer, the head of a silk workshop, and the local doctor. As far as I know, none were local. All new settlers, would you believe?” I pour us both a small measure. “Can’t for the life of me understand why anyone would come from the mainland and settle here on the island.” I hand her a glass.
She takes a tiny sip. “Better not drink too fast in case I’m sick again.” And once more a frown knits her brows and she looks thoughtful, worried.
“How long did you plan to stay here?” I sit back down at the table. We should really move to the sitting room, but the kitchen is warmer. Besides, with only one sofa, we would be a bit too close, and I’m having to work hard to keep my mind off sex.
“I don’t know,” she answers slowly. “It looked like a great place to hide under a pseudonym. I was going to stay at the hotel for a while until I found a house to rent.”
The Disaronno in her glass was hardly touched, and she will need to be a lot drunker before I give her the bad news.
“What?”
Too late.
“The good news is that this is a very friendly island, very welcoming, very protective.”
“And the bad news?” her eyes are sharp with suspicion.
“Is that it’s a very friendly island. Very protective… I mean, because the community is very friendly…”
She gets there on her own. “Nothing stays secret.”
I nod. “And if you were hoping to register with the hotel, well, I did that, two months ago, and you wouldn’t believe the things hotels here needed to know about me before they let me sleep on their sheets. They don’t have a police force, you see, so they’re very careful. It would be impossible to register without your passport.”
Her shoulders slump.
“And I take it renting a house under a different name will be equally impossible.”
“When it came to transferring ownership of this cottage to my name, it took weeks of letters and paperwork, birth certificate, affidavits, proof of this and proof of that.”
Her eyes settled on the undrunk liqueur, she swirls it in her glass, deep in thought, probably thinking, calculating, making new plans.
So much for trying to cheer her up.
“I have an idea,” I say, thinking quickly. “When you find a place you like, don’t apply the normal way, to the Municipalité. Instead, you should speak directly to the island’s Seigneur.” George Du Montfort struck me as an intelligent, trustworthy man. “I think he would be able to…”
“Override the process and keep my identity confidential?”
“Exactly.” I nod. “I could phone him tomorrow and take you to see him. In the meantime, to solve the hotel issue, you are welcome to stay here.” I wave a hand at the ceiling to show I’m not talking about her sleeping in the kitchen. “You’re welcome for as long as you need until you find somewhere you want to rent.”
She thinks for moment. “With luck I won’t need to exploit your home for much longer.”
“It’s no trouble at all.”
A wistful half-smile stretches her lips. “You know there is an old proverb, I think Persian or Arabic, that goes something like, ‘if your friend offers you honey, don’t eat all of it.’”
I can’t help laughing. “Actually, next door is a honey shop, and the owner keeps leaving me jars of the stuff with little notes about its provenance and benefits. So, please eat as much as you want.”
“Good.” She grins back. “And now I think I’ll call it a night.” She gets up and rinses her glass in the sink before walking toward the door, but at the last moment, she turns around and comes back.
“I don’t know what I would have done without your kindness tonight.” She rises on her tiptoes and give me a quick, soft kiss on my cheek. She smells so, so nice. “Thank you for everything.”
And she’s gone leaving me standing with my arms half raised for a hug that never came.
My body is a stupid, stupid knuckle head because it reacted. I almost kissed her back. And not on the cheek.
I continue to stand still, hot with guilt.
Barely two weeks into the vow of celibacy and I’m ready to give up.
Jesus Christ!




Chapter Eight

 
Alice/Lessa

It’s as if the island knows how much I hate it and is trying its best to change my mind.
After the chill and rain of last night, I wake up to a bright sun in a cornflower blue sky. Tall grasses and bushes sway in the warm breeze. My spirits lift and – against my better judgment – make me dig out a pretty, cream dress with a full knee-length skirt that my sister packed for me. Honestly, her taste in clothes is very girly. Nothing in my life ever suited such a dress. Still, I can hardly walk down a country lane in a Ralph Lauren suit.
I grab a large bag, one with plenty of room for paperwork in case I need to sign a contract for rent later. Then, ready for whatever the day might throw at me, I go downstairs.
Brandon is ready and waiting for me. He’s even made tea, but I shake my head because I can’t even face the idea of breakfast. “Let’s go.”
Outside, the grass is still damp with dew drops and the air smells fresh and carries the scent of wood. Brandon cuts his long strides to my shorter ones, but he’s silent, preoccupied with something, and my own worries leave no room for small talk.
“Do you think we could stop at a pharmacy?” I ask him when we reach the village a little later.
“Of course. Is there something…” He half-turns. “I have a first aid box at the house, and aspirin if you need something now.”
I avoid his eyes. “No, it’s nothing like that. Just a dispensing chemist if there is such a thing in the village.”
“I’m sure. It’s probably in the high street.”
High street?
Where?
It can’t be the thing we walk to, five minutes later. It’s little better than a cobblestone alley with tiny shops on one side and stream on the other. “Aren’t they afraid to get sued under the Trade Descriptions Act.”
His lips twitch with laughter, but he tries to shush me with a finger to his lips as a middle-aged woman walks past.
“Morning, Mr Hazelwood.” She stops to unlock the doors to the post office.
“Morning Mrs Parker.” Brandon introduces me. “This is Lessa.”
I do my best to put on a good face while Mrs. Parker dawdles for a chat.
I can do this. Smile and pretend to be interested in why the post office is closing early today. Remember how often I had to smile and be friendly to Sir Alan and his sycophantic assistants.
Clive’s father-in-law, and the managing director of his political career, always made my skin prickle. That was much worse than this chatty woman. Yet, I can’t help fidgeting impatiently.
“We’d better let you open up.” Brandon finally ends the conversation.
“See you both at the fair later.” The woman waves.
“Sorry, it’s not always easy to avoid a conversation.” He murmurs walking with me up the alley-that-calls-itself-a-high-street towards the chemist.
Brandon is the soul of tact and discretion and lets me go into the pharmacy alone. It would have been more awkward than square eggs to have him hovering and watching.
The pharmacist is all smiles when I approach the counter to pay a few minutes later. “I see you met Young Parker.” She indicates the post office further down where Mrs. Parker has just placed a wooden A-board outside the entrance.
“Do you mean her?” The so-called ‘Young Parker’ looks to be at least fifty.
“Oh. Everyone just calls her Young Parker.” She presses buttons on her cash till. “Good thing you caught us this morning. We’re closing early.”
I hand my cash over without commenting. There’s no need to stand around chit-chatting, not when my insides churn with anxiety.
“Will there be anything else?” The woman’s curious eyes flick from me to the two slim boxes before she puts them into a paper bag.
“No, thanks.” I quickly slip the package into my large handbag and out of sight.
“See you at the fair later, then. You’re new here, aren’t you? You’ll love it, it’s our autumn festival.”
“Thanks.” I hurry out before the woman can ask anything else.
Brandon is reading some poster in the window of the bookshop. “Got what you need?”
“Yes.”
I need a bathroom too but that might have to wait. I’m not going to ask the pharmacist to use her facilities. “Where to next?”
We fall into step down the alley-that-calls-itself-a-high-street.
He points towards the bottom. “That’s the village square. We can try Les Etoiles, it’s the Guest House where I stayed before, and they have a café attached. I think they’ll be open for breakfast. We can get coffee and find a phone to call George Du Montfort.”
“Coffee would be good.” If they have a café, then they probably also have a bathroom.
Had things been different, I might have enjoyed the walk. The stream is pretty with a paved bank and long blue-green grasses on the other side. The morning is still fresh. Even the alley-that-calls-itself-a-high-street is rather charming in a chocolate box kind of way.
Les Etoiles Guest House looks like a three-story villa with French windows and a terrace. And they do indeed have a café.
Brandon suggests a table by the window. “Shall I order pastries?”
My eyes are busy searching for a ladies’ room. “Yes, that’s fine.” I’m distracted because I’ve just spotted a sign for the ladies’.
“I’ll just be a minute.” I make myself walk, not run, to the bathroom.
Once inside, with the door closed and locked, I open my bag.
One test should have been enough, but I want to make doubly, doubly sure. The instruction leaflet said to wait three to five minutes to let the test develop.
3 minutes is 180 seconds, 5 minutes is 300 seconds.
I close the toilet lid, sit down, and count in my head.
One green bottle.
Two green bottles.
Three green bottles.
God please. God, let it be negative.
Thirty-one green bottles, thirty-two…
I mean, I’ve had enough thrown at me lately. This I could really do without.
Seventy-nine green bottles…
Clive. How will I tell Clive?
One hundred and five green bottles.
This is the worst timing of all. The press will shred us both.
Two hundred and one green bottles.
If the test comes out negative, I’m going to be so grateful, I’ll donate half my life to charity.
Two hundred and four green bottles.
Sod it!
I jump up to check.
It’s hard to see with my hand shaking so much. That must be the reason. It’s the wrong result. You can’t be sure from one test anyway. That’s why they gave you two sticks in the box, and I bought two boxes. That makes four tests in total.
The second time I count red bottles. Unfortunately, it doesn’t seem to matter what I count. All four tests produce the same answer.
The bathroom has gleaming brass taps. I wash my hands then wrap the four indicators in tissue and stuff them in the bin under lots of paper towels. Not that the evidence will stay hidden for long.




Chapter Nine

 
Alice/Lessa

Brandon is waiting for me at a nice little window table with coffee, milk, and more bad news.
“I can’t reach George Du Montfort. He’s not at home or his office.”
“Well, perhaps he’s gone on holiday.” I lower myself into the seat opposite. At the moment, finding accommodations is the last thing on my mind. Being…being…this situation changes everything. I’ve never needed someone to confide in as I do right now. Clive. I need to talk to Clive.
“He’s on the island.” Brandon checks his phone. “He’ll be at the fair later.”
“What?” For a moment it sounds as if he’s talking about Clive.
Brandon waves his phone at me. “Says so on the web page. George is the Seigneur, so he’ll be opening the festival.”
I don’t give a flying freckle about George Du Whatever and his festival. All the green bottle counting has changed my priorities. I no longer need a place to hide, because…well, because the choice has been taken out of my hands. Clive has to know and then everything will have to be different.
Oh God, his statement to the press will have to be reframed to explain the truth instead of the lie. Sir Alan will know how to negotiate with the press office. Won’t he? I hope so.
Then something Brandon said snags my attention. He’s scrolling on his phone still.
“You have internet?”
“Oh yes, The hotel’s Wi-Fi.”
Thank God. I dig into my bag for the phone. And sure enough, it shows a healthy five bar signal.
“So, we’ll have to find him there. The festival opens in a couple of hours. We may as well stay here and have breakfast.” He waves to a waitress who hurries over with a trolly full of pastries. The smell of pain au chocolat is strong enough to reach me from across the room.
“What can I get for you?” The young woman gives Brandon a stare that even I can’t miss.
“What’s the password for your Wi-Fi?”
She doesn’t respond, or perhaps she hasn’t heard me because all her attention is on Brandon.
“Excuse me.” I do my best not to look and sound as sick as I feel. It’s not the waitress’s fault.
Brandon glances at me, then slides a small card across the table. The password is scrolled on it.
“What do you fancy?” He nods toward the tray in the waitress’s hands.
“Anything. You choose.” I quickly key in the password and wait to connect. Viv gave me her ‘safe’ WhatsApp contact in case of emergency because WhatsApp is end-to-end encrypted and can’t be hacked.
I never imagined I’d have to use it so soon. And what am I going to write?
The curser blinks at me nagging me to decide.
ALICE:  I need to speak to him. It’s urgent.

 
A moment later, I add:
ALICE:  Have limited connectivity. Must speak this morning.

 
Then I press send before I can change my mind.
When I look up from my phone, Brandon’s eyes are on me. Had he asked me a question?
“What is the fair?” I ask to stop my mind counting the seconds till Clive calls.
“Lotoman Nutting Festival.”
“Lot of what?”
He holds up his phone with the digital poster. “Your guess is as good as mine. They have a lot of strange names here.”
It makes me smile despite my worries. “Yes. I’m starting to get a sense of La Canette’s penchant for misnaming things. Starting with calling themselves an island, and that cycle path, the high street, and a middle-aged woman, Young Parker.”
“You’re not having the best introduction to the island, are you?”
I shrug. No, I’m not, but it doesn’t matter anymore. I’ll be leaving soon.
“It grows on you after a while, I promise.” He assures me with a gentle smile.
“Maybe.” I check my phone, nothing yet. The message still has two grey ticks.
An amused look comes into Brandon’s face. “Look at me defending the island, who’d have thought it? Two weeks ago, I was ready to jump on the next ferry. Don’t get me wrong, I still struggle with the quietness, middle-of-nowhereness of it, but…” He glances out of the window at the village square, the fountain in the middle, the stone steps. “It has a certain charm.”
The waitress is back with more waffles which smell eggy and make my stomach turn. The basket she left earlier is still full, but I suspect she’s back for an excuse to chat up Brandon.
Is he really that much of a pull?
Yes, maybe. He is attractive, handsome, even, and he has a certain sexiness about him. I can imagine women falling for his smoky grey eyes and dark straight brows, and definitely the mole above his top lip draws the eye to his mouth. The open collar of his shirt shows a little of his chest, enough to make you want to see more.
He suddenly clears his throat awkwardly. His face colours. “Are you trying to read my thoughts?”
“Sorry.” Hopefully, he can’t read my thoughts either or we’ll both be embarrassed. I look down at my phone.
WhatsApp still shows the two grey ticks. It’s Saturday morning, so perhaps she’s a late starter. Clive would be up already. It’s his Saturday surgeries normally and has an early meeting before that. His timetable was always the basis of my day, all of us who worked with him knew his schedule so we could plan our tasks to fit around him. Where would he be today? After two weeks of avoiding the papers, I feel completely out of the loop.
Quickly I tap BBC.com/news, half squinting, afraid of what I might see about myself.
But there’s not even a mention of me. The headlines are all about the unexpected death of the Home Secretary from a massive heart attack.
Shock and sadness fill me. I knew the Home Secretary, one of the nicest and most intelligent people in cabinet. I close my eyes. Rest in peace, dear, kind man.
The death of a senior member of the government is bound to cause ripples. As the old adage goes, ‘a week is a long time in politics.’ I’m old news. Huge things are happening in Westminster. The Prime Minister has announced a cabinet reshuffle, which means everyone’s job will change.
Coming so soon after the scandal, Clive’s position is uncertain. I google furiously.
There.
EARLY GENERAL ELECTION LIKELY NEXT YEAR. WILL CLIVE SMITH WIN SENIOR MINISTERIAL ROLE?

 
CLIVE SMITH STILL ENJOYS PRIME MINISTER’S TRUST.

 
SMITH GEARS UP FOR ELECTORAL CAMPAIGN.

 
And more pictures of Clive holding hands with his wife. Viv has never been so visible in the press, or in Clive’s life, before.
I’m not upset; really, I’m not. I’m not an idiot. This makes perfect sense. After the scandal, and with an election due soon, the spotlight needs to refocus on his seemingly happy marriage. His image must be whiter than white.
So, what would news of a pregnancy do to him?
It would prove we’d had an affair, that he lied, not only to ‘his wife’ but also to the country. And that I lied for him, too.
That stupid statement. Pretending it was all an innocent flirtation. I bloody knew it was a mistake. Honesty is always the best policy because lies have a way of catching up with you. Women don’t get pregnant from an innocent infatuation. The press are going to have so much fun with them, now:
WHO KNEW HOLDING HANDS COULD LEAVE YOU HOLDING THE BABY.

 
GIRLS BEWARE AN INNOCENT WALK ON THE BEACH WILL SEND YOU UP THE DUFF.

 
IMMACULATE CONCEPTION FOR MARRIAGE WRECKER ALICE.

 
All I have to do is tell him my news, and his political career will be over just he’s about to achieve what he wants.
My finger hovers over the unread message, then I press until the box of options pops up.
Delete message.
DELETE FOR EVERYONE? The app wants to know.
YES.
There will be no falling into his arms any time soon. We can’t build a happily ever after on the wreckage of his political dreams.
Clive has to know, but not today. Later, when I feel stronger and can think how to handle this.
In the meantime, I’ll figure out what to do and where to live, because – and I swallow away the pain when I think this – I’ll hide until after the elections, here on this little floating rock that likes to call itself an island.
“Apparently,” Brandon says from across the table as the waitress walks away. “George Du Montfort is already at the festival, helping with arrangements before it officially starts. As soon as you finish your breakfast,” he nods at the uneaten waffles on my plate, “we can go find him.”
“I’m finished. Let’s go.” I push my chair back and stand up.




Chapter Ten

 
Alice/Lessa

The festival is held somewhere in the middle of a field – of course – so we leave the village and walk across grass and under apple trees. Brandon seems to sense my mood. Apart from occasionally holding my elbow when climbing over a stile between farms or stepping round a hedge heavy with autumn berries, he walks in a comfortable silence. Thank God! It saves me from having to find something to say and instead can just let my thoughts drift. Not about the preg…A shiver runs through me.
“Are you cold?”
I shake my head but can’t speak. That word which seems impossible to say: pr…preg…p…p…p. My mind stutters.
It’s probably shock. Earlier this morning, all my thoughts were focused on reaching Clive, on waiting for him to swoop in and take care of me. Now, it’s just me, at least for a while, and the hugeness of the situation is starting to really hit me. Even saying the word preg…no, no, no.
Drawing a long deep breath, the way they tell you to do in Tai Chi “to calm the mind,” I will just have to find a codename … the Thing? The Catastrophe? Market crash? Words have power and I don’t need any more negativity just now.
So, an innocuous name like…like…
Brandon helps me step wider to avoid fallen apples.
We must be close to the fair because we can see tents and flying banners in the distance. A scattering of people are also walking across this field like us. A couple wave to Brandon.
Name. I need a name.
Two men push a trolly full of large bottles, and we step aside to let them follow the path ahead of us.
“Pomegranate Juice,” one of them says.
Pomegranate.
Yes, that should work. Pomegranate.
Okay...
So, no point in thinking about the pomegranate, there would be plenty of time for that. Nine months – no, not nine months at all. This, the pomegranate, must have started some time ago. When? How? We’ve always been so careful.
Except for once, August Bank Holiday. The memory is painful because we’d been so happy. Kissing in the shower and things…escalated.
I breathe through the ache of remembering. So, this means – I calculate in my head – situation pomegranate has been going on for two months and nine days.
Was it that long? Since that day in the shower? Nostalgia wars with anxiety in my heart. I shake my head. Neither is going to help me today.
For now, focus on what I can control. Find this George person, ask him to grease the wheels to help me find a flat to rent until it’s the right time to tell Clive.
“Glad you could make it.” A man in Wellies and a Barbour greets us from the first tent. Trestle tables are piled high with pumpkins and squashes of all kinds, orange, yellow, green.
Brandon waves back. “Nice day for it.”
“If you and your young lady fancy a flutter, I’m running the sweepstakes.”
“Maybe later.” Brandon declines good naturedly and steers me along the well-trodden grass into the heart of the fair.
It looks like a country market-cum-fairground. A group of kids queue for a chance to ride a donkey around a water feature.
“Mornin’ Brandon.” A fat woman in an apron walks closer. “And this must be your young lady, Lessa isn’t it?” She offers me a hand.
Before I can respond, Brandon asks the woman “Have you seen the Seigneur this morning? Is he here?”
“He’ll be with his wife at Blue Sage.” There’s a shouted commotion because a girl fell off the donkey into the pond. The fat woman in the apron shouts, “Bessy, ‘reg at ye! Be the laugh of the Lotoman Nutting.”
Brandon puts a hand in the small of my back and urges me away.
“I’d really like to know what that means, Lotoman Nutting.”
“If you work it out, I’ll buy you a drink.” He grins down at me. “Come on, let’s find the Blue Sage.”
Everyone seems to know Brandon. Many wave or call out a greeting.
“I’ll buy you a drink of your choice if you can find out why everyone keeps calling me your young lady.”
He laughs. “You just lost this one. I can tell you right now. They’ve probably never – Aha!” He suddenly points.
There’s a stall made to look like a stage, with puppets hanging from strings. But above and behind the stall, just visible, is a sign BLUE SAGE CAFÉ POP-UP. The word pop-up is an oddly modern touch in this otherwise old-fashioned fairground.
It’s a larger tent. A young woman, her hands full of plates, welcomes us. “Brandon. Glad you could make it. Choose a table, I’ll be over in a sec.”
I make sure to choose a table near the entrance, as far away as possible from the food.
“That’s Millie. She’s George’s wife.” Bandon says quietly.
The woman is busy serving a couple who buy a box of biscuits, very similar to the one from last night. “This is where you bought the lavender honey biscuits?”
“Yes,” then he shakes his head. “I mean, no. I mean I didn’t buy it. It was a gift from…” He tips his head toward Millie.
“You seem very popular, here.”
“Not me. My brother.”
“Twins?”
“Yes.” Then he catches my meaning. “Not identical. Actually, we look nothing like each other.”
An odd expression passes over his face, like a shadow, then he blinks and give me half a smile. “Liam, my brother worked here for a few years and seems to have endeared himself to everyone. I’m just benefitting from the good will he …”
His voice roughens very slightly, but he doesn’t say more.
There’s a shadow of guilt, or something like it. But I don’t ask. Clearly, he doesn’t feel comfortable sharing.
“Hello. And you must be Lessa.” Millie comes over with a wide dimply smile. “What can I get you?”
“Nothing. I’m actually looking for George. Is he around?” Brandon stands up, but Millie waves him back into his seat.
“Around, yes. But not here.” She sighs. “He’s lost a bet to his father and has to take part in some of the races. Is it important?”
“A bit.”
“Then you’d better go to find him, he might be at the three-legged race or the apple catching. He’ll be ever so grateful for an excuse to get out of it.”
“Wait here.” Brandon pushes his chair back. “I’ll find him.”
Millie watches him go then turns back to me. “Nice to meet you. Tea? Coffee? Or something else?”
“No, no.” I rush to interrupt her then realise how rude I must sound. “Just some sparkling water, thank you.”
She hovers a bit.
“Please don’t let me keep you. I can see you’re busy.”
And she is busy. A constant stream of customers pop by to either take a table for a light lunch or to buy pre-wrapped sandwiches, cakes, and biscuits. How easy it all seems to have no worries greater than dealing with customers, to have your biggest problem be the transport of so many cupcakes and baked goods from wherever the real Blue Sage Café is to this field without the help of a van. What wouldn’t I give to have such small worries.
Because if anything could make Alice Trapper the Slapper even more impossible, it is the pomegranate. I can just imagine what Clive’s father-in-law and mentor would say. Sir Alan is not known for his compassion.
Don’t think about this now. Today all I need to focus on is the hard-to-find-George and whether I should move into a hotel first or find a more permanent apartment.
If I’m to keep the gutter press away from the Little Pomegranate – my hand rests briefly on my queasy tummy – I’ll have to hide out quickly before it starts to show.
“Are you ready to order?” A young waitress in jeans and apron stops by with a tray full of something disgusting. “We have a lovely wild mushroom omelette. The mushrooms were picked in the woods yesterday and the eggs are from a local farm. Would you like a slice?”
The mere smell of eggs makes me gag. I shake my head and try to swallow down the nausea.
“Susie.” Millie calls from the counter. “Why don’t you take over from me?”
Susie leaves me alone and goes to sell things to customers who want to be sold things.
I keep my eyes on the horizon and wait for my stomach to settle back in its place.
The fair must be reaching its peak. I can hear music, bells, and shouted laughter. Most of the customers drift away to follow the noise, and the café empties a bit.
A clink of china draws my attention to my table. Millie is placing a teapot and cup in front of me. It smells of something fresh and herbal. There’s also a small plate with lemon slices. “Is it hitting you hard?” Millie takes the seat Brandon left.
“Excuse me?”
“Morning sickness?” Her expression is sympathetic.
The words die on my lips. My mouth is open, but it takes a few tries before I can speak. “Is it that obvious?”
“Well, Agnes popped in earlier, she was at the chemist’s earlier and noticed you bought a testing kit.”
I hadn’t even noticed any other customers. Then again, with all the worries on my mind, I might have missed an entire marching band.
“But even without hearing the gossip,” Millie says. “I saw you sitting far away from the food, refusing everything before it’s even offered, and the way you flinched from the omelette. I recognise the look. I’m six months gone.” She pats a barely visible bump under her clothes.
“This might help.” She pours out a cup of pale tea. “Lemon verbena.”
An experimental sniff tells me this might not be so bad, so I sip. It tastes fresh and soothing. “Thank you, it’s lovely.”
“Have you been able to eat much?”
Before saying anything, my face must tell her the answer.
“I know,” she says gently. The understanding in her voice makes me want to fall into her arms and cry.
“I think I might have something.” She jumps up and goes to the back of the tent where there’s a door into some kind of trailer.
A moment later, she comes back with cake stand of something white, green, and pink, and a small plate. “Raspberry and mint cheesecake,” she says. “Something about the combination cuts right through nausea.” She cuts me a tiny slice. “Try just a bit.”
Because the lemon verbena tea has settled my stomach, I now realise I’m quite hungry. The cheesecake is silky smooth, lightly sweet, sharp, and fruity. I clean the plate of every last crumb. “You know this is the most I’ve eaten in two weeks.”
“Tell me about it. I lost a stone, the first two months.” She cuts another generous slice for me. “I work in a café, so avoiding food was not really an option. Thank God for mint and raspberry. They’ll be your best friends for a while. There are a few other herbs that help, I’ll send some things over to your house.”
Just for an instant, the fantasy of living here sparkles in my mind’s eye like shiny effects in a Disney Christmas movie. This might be a rock that likes to call itself an island, but wouldn’t it be nice to have someone be nice to me and send me food I can actually eat.
“Brandon had a tin of your biscuits last night.” Mentioning him makes me check the time. He’s been gone a while.”
Millie laughs. “I think he might have been roped into taking part along with my husband. People take the festival very seriously.”
“Why is it called the Lotoman Nutting festival?”
“L’automne and Nutting.” She smiles correcting my pronunciation. “It’s a combination of the French old country fair and the English nutting celebration. There’s a lot of old French here, but the way they pronounce it and then meld it with English it’s hardly recognisable.”
“Can I ask you a favour?” I ask on impulse, because she seems like some to trust. “I haven’t mentioned anything to Brandon.” I glance at my stomach where the secret pomegranate hides. “Can you not…”
She lays a gentle hand on my arm. “I won’t say anything, but I suspect he’ll have heard by now.”
“What do you mean, heard?”
“I imagine Agnes will have told others and a dozen people will have congratulated him.”
Congratulated Brandon?
This explains the ‘your young lady’ comment.
“I’m sorry.” Millie says mildly. “Nothing stays private here for long. You mustn’t mind. People mean well.” She’s obviously much more charitable than me.
“It’s I who should apologise. You’re all being so kind to me and I’m being a complete cow.”
“It must be a scary time for you. But I won’t say anything, and please know you can always talk to me if you need a friend. Or” – she gives me a grin – “another slice of raspberry mint cake.”
“I think that might improve my mood significantly.”
We’re both laughing when Brandon returns. He isn’t alone.
I do my best to prevent my mouth from dropping open. I expected Millie’s husband, being the Seigneur, to not be very young, but this man…? He’s easily seventy if not eighty. And he’s in a wheelchair which Brandon pushes carefully over to the table.
“You must be Lessa.” The old man offers me a firm hand to shake. His eyes are a very sharp blue and when they meet mine briefly, betray nothing more than plain courtesy. It’s the same carefully polite  look I’ve seen a million times in Westminster. A look I, myself, have used when meeting famous people for the first time. Which means, the old man knows who I am.
I glance up at Brandon still standing behind the wheelchair. Clearly, he’s already filled the man in.
“Let’s find a better place to talk.” The man tells Millie who agrees and leads us to the back and into the camper which has a ramp. Brandon pushes the wheelchair up into a small tidy space. It has a huge freezer at one end and a small sitting area.
“These festivals take it out of me, so I always ask Millie to keep a little space for me to rest. Now, young man.,” He turns to Brandon. “You promised to enter the donkey race, so off you go.”
Brandon stands uncertainly looking from me to the old man.
“This young lady and I have a lot to discuss. I promise, I’ll be very considerate. Now go, and you’d better win. Half the island is betting on you, and I don’t want them to lose their money.”
He waits until we’re alone then fixes me with sharp eyes. “I’m du Montfort, George’s father. Millie is my daughter-in-law. In case you thought I’d been cradle-raiding for a trophy wife.” His eyes twinkle mischievously.
My cheeks heat because I have in fact, been wondering exactly that.
The old man suddenly laughs. He literally throws his head back and laughs. “You’re not the first person to make that mistake, believe me. But my son, who is far better looking, is busy with all kinds of activities today, so I’m afraid you’re stuck with this senile, old man.”
Yeah, if he’s a senile old man, Then I’m Ann Widdicombe.
“Now, Miss Trapper, we’re alone here and can’t be overheard, so why don’t you tell me what’s troubling you.”
His open, straight-to-the-point manner makes it surprisingly easy to talk. He listens quietly and attentively while I explain my situation. I don’t mention the pomegranate, but if what Millie said is true, he probably knows already. “Circumstances being what they are with a cabinet reshuffle and an election coming sooner rather than later, Clive must not know where I am.”
“Hmm. I don’t know Clive, but I do remember his father-in-law.” Lord Du Montfort says at last. “Long ago, Sir Alan had aspirations to be a politician himself. Unfortunately, he has the charisma of cottage cheese. And when it comes to politics, he has the charm of rotten eggs and the diplomacy of a drunken pub brawl.”
My lips twitch, and I press them hard to suppress a laugh. His description of Sir Alan is spot on.
“So, all his ambition and manipulative planning goes into Clive Smith. And he won’t let anyone, not even a lovely lady like you, get in the way of his plans. My guess is he’ll fight you very hard.”
Confined to a wheelchair he may be – and judging by the left hand which remains in his pocket, he’s also semi paralysed – but he’s definitely well-informed.
“I have no intention of upsetting the apple cart. It’s why I must be invisible until after the elections. And my worry is that no matter what else is going on in the government, the press will not be able to resist the scandal of finding me...” I pause, thinking.
The idea hits me that there is another solution.
I could terminate the pomegran – no. No.
Never. Of their own accord, my hands wrap around my stomach.
That is not for me. God knows many women have taken that step and it is their choice. It’s not something I can do.
Du Montfort’s eyes flick briefly to my stomach just for a split second, then his gaze is back on my face, but we both understand each other.
“The way I see it,” Lord Du Montfort says, “there’s little point in you moving into a hotel. You need long term accommodation, don’t you?”
True.
“You have several choices, none of them easy, my dear.” The fingers of his one mobile hand tap on the armrest of his wheelchair. “Long term accommodation is hard to find here. Unlike England, we don’t sanction building new housing willy-nilly, and people must wait until something becomes available. Brandon’s brother waited three years until he got the lease on the cottage, and my son had to intervene to allow it to go to Brandon according to the terms of the will. Otherwise, it would have been put back into the housing pool for the next person on the list.”
There’s a moment of silence between us despite the distant sounds of the fair and the hum of the freezer in the room with us.
“And your son won’t intervene for me.” I guess because Lord Du Montfort seems to be leading the conversation in that direction.
“Believe me, you don’t want him to do that, not if you want to keep a low profile. The Seigneur making a special case for a woman; that’ll attract all kinds of attention. You’re clearly from London, so, it won’t be long before people start asking who you are and why you’re here.”
How stupid could I be? In all of my research, I never considered the gossip factor.
“You can, of course, move into the Hall,” he continues after a moment. “That is my house, and I can invite whomever I like.”
“Oh no, I wouldn’t dream of putting you out.”
“Putting us out?” He laughs. “You think one of us will have to sleep on the sofa to make room for you? Oh, my dear young lady, Du Montfort Hall has more rooms than we know what to do with. It would be the easiest thing in the world to give you a suite. Besides, you’ve already made friends with Millie, and soon you’ll meet Pierre and Gabriel who also live with us. It would be a pleasure to have you join the household.”
Something about his tone makes me think there’s a ‘but’ coming. And that he’s waiting for me to work it out.
“But…” I say thinking it through. “My moving into your house would attract attention, too.” I’m starting to get the hang of how this island works.
Millie comes in with coffee, a fresh cup of herb tea for me, and a plate of biscuits, the same lavender honey biscuits Brandon had last night.
“What you need to consider is your name.” Du Montfort says when Millie has left.
My name?
The old man says nothing more while he sips his coffee and takes a bite of biscuit.
He’s going somewhere with this, clearly. I haven’t spent years around political manoeuvring without learning to read a silence.
“Anyone can come to the island, as you can see, we have festivals and events that attract visitors. But anyone staying longer than a few days has to register with the Municipalité. And they’ll need – ”
“My passport and other documents.” I finish for him. “So my name won’t stay secret.” I keep my voice light and relaxed, but I don’t think it fools him for a minute.
That sparkly fantasy about living here, despite the gossip, despite the – what did Brandon call it? The smallness and middle-of-nowhereness of this place. I’m not going to have the chance to live here after all. Another door closes in my face.
I blow out a long, slow breath. It’s all happening too fast; I need time to think. To plan.
The old Alice would have already worked out a new plan and have been on the first boat out. But it’s all happening too fast, and the pomegranate is something new and big and needs careful weighing up of consequences. If I let myself, I could get very frightened. I need a couple of days to think and find another place to go.
Du Montfort’s eyes soften a little. “Of course, there is a better solution. One that would work very well.”
Which is?
“Marriage is still a surprisingly old-fashioned business.”
I have no idea what he’s talking about now, so I just listen.
“Even in England, wives are legally a dependent entity of their husbands’ and a man can sign for his wife.” He fixes me with his bright gaze. “If you were accepted as Brandon’s wife, you wouldn’t need to register with our Municipalité. No one would even ask about your own name. You’d be accepted as plain Mrs Hazelwood.”




Chapter Eleven

 
Brandon

It’s an insane idea and completely out of the question.
Fortunately, I’m saved having to refuse because Alice herself doesn’t bring it up. Lord Du Montfort must have told her his idea, too. It’s clear in the way she doesn’t meet my eyes. Earlier today, she was relaxed around me; none of that awkwardness that usually comes from unresolved attraction. All the attraction and awkwardness has been on my side, and I envied the way she treated me like a casual acquaintance, maybe even a friend.
Anyway, she was comfortable with me. Not anymore. Now she holds her body very carefully away from me.
I give her the quiet she seems to need, and we simply walk around looking at pumpkins, woodland mushrooms and casks of apple cider.
Another round of donkey racing is about to start. My testicles are deeply grateful that I don’t have to take part this time. Not after the bumpy quarter mile I endured earlier in the name of supporting Lord Du Montfort’s team. Just as well I won’t be having sex tonight. Or ever, I spread my legs a little to give my abused ‘nads a bit more room.
We pass a stand selling roasted nuts. This must be the ‘nutting’ part of the festival. Small piles of chestnuts, hazelnuts, spiced almonds, and some others less recognisable. “Would you like some?” I reach for my wallet.
She shoots a quick glance at me then at the gooey toffee being poured over walnuts and grimaces. Her hand brushes over her stomach; an unconscious movement she’s done a few times today. A different man would have understood a lot sooner. The clues were all there: the sickness, the urgent need to buy something from a pharmacy followed by the epic sojourn in the bathroom, then the hollow look in her eyes when she came out.
Had I not spent my entire adult life avoiding messy entanglements with women, I’d have got it long before the knowing nods from people at the fair, and the two or three villagers who’d pumped my hand and congratulated me.
I turn my head away and pretend not to notice her hand on her stomach. If she hasn’t told me, then she doesn’t want me to mention it. Poor woman, she’s had a hell of a time lately. Yet, she walks around the autumn fair, smiling politely at people as if her only worry was to choose the right squash for dinner tonight.
“Heya, Brandon.” A man in high-viz jacket waves from a makeshift circular dance floor. A banner hanging above, reads, French dance contest at 2pm.
“You two joining in?” He holds up a clipboard with list of names.
“Not right now.” I wave back. “But maybe later.”
Alice throws me a surprised look. “Maybe later what?” She glances at the dance floor and the band of musicians. “Maybe never. And I mean it, I don’t dance.”
“Don’t worry. I only said that because it’s the easiest way to get out of an invitation. Believe me. In my life, unless you want a reputation for being an arse, you learn quickly how to get out of invitations without giving offense.”
“You could be a politician,” she muses. “Ever thought about dedicating your life to a cause?”
“Is that what politicians do? I thought they mostly dedicate their life to winning.”
Her eyes unfocus, staring into the middle distance. “Some do, yes. It depends if they want to make a difference. Make the country a better place.”
“Isn’t it easier to just make a regular donation to charity?”
She lifts an eyebrow. “The lazy option, you mean?”
Her question sounds like a joke, but it slowly thickens and hardens into something uncomfortable. What did Liam say in his letter? Give something, not money but something real.
My mind shies away from the seriousness. Surely, I’ve done the charitable donkey race earlier. Nothing is more real than testicular pain in the cause of… What was the charity? I can’t remember, probably hadn’t thought to ask.
Because I didn’t care, apparently.
A woman calls from her stall. “I’ve some lovely, seeded bread.”
The change of subject has come at the right time. I dig into my pocket for cash. “Yes, please. This will be perfect for breakfast tomorrow.”
“I’ve put in a couple of soft cinnamon buns.” She wraps the bread and pastries in brown paper. “For you and your missus.” She smiles at Alice.
“You’re very kind.” I hand over the money and take the package. The bread is still warm. There’s still loads of fresh butter and cheese at home; my stomach growls a little.
“Everyone seems to think I’m ‘your misses.’ Sorry.” Alice falls into step beside me.
“Why are you apologising?”
“Because you live here, and now you’re being put in an impossible position.”
“According to Lord Du Montfort, it’s my fault they think you’re my wife.”
She turns surprised eyes on me but her words are lost because the band has just started playing and a cheer goes up as the organiser calls out names from his clipboard.
I move closer to her so we can talk without shouting “It’s my fault apparently, when I took you round to my neighbours last night and introduced you, I’d given them the wrong idea.”
She winces. “That’s my fault, too. If I hadn’t accused you of being a murderer and rapist you wouldn’t have had to show me to the neighbours.”
Couples have gathered up on the dance floor and started waltzing to an accordion rendition of Trois Petite Notes de Musique. It’s a popular dance, played in the French countryside, usually at weddings. The couples on the dance floor are certainly doing their best to win the contest as they smile adoringly into their partners eyes and twirl around to the pretty song. One young man holds his girl by the waist, dips her low, then pulls her back up for a long kiss.
Two older women on the other side of the dance circle were watching me and Alice instead and smirking. This situation is getting too complicated, too quickly.
Alice notices, too.
“Lord Du Montfort told you his insane idea?”
I nod. “It does make some sense.” I say because even though I’m not on board, the idea does have some merit, at least theoretically.
“No,” she says vehemently. “No, absolutely not. Doesn’t matter what sense the idea might make, this isn't something I can accept from anyone. Besides you don't meet a man for the first time, and less than twenty-four hours later ask him to pretend to be your husband.”
“Only in bad opera.” My attempt at a joke falls flat.
“Don’t worry. I’ll sort something out and be out of your hair in a few days.”
Is it bad that I’m relieved? Of course, I don’t want her to feel like a burden in her time of need. “Take your time, Alice.”
“Please don’t use that name. Just call me Lessa.”
“Sorry, Lessa. I meant that the spare room is yours until you find another solution.”
A tendril of shame curls deep in my chest. Because, you see, I’m an expert at sounding chivalrous as long as there’s no danger of any real involvement.
She saves me from my internal angst. “We’d better find a plausible way to explain my departure otherwise they might think you murdered me.”
The tiny twitch at the corner of her mouth tells me she’s joking. So I play along.
“I’ll tell them we broke up. We can stage a fight in a bit. Maybe I’ll dance with a girl, and you can march over and throw a drink in my face.”
“And make you look like a cad?”
“Cad? Is this the old fashioned way of saying an arse?”
She shrugs. “Why not. It’s an old fashioned island.”
“I’ve been called worse before, I’ll live.” I say easily, but in my mind’s eye, Liam’s ghost shakes his head, disappointed.
Well, what am I supposed to do? Move a woman in with me? Six months? A year? Longer? I can either stick to Liam’s celibacy condition or live with a woman I find attractive. Not both.
“I’m being serious.” Lessa’s voice breaks into my defensive thinking. “You’ve been very kind to me and I don’t want to make you the subject of gossip. Just blame me.”
Hadn’t she just done that for her lover? Given out a false public statement taking the blame to save his reputation?
She’s homeless, jobless, pregnant, and alone with the world against her. Anyone else in her position would be begging for help. Not Alice Trapper though. No matter what the press have been calling her, she’s a good person. And self-reliant. With men like Clive Smith, she has to be.
With men like me, too. Men who value their own needs, their convenience, and their freedom above all else.
As she goes on talking, Liam’s ghost is wagging his index finger at me again. Do something to help someone in trouble. And no, I don’t mean give money to charity. Give your time, a little part of your life.
God knows she’s someone in need.
On the other hand, every self-preservation instinct is telling me to walk away. What the hell do I know about pregnant women, anyway? Yes, I can help in practical ways. I can teach music for free to every kid on the island. I can even help Lessa, too. I’d gladly drive her to the ferry – or walk her to the ferry, even carry her.
A young woman nearby catches my gaze and gives me a suggestive look. She must not have heard the gossip yet. I blow out a breath laden with frustration. Being a single man is going to be an issue very soon. When I’m in a relationship, I’m faithful, it’s easy to be faithful. But when I’m single, I’ve never found it easy to turn down a night of sex. It’s going to be hard enough maintaining celibacy without temptation making eyes at me from across a village green.
Having a ‘wife’ might keep other woman away.
Talk about a rock and a hard place.
I turn back to Lessa and only then realise she’s stopped talking mid-sentence and swivels round so her back is to the crowd, her face ashen.
“Are you okay?”
“Behind me, the roasted nut stand.” Her voice is barely audible. “Don’t look. There are two men, one with a camera.”
“What?” I glance over her shoulder and see them. They were at the donkey race earlier taking pictures. One is snapping pictures now, the other talking to people and asking questions.
“The one with the camera.” she says, her lips white. “He was camped outside my building.”
I look at them again. The camera guy looks bored. “It’s nothing, probably a freelance photographer, hired by someone covering the fair.”
“He’ll recognise me.”
The dance has come to an end, the band stops while the organiser calls up more names. The journalist moves towards the dance circle, taking advantage of the break in music to talk to the spectators. They’re coming closer and one of them catches my eye and heads towards us.
“Come on.” I grab Lessa’s arm and pull her with me onto the dance floor.
The organiser shouts, “And Mr and Mrs Hazelwood.” Just as the band starts a fast rendition of the Cancan.
Almost immediately, we’re separated, men and women in two lines facing each other. Lessa still looks panic-stricken and keeps her head slightly down so her long hair curtains her face.
The organiser signals a start, and the women quickly step forward, shaking the hems of their skirts above their knees. It’s easy enough to copy, step, shake, step, shake until the line reaches the men and twirls to face the same way. Lessa, next to me now, whispers, “I’ve no idea what I’m doing.”
There’s no time to answer because the men’s line moves forward in a sequence of fast steps, arms folded at shoulder level. It isn’t too different from a Cossack dance, and I can squat and kick my leg out as well as the next man. It isn’t exactly right but close enough and makes people look at me instead of Lessa.
By the time the men reach the other end of the floor and rise to face the women, I’m breathing faster and something of the energetic dance and lively music has transformed my mood. I laugh as Lessa widens her eyes at me. When it’s the women’s turn to advance, she lets herself go, kicking her legs high.
This goes on, getting more and more energetic. By the time the band reaches a crescendo and finishes, both Lessa and I collapse in each other’s arms breathing very hard. “Jesus.” She gasps. “Who needs a treadmill?”
The dance ends with us on the far side of the dance floor away from the journalist, but I keep her close, with her face turned into my body.
Other couples are hugging and cheering while the organiser calls out names.
“Have the journalists gone or are we going to have to do a lot more of this dancing?” She asks.
I grab her and swivel us both slightly so I can look over her head. “They’re still here, but they’re busy talking to the winners.”
She looks up at me. “You mean we didn’t win the Cancan?”
She can still make jokes? I snort a laugh. “I think it’s a safe bet that we are no credit to the art of French folk dance.”
“Damn, and I showed off my legs for nothing “
“What do you mean, for nothing? I, for one, was very grateful.”
She gives me a mock smack on the chest. “Shame on you.”
Shame on me, indeed. Then something changes inside me. I don’t know if it’s the jokey teasing, the music or my awareness of how scared she is, but something shifts. What would it cost me to put myself out a little?
The band starts tuning up, but the journalists have drifted away to the next stand. I follow them with my eyes. This is as good a time as any to slip away.
“Come on, wife, I’d better take you home before you get into any more trouble.”




Chapter Twelve

 
Brandon

I’m not cut out for manual labour. And digging up weeds is backbreaking. The only thing that can be said in its favour is that it’s helping with my vow of celibacy. By the time the sun sets, I’m usually too tired to even think about sex.
And that’s my priority at the moment. Of the ten wishes in Liam’s list, too many are yet to be started. The vow of celibacy is at least in progress; even if the last two months felt more like twenty-two years, so it had better stick because I’m not starting that again. And this is the problem about Lessa.
“Tea?”
Right on cue, as if she could read my mind.
Dropping the shovel, I stand up slowly, a hand pressed into the small of my back, and turn around.
She’s wearing her usual cascade of red curls and a lively glint in her blue eyes. Also, clothes, obviously, but I do my best not to let my eyes wander below her neck. She’s still slim, so you can’t tell she’s pregnant. Her ribbed jumpers and leggings hug her figure as if they were in love with her.
She waits for me to remove my gardening gloves then hands me one steaming mug.
“Your electricians have finished and said to tell you they’ll be back when you have the new switches.” She wraps both hands around her own mug and lifts it to her mouth. I make myself look away.
“Switches, right! They mentioned this before, but I forgot.”
Liam wanted me to do the work myself, another of his requests that I’m halfway through. Weeding and digging until my legs, arms, shoulders, even my eyebrows ache, but I draw the line at falling off the roof or electrocuting myself. So, I’ve hired two builders, Trevor and Terrence Malon, nice men who seem honest and know their stuff. I trust them to do the work, and they trust me to buy things like tiles, door handles, and light switches. I seriously hope they’re more trustworthy than me because I keep forgetting to buy things on time.
“And you?” I glance at Lessa. “Finished your work?” I don’t really know what her job is, mostly she works at her laptop.
“No, I’m just bored.”
“You and me both.”
“At least you’re out in the fresh air. I just sit for hours until I grow stiff.”
Grow stiff, yeah. I yank my wayward mind from the double entendre. Not for the first time, I wonder if this fake marriage arrangement has been a mistake. It all started with so much potential.
Do something to help someone in trouble. Give your time, a little part of your life.
But Lessa, who seems the ideal person in need of help, won’t let me For a start, she insists on paying rent and all expenses that relate to our fake marriage. We went to Jersey that first weekend and bought two wedding rings, simple gold bands, which she refused to let me pay for. Then we had lunch at a local café where she pulled out a clean sheet of A4 and wrote out the Ts & Cs of our agreement.
One – We will be housemates. Nothing more, nothing less.
Two – She will not accept charity. Anything we buy, food, loo rolls, Wi-Fi subscription, she pays half.
Three – We will share house chores like ordinary flatmates.
Four – I don’t have to ‘act like a husband’ any more than absolutely necessary. She turns down any social invitations. There will be no dinner parties or outings as a couple.
Five – She will live with me until after the general election in the UK or until her seventh month of pregnancy, whichever comes sooner. Then she will leave.
Six – If at any time I change my mind or need space, I must (the word must underlined three times) say so and she will find somewhere else to live.
That was our last long conversation. A month ago. Since then, her presence in my house not only isn’t going to fulfil the ‘help someone in need’ request, but it’s actually endangering my celibacy.
She does her best not to get in my face. I work on the renovations or gardening, and she stays in her room working. Except when she comes to talk to me
“I can’t believe you cleared all this by hand.” She points at the part of the garden already cleared.
“I tried doing it by foot, believe me.” I kick at the pile of thistles I spent the morning cutting out of the ground. “I’m a musician, so my hands are my livelihood. If I could keep them safe and pampered, I would.”
I wait for her to go back inside.
“Is there much left?” She steps around the piled weeds toward the briar patch at the back of the garden.
She’s very curious, either that or very bored and looking for a distraction. “This.” She points at the thick brambles. “Is there much land? I mean why couldn’t you lease it to a farmer? It’ll save you the effort of clearing it yourself and might even give you some additional cash.”
She likes problem solving. So, I try to be even more boring than her work in her room.
“The thought had occurred to me, but a chat with an official at the town hall nixed that idea. According to the property survey, there is about an acre and a half, but all of it is down the hillside and is too steep to farm.”
“How much is an acre and a half? I don’t really understand farming language.”
“And you think I do?” I laugh.
In my own arguments, I make it sound as if I don’t want her here, but that’s not true. Part of me really enjoys her company. She’s…I don’t know…fun!
She peers ahead. The afternoon sun is just dipping below the line of bushes, and it catches deep highlights in her hair. “What’s in it now, I mean behind those impenetrable briars?”
I shrug. “Who knows? Trees, dead rose bushes, Charlie Chaplin? For my money, it’s just more briars.”
A stone path curves from the front garden to the back, around the three apple trees, then disappears into the brambles. She puts her mug down on one of the stones and follows the path to the end, then drops into a squat and peers. Clearly, she’s not ready to go back inside, and I’m happier than I should be about this.
“The path goes on for a long way.” She calls back. “We need something to cut some of this back.”
“Don’t touch them, they’re very prickly.” I slip my gloves back on, then pick the large shears and follow her.
Lessa ties her shawl around her waist so it doesn’t get tangled up in the thorns then holds out a hand. “Give me those for a sec.”
“The stuff is very hard to cut.” I hand them to her anyway.
She uses them to part some of the dried wood. “Look here.” She’s suddenly excited, beckoning me over.
I have to bend close over her shoulder but can see nothing and the only thing I’m aware of is her scent – feminine and clean and… I straighten and step back, away from her. “What?”
She stretches a hand all the way in.
“Careful,” I warn. Too late because her fingers come back red with blood.
“Mmm.” She licks her thumb. “Berries.”
She’s not flirting with me, she’s not flirting. Just licking her thumb, people do that.
“There’s enough here to make a pie.” She peers in again. “Several pies.”
I clear my throat. “Do you know how to make pies?”
“No, but I’m a researcher, I can research recipes.”
Against my advice, she continues collecting berries. And she’s bloody hard to argue with, especially when I’m trying not to get into a long discussion with her, to keep our contact to a minimum.
“Can you go back to the kitchen and get me a large bowl or something to put the berries in?”
“You’re going to shred your clothes,” I say. “And your hands.”
“A large bowl or something for the berries, please.” She repeats in a tone that allows no argument.
Exasperated, I pull off my gloves and hand them to her. “At least, put these on.”
Back in the kitchen I find an apron to protect her clothes from the worst of the evil bushes then search for “a large bowl or something for the berries” and find nothing. I stand in the middle of the kitchen, all the cupboards open, their contents in disarray; what the hell am I doing here? Collecting fruit from the forest. Trying to remember to buy electrical switches. I glance up at the clock on the wall, four o’clock. On a Saturday, I’d be coming to the end of a matinee performance, have taken my bow, the audience applauding and if they didn’t stop when I went off the stage, then I’d be coming back to play an encore. Maybe the cheerful Gigue if the concert is classical or baroque. Or Vaughn William’s haunting Intersession for a more modern programme.
The sound of the AGA firing brings me back to the present. I must have been standing here, playing a solo piece in my head for the last ten minutes.
I get a large saucepan and a plastic washing up bowl.
The washing up bowl is large enough. I give it another rinse to make sure it doesn’t have soap residue.
Cooking, like gardening, is not my strong suit. Initially, we took turns with the cooking. Lessa made interesting foods, and fresh salads with lots of herbs and raspberries because she said it helped with her morning sickness. I made boiled pasta with grated cheese. After a few nights of this, she took over the cooking most nights.
We do have dinner together, and she’s friendly enough but doesn’t chatter. As if she’s worried about annoying me. I insist on washing up, then do my best to avoid her by going to bed early and mentally ticking off another day of celibacy.
Liam’s request to become best friends with a woman who didn’t want to sleep with me has no chance of happening. But I’m getting used to being around an attractive woman without feeling the urge to think about…yeah, that.
It’s getting better, slowly. Very slowly.
I take the washing up bowl and saucepan out to Lessa.
She’s managed to trim back enough dead wood and bindweed to expose brambles heavy with berries, some black, some red.
“Sorry, it’s the only thing large enough.” I hand her the bowl.
“No large salad bowl or Tupperware containers?”
“I’ll have to remember to buy some.” I repeat this silently to myself, so I remember it. “And light switches and new bathroom tiles. And…” I frown searching around in my head. “There are so many things to get. The Malon brothers say I can order a lot of it online, even tiles. But nothing arrives fast here, everything takes about two weeks because they don’t allow anyone to operate their private delivery service.”
“What?” She looks up from the heap of berries. While I was away in the kitchen, she spread her scarf on the ground and used it for the berries already collected. “Not even Amazon?”
“Especially not Amazon. I’ve cancelled my Prime subscription because it’s pointless.”
“But why?” She looks bewildered. “In London, I was too busy to go shopping. I got used to ordering things on my phone app and have them at my door the next day.”
“Island bylaws. Something about keeping La Canette safe.”
“They’re keeping it safely in the eighteenth century.” She huffs in frustration.
I drop down on one knee beside her and help transferring berries to the tub.
“I’ll go to the village tomorrow,” she says. “I’m sure they’ll have salad bowls in the shop. I’ll check what I need for a pie recipe and get all that, too.”
“You’re very efficient with your time management. I wish I were half, even a quarter as efficient.” I sigh. “And, I have a million things to remember.”
She glances at me, and a lovely smile breaks out on her face. Then she takes my hand. I freeze.
“You’re going to stain your hands with the berries. I can finish. Do we need shopping tomorrow?” She finished the last of the berry transfer then gets up, dusts her knees, and picks up the bowl.
“Give me that.” I take the bowl from her. “Not sure about shopping, I can’t remember if I need anything.”
“Why don’t you make a list?”
“A list?”
“Lists help you get your projects organised.” She points out while dusting her knees.
“It never occurred to me. I’m not very organised. To be honest I’ve never had to be.”
We start walking back inside. “In my life, my normal life,” I amend, “my time is organised by others. I know from the moment I wake up if I’m booked for rehearsals or performances. The rest just falls into place around those commitments. Now I have no commitments and a million things to remember.”
“Give me a minute,” she says when we walk into the kitchen. She places the berries by the sink then runs upstairs and comes back a minute later with a colourful writing pad.
“Okay.” She pulls a chair to the kitchen table. “One list for things you can buy here in that village alleyway that thinks it’s a high street.” She opens the pad and tears out an orange sheet. “Another list for things you need to order online.” A pink sheet. “And finally, a list for things you need to buy in Jersey.” A pale green sheet. “Why don’t you start populating the lists while I start on supper. And we also need a tea-strainer.” She quickly scribbles that on the orange sheet.
“So, what are you going to do with all these.” I point to the berries.
“First, I’ll have to get a recipe. Which isn’t easy without knowing exactly what kind of berries they are. I’ll try to taste one.”
Quickly, I lay a hand on her arm to stop her. “We don’t know if they’re poisonous. And even if they’re not, maybe find out first in case they don’t go well with pomegranate.”
Yes, I too have adopted the word pomegranate for everything to do with pregnancy or baby, words that seem to make Lessa uncomfortable. The first time I called her pregnant she recoiled. So, we just call anything to do with the situation, pomegranate.
“How about a mint, cucumber, and avocado salad with toasted bread?”
Which tells me she’s feeling queasy again.
“Shall I make tea and get the box of lemon biscuits out?”
“You read my mind.” She beams at me. “And we can talk about what the house needs and make the lists.”
“Yes please, I’m deeply grateful for the administrative help. The builders need to finish in the next couple of weeks before winter hits.”
She glances towards the window. There are still gold and brown leaves on the trees, green grass, and birds hopping on the ground searching for seeds or something. “It’s mild here. We’re at the end of November, and I’ve yet to need a coat.”
“I’m told La Canette winters come short and sharp. Six weeks of cold from just before Christmas until the beginning of February. Shall I write ‘winter coat’ on the green list?”
“You’re a quick study. I think you’ll be a master list-maker.” Her laughing eyes sparkle.
“Don’t be so quick with your compliments. I’m deeply flawed in so many things.”
“Such as?” She sounds unconvinced so I have to prove it.
“Well…home design for a start. The cottage will soon be ready for painting and decorating and I haven’t the first clue how to make it look nice.”
She turns, letting her gaze sweep slowly around the old-fashioned kitchen, the stripped window frames, the mismatched chairs. “You have a wonderful space here, a blank canvass to make something beautiful. If you don’t mind help from a woman with too many opinions, I could work with you on this.”
“Yes, please.” I answer before I can stop myself.




Chapter Thirteen

 
Lessa

This was a mistake. I can’t stay here.
Anything is better than this slow death.
Optimistically, I’d imagined myself finding online work as a researcher for think tanks or advocacy groups, even charities.
But no one wants me.
They might want Alice Trapper, highly skilled and highly experienced. But Alice Trapper isn’t the one applying. She’s disappeared off the radar, hasn’t she?
Lessa Hazelwood (the name I’m using) has no credentials, no references, no recommendations. The only jobs I can get are mostly tele-sales, calling strangers, trying to charm them into buying things. Even if I were any good at it, I’d rather stick needles under my fingernails. Otherwise it’s jobs collecting databases that make watching paint dry seem like a carnival of excitement.
Is this a lesson for me to learn? Seeing first-hand what it’s like for the people my Phoenix Bill was trying to help. How impossible it is to start from scratch after an injury has put an end to someone’s normal career. Or a divorced woman, who spent years bringing up a family, now she needs a job but finds her skills are out of date?
It’s so much harder than I ever imagined.
Most days, I grin and get on with it, grateful for what I already have. But some days, like today, my courage runs low. When all I can find is a job collecting phone numbers for supermarket transport companies, the world starts to look very dark.
On days like this, I want to call Clive. I want to be back in London in my normal life.
I’m fourteen weeks pregnant. The local mother and baby clinic has given me an ultrasound, and everything looks good. It’s just the hiding out on this God-forsaken tiny isle.
Call Clive.
Call him now!
People should never be too embarrassed to admit when they’ve made a mistake and change direction. My hand moves the mouse to the search bar to find a ticket back to London.
There’s a flight tomorrow at 9:45am from Jersey. I can pack, thank Brandon for his kindness, then go home.
I’m halfway through booking when my eyes fall on my stomach. Nothing showing yet, but not for much longer. Sooner or later, my condition will become obvious.
Slowly, my thoughts settle and I remember all the rational reasons I can’t move back to London. Soon enough the press will know it’s Clive’s baby, and they’ll go after his career.
But I want to go home. I could go for a month, re-establish myself, then in the new year find a job I can do as myself, as Alice Trapper. Something I can do online, then it’ll be easy enough to move somewhere new, out of sight.
My hand hovers over my phone.
To stop myself calling Clive, I close my laptop and go downstairs.
Brandon is not in the house. I open the fridge looking for something to eat then see the berries. Whenever the boring mind-numbing job hunting gets me down, I go out and pick little red, black, orange, and even purple berries.
By now, we have several containers full, and I’ve sorted them by colour. Some are definitely blackberries. Others are less recognisable. Brandon decided to show his dominant side and insisted I don’t even taste them in case they’re poisonous.
Perhaps the greengrocer in the village can help; he’s bound to recognise them. Besides, if I go out for a walk, then the impulse to book a flight or call Clive will just fade away.
“Brandon?” I call out of the kitchen window.
He’s kneeling on a folded tarp, digging weeds out of the flower beds by the fence. His dedication to a job he clearly doesn’t enjoy amazes me. Hearing my voice, he turns around.
“I’m just going down to the village. Do you need anything?”
He wipes his forehead with his sleeve, pushing hair off his face. “List on the fridge.”
Brandon has taken to list making like a champion and the kitchen cupboards are decorated with various coloured lists. He’s even applied some logic to his list placements, so the “general crockery” list is on the cupboard. The “utensils and cooking implements” list is taped above the AGA, and the fridge door has the list of “food we need.” I slide this from under the fridge magnate, fold it, and slip it into the pocket of my waterproof jacket. There’s an old, padded envelope on the table, which is perfect for a handful of berries, so I open the fridge and select samples of each kind we’ve picked and drop them into it.
Jacket and walking boots on, I set off towards the village. It’s not until I notice the decorations on every house that it dawns on me, Christmas will be here very soon. There’s very little in the way of tinsel and fairy lights, but every house has a wreath, green cedar fronds, pinecones, clusters of nuts, and even boughs of that thorny plant with orange berries. My family always takes the festive season very seriously. As children we always made our own advent calendars, and now my sister’s kids have taken over this tradition. Mum and dad, who’ve retired to Italy, always fly in for the week and we all celebrate together. I don’t want to be here on this island of strangers when I could be sitting with my family around a huge tree with a mountain of gifts.
In the village, all the shops have been decorated, too. The pharmacy has a fat church candle on the window ledge tied with a wide ribbon of rich looking red silk. In fact, several of the other shops have big floppy bows of the same silk. It’s an expensive fabric to use on street decorations, surely. There’s even a red rosette on the knitted hat of the woman in the queue outside the bakery.
We need bread, too, so I join the queue behind the red rosette lady. After ten minutes of waiting, I realise the queue isn’t moving at all.
“Excuse me, why is it taking so long?” I ask the woman.
“Waitin’ for the next batch to come out of the oven.”
Seriously? The queue has at least ten people. I hope their ovens produce enough bread for all of us.
She’s looking at me, but I can’t think what to say and feel tongue-tied. Striking conversations with strangers is never easy for me unless we have something specific to talk about.
I look behind me, there are no supermarkets here, nor even a small corner shop that has all the essentials. Everything on my list, milk, yogurt, pickles, chicken, pasta, herbs for pesto sauce, blueberries for smoothie, muesli…everything needs a visit to a different shop.
Rosette-lady misunderstands my frustration and gives me a less than friendly look. “We all have to queue. This isn’t the big city where you come from. I’m sure a Mrs. La-Di-Da like you is used to bakeries as big as Buckingham Palace.”
Here we go again! People who don’t know me always mistake my shyness for snobbery. If I really were “La Di Da,” I’d tell her in the big city we don’t go to bakeries; bread, along with all other shopping, comes to our door.
What am I doing here in this place full of hostile people? I can just leave. If not London, then there are a million places I can go – France, Italy, Burkina Faso.
“Hello stranger.” Someone taps me on the shoulder.
It’s Millie, the nice woman from the Blue Sage Café, looking very pregnant.
“I owe you an apology,” she says when we’ve exchanged hellos. “I meant to pop over for a visit, but I’m a bit less mobile these days.” She smiles gesturing towards her growing bump.
“Do you need bread?” I ask. “Because I’m afraid it’s a long wait.”
Rosette-hat-lady throws me the stink-eye again. But I don’t care, and surely, they can’t expect a woman in Millie’s condition to queue. “Go and sit down. I’ll get your bread. What do you need?”
“Thank you.” She shakes her head. “We bake our own at the Hall. I came in to get a few things from the post office and now on my way to the pier–” She breaks off as if an idea just occurred to her. “Why don’t you walk with me?”
It’s a tempting offer because Millie is a far lovelier company than hostile Rosette lady. Bread can wait for another time, but we’re out of so many things.
“What else do you need?” Millie holds out a hand for my list and reads through it. “I’ll have a word with our cook. She can send you some of this from our larder. And she bakes amazing breads.”
“No, no, you can’t.” I take the list from her. “Isn’t it enough you’ve been so generous with all those gorgeous teas and biscuits?” She’s been sending me her wonderful herbal mixes to help with my nausea. I can’t expect her staff to feed us, too.
“Don’t be daft. Cook loves to bake and will turn cartwheels of joy if you let her work out what your favourite bread might be. She makes walnut bread, onion bread, cumin-seed bread, nigella-seed bread, wheat, rye, corn, spelt, you name it.”
My objections are weakening with every word. “But…” I try to argue.
“Besides, our larders are groaning with stuff.” She leads me a few steps down the square, around what must be a fountain. At least, it’s a large stone basin with steps leading up to a small nymph carrying a jug. “All the islanders still send us contributions from their farms like the old days. You know this used to be a feudal island and all the people were basically tenants on the Seigneur’s lands.”
I’d read about that.
“George keeps telling them they don’t owe us anything, but they still send.” She digs into her pocket for a small pencil and puts ticks against half the items on my list. “And I’ll ring Appletree Dairy, they can deliver butter, milk and cheese, and…” She scrolls down the list. “You can’t have blueberries, they’re out of season.”
“Out of season?”
She laughs. “I forgot. Nothing is ever out of season in London.” A small, wistful look comes into her face.
“How well do you know London?”
“I used to live in Camberwell until four years ago. Gosh, it feels like ages, I’m already so used to how things work here. The Seigneur is determined to keep La Canette carbon-neutral so very little is imported. If it’s not in season, we don’t have it.”
“Isn’t the Seigneur your husband?”
“Yes, but this bylaw has been in place since his father’s reign.”
I look at her with fresh eyes. She’s basically the wife of the island’s governor, one day he’ll be a lord. Yet she’s dressed like an ordinary housewife in a loose, wool dress over knitted leggings and Wellies.
My mind flashes back to Clive’s wife. Viv wouldn’t be found dead in leggings or wellingtons. Come to think of it, until three months ago, I’d never be found dead in leggings and wellingtons.
“You can find kitchenware at Quinn’s, but he’s always closed on Wednesday.”
“Why Wednesdays? Is it an island thing?”
“No. He just doesn’t open on Wednesday. Different shops pick a day they want to close. You get to know after a while.”
“I imagine walking three miles only to find the shop closed is a good incentive to learn.”
A few minutes ago, this would have been more reason to hate the island, but somehow, seen through Millie’s eyes, it seems reasonable and a little endearing.
She’s cut my shopping trip by ninety percent, there’s only the berries question. I pull out the envelope from my pocket. “I was hoping to talk to the vegetable shop about these.” I empty a few into my palm.
“Hawthorn.” She touches one red ball with her fingertip.
“Do you know much about wild berries?”
“A bit. I’m actually a horticulturalist by training.”
Well, that’s a lot better than the greengrocer. I hand her the envelope. And we set off on another lane out of the village.
Millie, who is much more sure-footed on the cobbles than me, walks while checking inside the envelope. She examines the berries with so much fascination, they might be gemstones. “Guelder rose.” She picks up a few of the little red ones. “Where did you find these?”
“At the back of the garden. There is an impenetrable jungle of them.”
“They are incredible. I knew there must be more guelder roses on the island, but I couldn’t find any except on the headland.” Suddenly, she stops walking and looks at me. “You haven’t eaten any, have you?”
“No, Brandon stopped me in case they were poisonous.”
“They are, especially when raw. They won’t kill you but will not be…” She pauses. “They’ll cause you to miscarry.”
Instinctively, my hand goes to my stomach, and I feel a rush of protective anxiety. We continue walking out of the village and among the fields now. Farms surrounded by rich gold and russet coloured beach trees.
“When are you due?” Millie asks.
“Third week of May, if the doctor at the mother and baby clinic is right.”
“Oh, Adam, yes, you’ll be in good hands with him.”
To hide my guilt, because she’s being lovely and caring while I’m being economical with the truth, I ask, “What about you?”
“Late January.”
“That soon?”
“Not soon enough. My ankles are swollen, none of my shoes fit, and don’t even ask me about sleeping. I have to pile cushions around me, against my back, under my belly, between my knees.”
I’ve been so focused on the practical implications of my condition that I haven’t given any thought to the health issues.
We pass a stone marker, like a milestone with arrows pointing in different directions: 
East Hill 3m, 
Cider Press 1m, 
Margo’s Arch 2m, 
Fisherman’s point 1m. 
 
Millie without looking, turns south towards Fisherman’s point.
I try to memorise the route, hoping not to get lost on the way back. “How is your morning sickness?”
Millie’s question draws me back.
“So much better thanks to your herbal teas and biscuits. I swear, sometimes, they are all that stands between me and starvation.”
She laughs. “You can always go foraging. This island is full of interesting fauna. Half of those tea infusions you like come from the wild herbs growing on Blue Sage Hill.”
I’d been so busy hating the place, but walking with Millie across the orchards, I find I’m actually enjoying myself. Our feet crunch on dry autumn leaves, every breath I take is clean and pure like a detoxifying treatment. I begin to see why she moved here.
“Why don’t you come over now and take a look at all the berries.” I invite her, hoping to extend this enjoyable afternoon, and to delay my return to the boring database or the dangerous temptation of contacting Clive too soon.
“I wish, but I have to meet the Lady Isobel girls in half an hour.”
“Lady who?”
“Lady Isobel’s Centre for Women. It’s a refuge for women escaping domestic violence. I promised to do a demonstration for some of the teenage girls.”
“Where?” I look around for anything that looks like a women’s refuge. The way Millie talked made it sound like more than a handful of women and girls. Just how violent are the men of this island?
“I’m not going to the centre; they’re coming to my café, Blue Sage Bay. You haven’t been, have you? Why don’t you come, you’ll like it, I promise.”
“Is it far?”
“It’s at the end of the island, but we’ll take the water taxi.”
I’m aware that this is another delaying tactic, another outing to put off my return to researching phone number for transport companies. I close my mind to my deadlines and say “yes.”
The water taxi proves a fun ride, and I don’t even feel seasick. It takes us round the side of the island, past half a dozen tiny coves, and toward an exquisitely pretty headland at the end of long thin strand. We disembark, the young man who runs the water taxi insists on helping us both off the boat since – as he puts it – we’re both in the family way. I should be annoyed at the gossiping island where even the taxi boatman knows my private business. But Millie’s tranquil, soothing company has brought a new serenity to my usually anxious self.
I feel relaxed as we walk up the jetty towards Millie’s café; nothing warns me that this impromptu visit to Blue Sage Bay might change the direction of my life.




Chapter Fourteen

 
Lessa

Millie’s demonstration is outside the café in a wide circle of potted plants. The girls, eight or nine, look to be in their early teens. They watch while she talks about cultivating different kinds of herbs. She hands out small pots for each girl to choose a cutting and practice. Three girls do exactly as she tells them, another four are less responsive and stand back not communicating much and unwilling – or unable – to trust. I wonder if someone at the refuge simply bundled them up and brought them here against their will. One of them stands as far away from the group as possible, arms crossed protectively over her chest and jumps at every noise. She’s a thin, waif-like girl with long dark hair that hangs messily down her back and makes my hands itch to brush it for her.
Millie goes round the group of reluctant girls one at a time asking gentle questions. “Which is your favourite herb?” or “Can you help me cut the tips of this rosemary bush?” Gradually she engages them in the process and gets them all planting. All except the nervous waif, standing alone at the back. At last, Millie finds a pot with a slightly yellowing plant and signals for me to follow her. She takes it to a place by the railing nearest the frightened girl.
“This poor bay has had a few bad knocks, see?” She drops down to a squat and points to a broken stem. “It needs a little love.”
“Is it dying?” I play along.
“It might. Most people would give up on it and throw it away, which is a shame. Because, with a little care, I know it can flourish and be beautiful again.” Millie’s hand trails gently over the yellowing leaves. “See? If we just trim the broken bits and keep it warm, it should start to get its strength back.”
The girl pretends not to take any notice, but I imagine she’s actually listening.
“I wish someone would take it under their wing and look after it.” Millie rises. “Now let’s go inside and make hot chocolate for everyone.” She leaves the plant there.
Millie leads me inside the café so we can make hot drinks for everyone.
I keep glancing through the large glass front to check on the girl. She hasn’t moved. “Who is she?”
Millie breaks chunks of chocolate into a large saucer of milk and cream. “Her name is Lou. The staff at the centre are worried about her. She came with her mother a couple of months ago, but she never talks. They hope a little engagement might help.” Millie adds a couple of cinnamon sticks and some shards of broken almond-shells.
“I offered to do this demonstration mostly for her sake. Planting and gardening can be very therapeutic. But in some cases” – her eyes flick to the girl still standing on the jetty, not even looking at the hundreds of pretty potted shrubs and trees – “it takes time and a lot of patience.”
“You seem to know a lot about this.”
“Not me.” She laughs. “There’s a therapist who comes to the centre twice a week. She explained that trust can’t be forced any more than a rosebud can be made to bloom faster by pulling the petals open by hand. Sometimes, you must let things improve very slowly.”
So, they had a therapist at this women’s centre. It sounded like a well-organised operation. “Do you have a lot of domestic violence here?”
Millie shakes her head. “No, but these women come from anywhere. Initially, it was supposed to be from the Channel Islands. But in the last couple of years, they started coming from the mainland. It’s a good place to hide.”
Hide. Yes. Just like me. “Who pays for it?”
“It’s a charity. They hope to raise enough to pay for a full-time therapist, because the current two-days-a-week is nowhere near enough.” Millie removes the milk from the heat before it boils and stirs it with a whisk, the melting chocolate swirls in dark circles which slowly fade into the mix. She places a sieve over a jug and pours everything slowly. Rising steam fills the kitchen with the rich smell of almond and cinnamon.
I help her pour the hot chocolate into mugs for the girls, but my mind is still on what she told me.
After we hand out the drinks, I bring her back to the topic.
“You say it’s a charity. How do they raise their funds?”
“I think they have a few endowments. We usually do a fundraiser sale on New Year’s Eve to help.”
This doesn’t sound like much. “Why don’t they apply for government funding?”
Millie gives me a gentle smile. “What government? You forget we’re not in the UK now.”
Of course not. I make a start on the washing up while Millie chats to some of the girls who have questions. The girl, Lou, is still standing alone, slightly hidden behind a potted olive tree, as if trying to avoid notice. She clearly needs more help. Help which, by the sound of things, the centre can’t afford. They need a good fundraiser, which they probably can’t afford either. Unless… Unless…someone could do the job and be paid a percentage of funds raised that way the centre wouldn’t have to pay anything upfront. Someone who can search for grants and corporate funding.
Women escaping domestic violence is a cause that is bound to generate interest and sympathy.
“You know I might be able to help. I know a little about private donations and business sponsorship, you know, discovering less-known avenues for raising money.”
“Why don’t you speak to George. I know the Lady Isobel Centre is very close to his heart, it was his idea to set it up four years ago.”
“Where can I find him?” I ask a little too eagerly. This is just the kind of project I’d love to be involved in. Survivors of abuse who need a helping hand to make a new start. What an idiot I’ve been looking for work online when right here on my doorstep is a charity that might need my skills. My eyes go to that poor girl, Lou. God only knows what she’s been through; it’s not right that she can’t have proper help.
Excitement must radiate off me because Millie is quickly serious. “You will have a chance to talk to him at the Christmas lunch.”
I blink, slightly confused. “Christmas lunch?”
“Yes, you’re coming to the hall, you and Brandon. Haven’t you received the invitation?”




Chapter Fifteen

 
Lessa

Brandon hasn’t heard of the invitation either. He goes to the front door where a collection of paint-spattered sheets are piled behind the door. Sure enough, he finds several letters hidden under them.
The letter from Lord Du Montfort is instantly recognisable by the cursive calligraphy on the front and the logo on the back of the envelope. La Canette’s coat of arms is an indigo shield with a crown and three fleurs-de-lis.
He slides a finger under the flap and peels it open. Inside is a folded card with tasteful gold edging. The invitation it’s so elegant and courteous.
We, Mr and Mrs Brandon Hazelwood, have been invited to a small family Christmas with Lord Du Montfort and family along with a few friends: Adam & Laura, Hal & Elodie and Pierre & Gabriel. That’s how the names are written, three pairs of names, making it clear they are couples.
I’m instantly torn. Obviously, I really wanted to see George. Where else would I be able to talk to the island’s Seigneur in a relaxed informal setting? But I don’t want – with a passion I don’t want – to go and play happy families and pretend to exchange gifts with my pretend husband in front of a lot of other happy couples.
Brandon is still staring at the card. He has the oddest expression. I wish I knew what he was thinking, but when he looks up at me his face is carefully neutral. “We can go,” he says then after a moment adds. “If you’d like to.”
Does he want to go, but is giving me the option to decline, or is he offering to go only to please me?
“Do you want to go?” I ask him.
“If you want to.” He sounds so non-committal, it’s impossible to tell what he feels.
We could be here all day. One of us has to stop being polite.
“I don’t, but I’ll go if you want. It’s bound to be a good group of people and you might like…”
He shakes his head, dislodging his hair, making it fall over his brow. “On any other day, yes, but not Christmas.”
“Okay, then let’s send a polite refusal.”
It would have been good to have George introduce me to the charity, but not essential. Millie mentioned they have a fund-raising bazaar in the village on New Year’s Eve. I can meet the head of the women’s refuge there and introduce myself as a potential consultant or freelance researcher.
Of course, I’m not rocking up to the sale with nothing to show for myself. There’s plenty of time to prepare, read up on them. Their annual reports and accounts should be available on the Charities Commission website.
I turn to go upstairs when Brandon’s words sink in, and I turn back. “Why not Christmas, particularly?”
That expression crosses his face again. This time, he lets out a long and shaky breath. “I would very much like to forget it’s Christmas at all, pretend it’s any other day.”
How could I have forgotten? “Your brother?”
“Something like that.” He drops the invitation on the coffee table.
This is not a man used to explaining himself. Getting him to say how he feels is a bit like easing teeth out of a firmly closed mouth, and this looks like private and clearly painful territory. But I do understand, sort of. Because I feel the same, sort of. Spending Christmas away from everyone I love will be hard. Waking up to carols on the radio and my sister’s children excited to drag us all out of bed. Going down, still in our pyjamas to open presents while my dad presides over breakfast. Then joining Mum in the kitchen to prep the vegetables and sneaking mince pies while no one is looking.
I close my eyes on the memories. “Okay let’s make a deal, we’ll both pretend it’s not Christmas at all. We’ll just go about the day like it’s any other day.”
“Should be easy with no visible decorations outside,” he says.
Thanks to this island’s rules on no outside lights, there are no Christmas fairy lights and twinkling Santas on every house roof and front garden.
That’s when an idea hits me. I go to the kitchen and take down the wall calendar. Today is the 11th of December. I cross out one of the digits, “It’s now the 1st of December. In two weeks, it’ll be the 15th , just an ordinary winter day. What would you be doing on the fifteenth?”
His eyes flick from me to the calendar on the wall and back to me. “I’d probably be doing the ensuite bathroom.”
Instantly, I’m intrigued. His ensuite is halfway between ugly and depressing. Not only a chocolate brown suite but ginghams wallpaper and gingham roman blinds and a wall of Formica cabinets. It was probably used as bathroom-cum-dressing room back in the days when hot water was fetched from downstairs in a jug. “Are you redesigning?”
Brandon’s face twists in a grimace. “I’ll have to take out the old fittings first. I can’t see the space for brown and yellow stripes. What about you?”
“Oh, I’m sure I’ll have lots to do.” Anything to prevent me from remembering last year’s magnificent feast of roast turkey draped in bacon slices, surrounded by sausages and a million trimmings. Plum pudding and every kind of cream, brandy butter and caramel sauce.
“In fact, can we please make sure we have nothing special to eat?”
“Cheese on toast would suit me fine.” There’s no mistaking the relief in his voice.
“I’ll even up the ante,” I say, oddly excited. “You have been planning to paint the kitchen table and chairs.” Brandon had spent a week stripping off the old peeling veneer back to bare natural wood. “How about on our new and improved 15th of December, I paint all of them? I warn you; it means we won’t have anywhere to lay dinner and will have to eat standing up.”
This time an actual smile breaks on his face. “I see your kitchen painting and I’ll raise you a sitting room floor sanding. Our neighbour is lending me his electric sander.”
“What neighbour? You mean the Bee Wild honey shop?”
“The guy, Hal, is a DIY expert. He offered to do it himself, but I want to do the work myself. So…” He wiggles his eyebrows. “Be warned, if I sand the sitting room floors the day before, the sofa and armchairs will have to be piled up out of the way, and the place will look like a building site.”
We grin at each other.




Chapter Sixteen

 
Brandon

The new and improved fifteenth of December dawns cold. What people told me about La Canette winters is evident in the frost-white grass around the cottage.
True to her word, Lessa is already down in the kitchen with paintbrush and a tin of duck-egg-blue paint. It’s her idea. I would have been okay with anything…white, cream, grey…but Lessa has strong opinions about colour. Duck-egg is a good colour for a country kitchen.
“You mean if it’s any other colour, I might forget where we are and mistake this cottage for a stylish Paris apartment?” I said at the time which made her laugh. I like making her laugh. It doesn’t happen often. Perhaps, I’m not a funny man.
Women usually laugh at my jokes, but people are much more appreciative of a feeble joke when they are going to sleep with you, aren’t they? Lessa is not interested, she doesn’t even notice how hard I try not to stare at her.
It’s getting easier.
This morning, I make myself a large coffee and take it into my bathroom. The demolition is a dirty, noisy job. After taking all the old fittings and cupboards out to the tip, I have to get down on my knees prise old tiles off with a scraper. It’s hard work, but Beethoven keeps me company. Lately, Beethoven has been a real friend. Miserable bugger that he was, the music suits my mood. Not that I’m miserable, I’m not. Living here with Lessa is surprisingly pleasant and we’ve settled into a nice, friendly domestic routine. But Beethoven is deep, complex, and dominates; his music doesn’t leave head space for unwelcome thoughts.
Several hours, and several cups of coffee, go by as I scrape the floor and the walls while my Bose speakers blare out the 7th symphony, the Egmont overture, and the trio in C major. That was the piece I played at that last concert, the night before the news about Liam, it’s a beautiful piece, and the oboist on this recording plays it very well. Except, he’s a bit fast, he’s not giving the melody a chance to breathe. When you play, even with the conductor leading, there’s always a little room to add something, an interpretation, an emphasis. And for me, this, section right here… I stop scraping wallpaper to listen. There, that’s it, he rushes in with the trill. I’d have taken an instant, a tiny silence to build up anticipation, let the ear yearn for the melody before you give it to them.
How long has it been since I last played for an audience?
The trio finishes and the next piece plays. I go back to working until it’s all done. I’m just wiping dust off with a wet cloth when the music suddenly drops. I turn to find Lessa has turned the volume down.
“Sorry, is it too loud?” I should have thought to ask her if she even likes this kind of music.
“No, but you couldn’t hear me. Do you mind if we close the windows?”
I had all the windows open because the air got pretty dusty. I pull off my face mask. “Sorry, are you cold?” She’s wearing a jumper and a shawl wrapped tightly around her, but her arms are crossed tightly over her body.
“Why isn’t the heating on?” The cottage relies on the AGA to heat the pipes and normally this keeps the place very warm.
“It is, but it can’t keep up with the wind blowing in. Have you even looked outside?”
The bathroom has a large window facing west; the light outside is fading into dusk. It must be 3:30 or even 4pm.
“Sorry. I can stop now.” I get up, my thigh muscles protesting, and close the windows. “Let me mop the floor, it’s filthy.”
“So are you,” she says. “Go and have a hot shower, use my bathroom.”
What she calls her bathroom is the main family one next to her room which she’s been using.
I try not to limp because my body aches from my ankles to my eyebrows. Her bathroom also needs remodelling, but she’s made it clean, and it smells of nice feminine soaps. I’ve never understood how women can use the same brand of toiletries and shampoo but make them smell so much nicer.
I close the door and take off my clothes. Lessa is right, I’m filthy, even my eyelashes are grey with dust. It takes half an hour under the hot water to wash away the dirt and loosen my stiff muscles. I gather my dirty clothes off the bathroom floor and use them to mop up water around the edge of the shower then realise I haven’t brought a towel. Brilliant! Now I’ll have to call Lessa to bring me one, which means her going into my room. I search my brain to remember if I’ve left it in a state.
Or…I can make a naked dash across the landing and hope not to give her a show. Thinking about that makes the potential ‘show’ even worse. I glare down at my misbehaving body and threaten it with a cold shower. It takes a moment before I can ease the bathroom door open and check. No Lessa.
I make it to my room in three seconds and shut the door behind me, then turn around to look for the towel. It’s draped over a chair. Now that I look around, my bedroom is disgraceful. I’ve spent far too much of my life in hotel rooms where I don’t have to clean anything. Even when I’ve stayed in rented apartments, the expectation that a woman was coming home with me at night, made me tidy. Now, thanks to Liam’s vow of celibacy, my life has turned into a pigsty. Or perhaps I’ve been pretending to be a gentleman all along and the absence of a love life has brought out my inner pig.
It takes me quite some time to clean up, fold everything back into the wardrobe, make the bed, and get dressed in fresh clothes. A shave, then a slap of aftershave over my cheeks. Just because I’m not dating, there is no reason to turn into Bob Geldof. Except that while Sir Bob looks dishevelled, he is a humanitarian who dedicated his life to charity and helping those in need; I have nothing like his excuse.
By the time I get downstairs, the wind outside rattles the shutters, but the kitchen is toasty warm.
“Close the kitchen door or all the heat will escape upstairs.” Lessa warns as soon as I’ve walked in. She has brough in all the cushions from the sofa and placed one of them on the floor near the Aga. “I thought these were more comfortable than sitting on flagstones.”
She’s sitting cross legged with a plate of something balanced on her knee and a mug of tea on the floor beside her. “Tea, cheese, etc.” She nods towards the counter where there is a cutting board and a wedge of cheddar. Also, a packet of water biscuits. A glance at her plate confirms my suspicion.
“I might need a bit more than a few crackers, I’m a pig, don’t you know?”
Good, I’ve made her laugh again.
Digging around inside the fridge brings out a haphazard selection of food and leftovers. I put the teapot and all the foods on a tray and place it on the floor, too, then grab another cushion and a bottle of cider from the cupboard.
“I think I deserve more than tea after all the heroic work I did up there.”
“Not to mention your fast, naked run across the landing.”
She saw that? I wince. “Sorry.” Then I remember the half-stiffy and heat floods me.
“It’s okay I didn’t see anything.” Her voice is relaxed with no trace of innuendo so hopefully she’s telling the truth.
Then my inner caveman is humiliated and wants to know: 
She didn’t see anything?
I’m not that small.
Shut up!
But surely, I was...
Shut up!
I turn my back to her and unscrew the lid off the cider bottle.
I could be bigger than a cider bottle.
SHUT UP.
“Are you okay?” Lessa asks from behind me. Probably because I’d been standing still for a while.
“I just wondered if…” I hold up the bottle. “Do you mind if I…? Considering, you can’t drink?”
She shakes her head. “I’ve never been a fan of cider, even before…” She gestures at her still flat stomach.
“What did you like to drink before the pomegranate?”
“I like that you’ve totally adopted my terminology.”
Lessa has a great way with naming things, it’s much more fun than calling things by their usual names.
“How do you not fade away with the little you eat?” I glance at her small plate. I have already demolished half a loaf of bread, almost all the cheddar, a lot of ham and mustard, and the leftover potato salad.
“You don’t see how much I eat.”
“I do. You’ve yet to finish a meal, I’ve lost count of how many times you leave the table with your plate still half full.”
“True, but that’s because you only eat at mealtimes. You don’t see me go back and forth to the fridge all day. The best way to keep the nausea at bay is to keep snacking.”
“In that case.” I get up, go to the fridge, then the larder.
Lessa’s appetite is very hit and miss these days, and I’ve been doing my best to keep track, so I don’t accidentally trigger a frantic dash to the sink.
Black currant jam, orange curd, pesto, piccalilli, sunflower seeds, rice cakes, all of them things I’ve seen her like before. I put them on a tray along with all the cheeses I can find in the fridge.
“There.” I sit back down and place everything on the floor between us. “All your snacking needs.”
Something goes smash bang wallop outside, making us both jump.
What was that?” Her eyes widen.
“Probably a tree branch blown down the lane and colliding into other trees.” Then I notice her face. “I can go out and check if you like.”
“No, no. You don’t want debris hitting you.” She pauses as the wind whistles down the chimney. “God, it doesn’t half blow on the island.”
“If you listen, you can hear the waves crashing against the cliff.”
“Brrr.” She shivers.
“Don’t worry, we’re a long way up the hill, besides, I already secured all the shutters.”
“My knight in shining armour.” She gives me the softest, warmest smile, and her eyes linger on me.
Before I know what I’m doing, my fingers are in her hair. Not too deep, but it’s definitely a caress. I have to quickly pretend I’m tucking a curl behind her ear. Not sure it fools her. It wouldn’t fool a blind robot. “Sorry.” I take my hand away from her. “Old habits die hard.”
“Don’t worry about it,” she says very quietly looking at me with those crystal-clear blue eyes. She doesn’t look away for ages, and my heart thumps hard inside my chest.
With an effort, I tear my gaze away. “I’m not going to sleep with you.”
Then I cringe. I’ve said many stupid, tactless things in my life, but this clumsy sentence elevates me to neanderthal level.
“It’s not that I don’t want to,” I manage to dig myself in deeper. “I mean...”
“It really is okay.” She lays a gentle hand on my arm. She has to lean sideways to reach and her hair falls over her shoulder, a cascade of maple-coloured curls.
“The thing is…” I blow out a long breath and decide the only way out is through. “I am very attracted to you; I was from that first night I met you.” There. The genie is out of the bottle.
“Brandon,” she says very gently. “I know.”
Fuck.
It was hard enough when it was unspoken. And I had to choose this evening, sitting on cushions on the floor in the warm kitchen with the cold wind outside. If there is a worse, more tricky time, then I’d like to know it.
“The thing is, I have promised myself to be celibate for a whole year. And I thought…” I clear my throat, hoping to clear my head. “I thought you wouldn’t be interested because you’re in love with another man.”
“I am not.”
My mouth goes dry.
“I mean, I’m not interested in you in that way.” She clarifies in her quiet voice. “Again, not because you’re not attractive, but I’m not free.”
I can only hear the whoosh of blood flowing back into my brain.
“Then, you don’t want to sleep with me?” I ask to make sure I’ve understood because frankly, this is miles out of my comfort zone.
“No, I don’t. Sorry.”
I can see Liam smiling in my head and wish, with all my heart, I could speak to him right now.
“Then we can be friends?”
She replies with a nod.
I exhale in heartfelt relief “Thank you, thank you, thank you, God.”
She laughs. A big laugh, leaning back against the AGA. “Aren’t you quick with the consolation prize?”
I have to laugh too. When I’m able to speak properly, I say, “Actually it’s more like snatching victory from the jaws of defeat.”
She gives me a quizzical look. “How so?”
“What I didn’t tell you is that my brother left me a request in his will.”
“Yes, you did, he asked you to move here and fix up the cottage.”
“That’s just the beginning. He also asked me to…” I pull the folded letter from my pocket to show her.
No, that doesn’t feel right, a lot of it is private.
Instead, I unfold the paper and read her a summary of the list.
“One - Take over his cottage, make it mine and live here for at least a year.

Two – Try a different job.

Three - Do something to help someone in trouble. Not giving money to charity. But giving of my time, a little part of my life.

Four – Take a vow of celibacy for at least one whole year.

Five - Help someone achieve something out of his/her reach.

Six…

I pause. This is the one about allowing myself to feel pain, and I can’t bring myself to read it out loud, so I skip over it.
“Change my diet, my eating habits.

Nine - Meet a young woman who does not want to sleep with me and become her best friend.

Ten – When all these are completed, make a new wish list for myself, for the life I want to have, and put something on it that I think is impossible.”

Lessa stays quiet until I finish. Then she answers slowly, as if considering her thoughts. “So, a minute earlier, when it seemed like things were moving in another direction, by sleeping with me you’d be breaking two of your promises?”
God, this woman is whip smart. “Yes. I’m not suggesting I’ll manage to be a good friend to you; we met two month ago.”
She lifts the mug to her mouth, takes a sip and finding it cold gets up to tip it into the sink.
Neither of us speak while she makes a fresh pot of tea, brings me another bottle of cider, and finally settles back on her cushion.
“You know, I don’t really have many friends. Working in politics doesn’t facilitate friendships or trust. Almost everyone you know might stab you in the back, elbow you out of the way, or kick you when you’re down.”
“Sounds like a very energetic group of people.”
She shrugs.
“But surely you have other friends, ones you know from outside work.” I can’t imagine she would find it difficult to make friends. She’s great company and easy to like.
“The problem is that working in politics takes up so much of your time and mental space that it leaves no room for anyone else. It’s hard to keep your friends because even when you have time to see them, anything you might like to talk about is either an official secret or so far removed from their lives that it means nothing to them. Gradually you find yourself drifting apart.”
“I don’t have many friends either. I have a lot of – I had – a lot of colleagues, fellow musicians, but they’re transient at best and sometimes even competitors.”
Liam used to nag me about that. ‘Who could you ring at three in the morning if you need something?’
At the time, I’d pointed out there were many friends I could call in the small hours, and when I did, they were always there for me.
“Girls who want to sleep with you don’t count, and when I say, ‘need something,’ I don’t mean sex.”
A crooked, half-sad smile twists on my lips. “I think my brother wanted me to learn something, I just wish…I wish he’d not been so cryptic. He was always a pain in the backside.”
“You sound very close.”
Her words hit me like a slap. Even my head snapped backward a little.
“What?” She asks, but I can’t make myself answer. “What’s wrong?” she tries again, this time rising up on her knees, her face full of concern.




Chapter Seventeen

 
Lessa

If I didn’t know better, I’d say Brandon was about to cry.
Why did I have to mention his brother? They clearly were very close, and he lost him only a few months ago; it’s obviously still a very raw wound.
Looking around the bare kitchen for something to make him feel better, my eyes land on the drinks’ cabinet. The cognac bottle is a quarter empty, and I don’t drink anymore, so he must have liked it, at least a bit. I get up, find a glass, and pour him a generous measure.
“I must look terrible.” He reaches up to take the glass from me.
He doesn’t look terrible at all. He looks handsome and tragic, and almost irresistible as he knocks the brandy back, his throat working to swallow.
I hadn’t lied when I told him I wasn’t interested. My heart belongs to Clive, of course it does. But that doesn’t make me blind.
“Another?” I hold the bottle down to him. He takes it from me and pours more into his glass, but this time drinks it more slowly.
I’ve never lost anyone in my immediate family, so I have no idea how to console him. Anyway, silence is probably the best thing in these situations, so I go back to my place, find another cushion to put behind my back, and settle into what I hope is companionable silence.
He pours himself another drink.
The brewers at Remy Martell, wherever they are, no doubt hoped people would sip their cognac and appreciate the loving care taken over it. Brandon, I suspect can’t even taste it right now.
“We weren’t close. Not as close as we should have been.” He finally speaks, his voice sounds rough as if he’s not used to talking. “The last time I saw him was Christmas three years ago. He’d come up to London for two weeks, but I could only spare the day. Concert commitments.” He scoffs on the last two words as if it was a betrayal. “So, we spent the day with my mother, her new husband, and my uncle’s family. Everyone was there for the day. Liam and I didn’t have a chance to talk much. The Christmas after that I was on tour in America, Handel’s Messiah.” He says as if playing music was a cheap excuse.
“And the year after that, my mother was recently divorced and had just fallen in love with a new man. I had no intention of going home to witness all the drama, so I spent the break skiing with a girlfriend.”
He sips a little cognac. “Liam and I exchanged emails and postcards. He wrote about his life here. I sent postcards from Vienna, Tokyo, Seoul, Leipzig, Dubai, Sydney… teasing him about wasting his life on a tiny island. Then, he left me his cottage and a list of deathbed wishes for me to fulfil. Things I would have laughed in his face if he’d asked me to do when he was alive.”
Brandon brings his knees up, rests his head back against the kitchen cupboard, and clasps his hands over his knees. He has nice hands with long fingers, a musician’s hands. Yet he’s been putting them through all kinds of abuse, sanding floorboards and digging up dead trees in the garden.
This is the longest, most revealing conversation I’ve ever had with him. Something tells me he normally doesn’t talk like that. I’m a speech writer, and I know how to use words and phrases. Brandon’s awkward clunky sentences, his unfinished thoughts, all of them are shorthand for something he can’t quite articulate.
“And you want to do what he asked because you feel guilty,” I say as gently as I can.
He glances at me, thinking. After a while, a surprising half-smile breaks on his face. “You must have been really something back in Westminster.”
My mouth opens and shuts a few times.
“Lessa?” He shifts a little closer. “I have a lot to learn about how to do the friendship thing. So, I’m not sure I have much to offer you. But if you are willing to take a risk on me, then I would like to try.”
I take a moment to answer because his offer deserves serious consideration. Since getting into politics, I’ve lost more friends than I made. Three weeks ago, when I met Millie in the village, I caught myself thinking she’s a friend even though I’ve only seen her three times. I’d say Brandon was ahead of the game. Besides, he made me a plate of – I glance down on the floor beside me – crackers, cheese, jam, and pesto.
“Anyone who can invent snacks that I actually want to eat is quite possibly my best friend.” I laugh. “The rest we can learn together.” I hold out my hand. “Deal?”
“Deal.” He takes my hand and shakes it.
For a Christmas-that-isn’t, it feels like I’ve just been offered one of the nicest presents I could have wished for.




Chapter Eighteen

 
Lessa

Our new and improved calendar says Dec 19th, but the weather is doing its best to prove this is the 31st. We wake up to find La Canette blanketed in white; trees heavy with snow make the morning sun’s reflection so bright it almost hurts the eye.
Today, the postman brought me a package, a letter from my sister with a small jewellery box containing sapphire earrings. They’re from Clive, sent care of her address in the hope she can get them to me. The little card just says, “Happy Christmas, darling.” No signature, of course. He can’t take a chance in case the post is intercepted. Christmas, New Year’s Day, and Valentine’s are always the best times to catch secret liaisons. We have all been warned to watch out.
I touch the little sapphire studs. They’re nice, but it doesn’t feel right to wear them alone without him. La Canette feels so far away from London, from Clive, from my old life.
It’s why I’m desperate to find a way to work with the women’s refuge, something to remind me of the Alice I used to be.
According to the charity’s website, The Lady Isobel Centre for Women and Children was set up a few years ago by George Du Montfort. Initially, a shelter for those escaping domestic violence. But all they seem able to offer is a temporary refuge, a little advice and counselling, not only for the women but also the children. It’s almost painful to read this because they could do so much more.
Courses, career advice, workshops, a million things to help women who have lost everything make a new start, a new life away from danger. It is exactly what my Phoenix project was trying to do.
I’ve looked up their annual reports filed with the Charities Commission. They tell the usual depressing story, not enough funding. They can’t expand, not without additional money.
I can help. I want to help. Women escaping, hiding, unable to stay in touch with family and friends in case their abusers can track them down? Let’s just say, I’ve had a taste of that.
Who better to fight for them than me, the experienced speech and policy writer who knows all the right charities to lobby?
Obviously, I need to wait and play this carefully. They don’t know me here, so I’m starting by collecting berries. Millie said she’d buy all I can give her; the money will go to the charity. So, I’ve been picking as much hawthorn and guelder rose berries as I can without freezing my fingers off or maiming myself on the killer thorns.
It should smooth the way for my introduction to the manager of the women’s centre.
By 10am, I’m too restless and don’t know what to do with myself, so I go down to pester Brandon.
He is perched on the arm of the sofa, achy and stiff after a week of bathroom DIY.
“What are you doing?”
He looks up from studying a catalogue and swipes the hair out of his eyes. It needs a cut, but the dishevelled look rather suits him.
“What’s next on your brother’s list? I might be able to help.”
His expression goes stern. “You want to help? Start by not paying me rent, that way you can qualify for the helping a person in need wish?”
“Woah.” I laugh. “You can’t have your cake and eat it. It’s like with discount coupons, you can’t use two special offers on the same purchase. I’m either your best friend or a person in need. Which do you prefer?”
I hold his gaze for a long moment, then say. “If I were you, I’d pick the friend thing, because as a friend, I can help you with other conditions on this letter. Much better than being a helpless person in need.”
His eyebrows rise almost to his hairline. “You? Helpless. I don’t think I’ve ever met a more resourceful person in my life.”
I try to suppress my pleasure at the compliment; it sounds especially glowing because he doesn’t usually gush. “Okay, so what’s next on your to-do list?”
He points to the catalogue. “Wall painting.”
“And you can’t decide on colours?”
“I think I have decided. Classic off-white.”
“Classic off-boring, you mean.” I stick a finger in my throat and pretend to vomit.
“What’s wrong with it?”
“What’s right with it?” I look over his shoulder at the paint catalogue. He’s circled cream, magnolia, mat cream, silk magnolia, creamy beige...ugh. “Really, for a man who works in the arts, how can you be so bland?”
“The experts all agree that neutral colours are best…er…” He tails off, his eyes on my clothes which are anything but neutral.
Over the last few weeks, and in an effort to stop feeling like an exile from Westminster, I have started wearing things more in keeping with the local scenery. I may hate this island a little, but only a woman with no soul wouldn’t love the beautiful autumn colours in the forest. Consequently, I now wear a lot of warm shades. I have several wide skirts and knitted tops, a patchwork coat in brown, gold, moss green, marmalade orange, and burgundy. It all goes rather well with my hair. Should any journalists find out I live here, they’ll never recognise me for the sleek blonde political aide in slim, tailored grey suits and sharp designer shoes.
Brandon gives me the catalogue. “Okay you can choose. Knock yourself out.”
There is a new easiness to our relationship since the Christmas-that-wasn’t. So, in my new capacity as friend, I suggest we need inspiration because the cottage should be in keeping with its environment. I’m rather big on environment lately. So, we pull on walking boots, warm coats, hats, and gloves and go for a walk in the snowy countryside for inspiration.
By the time we arrive at the village square a couple of hours later, we have taken endless pictures of trees, fallen logs, and bird footprints in the snow. Brandon is at pains to point out that the primary inspiration, as far as colours go, has proved to be white.
“Ah yes, but the village bazaar will be more colourful.”
It should also be more productive for me. A new job, a new mission, a chance to make a difference. No more database jobs.
My heart beats faster with anticipation. Now, where is the head of the Women’s Centre?
Slowly, slowly, my inner campaign manager advises. Don’t rush. With an effort, I force myself to look around and take in the scene.
The village square has been cleared of snow and is full of people. Trestle tables have been arranged around the perimeter. Large red and green rosettes and bows decorate most tables and hang on the doors to most shops.
“For a small village, they have an expensive taste in Christmas decorations.” Brandon nods at bunting made of alternating layers of red, green, and gold silk. It’s pretty but looks absurd on the front of a shoe repair shop.
“I have to say, this island gets weirder by the day.” I set down the bag of berries. “It doesn’t quite say charity when everyone can afford to drape luxury fabrics on every table.”
He laughs, so I go on joking. “What about this women’s refuge, do you think they need the money to buy them Jimmy Choo’s?”
It’s a joke, really, it is. But a woman nearby suddenly stops and turns to look at me.
She has a clipboard and pen. It’s a safe guess she’s one of the organisers. “Can I help you?” She glances at the two of us as if we’re strangers who just crashed a private wedding.
Her face is familiar, but I can’t place her.
“We’ve brought these.” I show her the berries.
She peers into the bags and gives me a baffled look.
"Philomena!" A tall young woman carrying a bundle of more silk fabric walks ove.
Philomena. Yes, now I remember where I’ve seen her. On the Lady Isobel Centre website. Philomena Hill is the managing director of the charity.
Rats!
“We can add those…” The woman with the silk says, then she notices us. “Oh, hi. You’re Brandon Hazelwood, aren’t you?”
Brandon shakes her hand.
“I’m Laura. I knew your brother well.”
Brandon, no doubt sensing my unease, puts a hand on my shoulder. “This is my wife, Lessa.”
“Yes,” Philomena addresses Laura. “Mr and Mrs Hazelwood don’t think much of our charity or your silks. They’ve brought something that no one needs.” She indicates the bags.
“They’re berries.” I try to sound friendly.
“Not Jimmy Choo, then?” She starts to turn away. “The island is full of berries. Anyone can pick them for free. Or did you think we’re simple village idiots who’ll buy anything.”
“Millie Du Montfort said they were rare and she, for one, was very interested.” I say, refusing to give up.
“Then you can take them directly to her house. I can’t give you a table for something nobody wants to buy.”
Her voice is frosty like the snow. The back she turns on me is even colder as she hurries away before I can stop her.
How did I mess this up so badly?
Laura, the woman with the bundle of silk, surprises me by offering a small hope. “If these are for Millie, she’s a friend of mine,” she says warmly. “Come, you can share my table.”
“Will you be all right?” Brandon asks. “I might look around the rest of the stalls and find something to buy. Do we need anything?”
I could hug him. He’s claiming me, letting me share in the good will Laura feels for his brother.
“I’m fine. Off you go.” I smile to show I get it, then go to Laura’s stall.
Laura’s a tall slim woman with very short dark hair and a strikingly beautiful face. She leads me towards an arch made of more luxury bunting, several more tables have been set up beneath it. Her table is one of the longest, and I can see a lot of folded fabrics. A sign at the end reads, LA CANETTE SILKS. So, she owns the business I’ve just apparently insulted. This just gets better and better.
If she’s taken offense after what Philomena said about me, she shows no sign of it. She immediately gets busy rearranging the display. There are several folded bedspreads on the table. All are beautiful, especially one in deep indigo silk with flecks of silver and gold thread.
Laura sees me looking and unfolds it to show me. “This is inspired by the night sky here.”
Of course, that’s what La Canette is famous for. The base colour is indeed evocative of a dark sky made lighter by stars; the pattern is random, and the flecks of colour and light mimic the swirls of constellations. “It’s breath-taking!”
“Thank you, but not a patch on the real thing. Have you seen the night sky yet?”
“Only pictures.”
“Oh, you should. It’s magical. Wait till it’s a bit warmer and we have a clear night, then go out with a blanket and watch. I promise you’ll be a convert. My boyfriend and I spend so much time sleeping in the garden, we’ve now got an outside bed.”
She shows me another piece, this time a wool stole woven in a subtle blend of purple, lilac, and blue. “This is the sky at dusk.”
There is no missing the pride she has in her textiles. Time for me to explain what Philomena Hill said and why she might have misunderstood.
Laura surprises me again by laughing. “You’re right. It is very unusual to have Christmas decorations made of expensive damask, but there’s a story there. When I first came to La Canette, the textile factory made a lot of jacquard curtains and upholstery fabrics, all of them unsellable. Too expensive when you could get the same designs made in China or Vietnam for a fraction of the price.”
“Why were they making it in the first place?”
“That’s the thing. The business was set up by some unscrupulous consultants who did it to draw down government funding for refugees in the UK. That was the workforce, by the way, asylum seekers from war zones. Bosnia, Kosovo, Syria, Eritrea, you name it. Once they came to the island, they lost their UK asylum rights. Then the money disappeared and so did the management. The workforce was left with a tonne of fabric they couldn’t sell and no income.”
Just for a moment, there is a hint of anger in her large brown eyes. It echoes my own feelings. “Asylum seekers are always the first to suffer budget cuts, and to hear that a company had deliberately stolen a chunk of it makes me…” I draw in a slow breath and stop talking.
It makes me nothing!
Nothing.
I’m not in parliament. I can’t write to anyone. I’m no longer in the heart of power. And this story is just another of those injustices that are forgotten.
“What happened to the workforce?” I ask her.
“Some found other jobs, a couple had nursing experience, so they now work for the clinic. Others set up small businesses.” She nods toward the pub where a woman was setting out a selection of snacks. “Lena was a refugee from the war in Syria, now she makes pastries and Middle Eastern snacks. Try her spinach rolls, they’re yummy.”
The woman, Lena, looks to be in her late sixties. I don’t even want to imagine what she must have lost in that war to have washed up in a foreign land alone at her age. Yet, she’s all smiles when a passing man stops to buy something, offering him various things to taste.
“And what happened to the factory?”
Laura’s face lights up. “Look.” She points at the fabrics on her table. “We relaunched the business together. So many of the women had skills, including an accountant, a machine supervisor, a customer service manager, and even a social media assistant.
“They’re still making silk?” I’m surprised. “Can you sell it?”
“It’s now La Canette Silks and La Canette Wools.” she says. “We reinvented it as a boutique manufacturer for designs inspired by the island. It’s very expensive, of course, but we’re unique, so we get customers willing to pay. But it wasn’t easy. When I took over, there was nothing in the bank, not even enough to pay wages beyond the next month.
“Lord M offered to pay it himself, but we refused. Letting someone else pay for you just makes you feel like a failure.”
Her words touch my own nerve, my own fears. “So, what did you do?”
“I really believe adversity and hardship forces you to find solutions. We had all this old stock filling the warehouse, so I suggested we sell it to anyone from La Canette at a huge discount. Pay whatever they can afford. Half the money would go to us and half to either the clinic or the school, both of which needed help. Lord M and George, set an example by ordering new curtains and bed covers. The staff at Du Montfort Hall followed suit, a curtain here, a throw there, some cushion covers. Evans, do you know him?” She looks around and then points to a middle-aged man in overalls leading away a horse and cart. “He bought some fabric that his wife made into a trim for the carriage. Before long, everyone was inspired. The islanders took it to heart, and they bought the stuff. If they didn’t need upholstery, they bought small cuts to make decorations.”
I look around and see the village with new eyes. Everywhere, frilly window trim, doilies on jars, ribbons tied around candles, even the bookshop is selling recyclable shopping bags made of blue jacquard.
“Surely not everyone was so charitable.”
“No, not everyone, but before long, it became a badge of pride to have some of our fabrics in their homes or shops. Even the few who didn’t want to help, had to be seen to buy some of our fabric. They saved us, those early months, and before long the orders started pouring in for the new designs, and we became a success story. In return, every year, we donate a few pieces to the bazaar.”
The story is oddly moving. So different from anything in my life, I don’t know how to feel about it.
These people care deeply about their island and about their community. I remember last October at the autumn nutting fair: a middle-aged, fat man smiling at me and congratulating us on our ‘good news’ as if we were family. Yet, here I was slagging off their Christmas decorations, which are in fact so much more meaningful than cheap tinsel. No wonder Philomena Hill was angry. I feel ashamed and make my mind up to apologise as soon as I can find her.
“How is it going?” Brandon is back at our table with two steaming takeaway cups that smell of apple and clove. “Millie is across there.” He tips his head toward the fountain where a booth has a long queue. “She’s selling spiced hot chocolate, and I thought the two of you might appreciate a hot drink.”
“How thoughtful, thank you.” Laura takes a cup. “I love her recipes, you should try the chili one, or dark cherry, but this is my favourite.” She takes a long sip.
She’s right, the hot chocolate is rich and warming, and the flavour feels like a sinking into a hug.
“I also got you some of the lemon and ginger biscuits you like.” He offers me the box. It has the by now familiar logo of Blue Sage Café.
“Gosh, you really remind me of Liam. What a thoughtful man.” Then, Laura nudges me with her elbow. “Nice husband.”
This time, I have to blink back tears. Laura has been lovely to me, I hate having to lie to her. I open my mouth but Brandon – no doubt guessing my intention – interjects.
“Why don’t you come and show Millie your berries. I’ll help you.” He grabs one of the bags and takes my elbow in his free hand; I have no choice but to follow.
Once we’re halfway across the square, he whispers. “You looked about to let the cat out of the bag.”
“Aren’t you sick of all the lying?”
“I’d be much sicker if we woke up tomorrow to horrible headlines about you.”
He’s right of course, but that story about everyone coming to the factory workers’ aid filled me with a strange sense of something I can’t really explain. I sigh and Brandon shoots me an enquiring glance.
“Nothing.” I say quickly.
We reach Millie’s Blue Sage Café stand and go to the side to avoid the queue. She and an assistant are busy serving a selection of hot drinks, but she gives me a cheerful nod.
“You alright?” Millie asks while handing someone a cup of hot chocolate and putting the money into a cashbox.
I avoid the question by heaving one of the bags up to show her.
“Don’t do that.” Brandon takes it from me and puts on the table.
“I can manage a bagful of little round things.”
“You could allow yourself to accept a little help once in a while.” His lips twitch, and his eyes twinkle with good humour. “If you don’t need me, I’ll…” He points to the other end of the square and I wave him away.
Millie comes over to look inside the bags and is very excited. “You must have emptied your garden.”
“Far from it, we have a forest of briars.”
“I’ll take all you have. How much are you selling it for?”
“No idea. Whatever you think.”
She finds her wallet and pulls out £200 pounds and hands it to me.
“That’s far too much!”
She presses the money into my hand. “It’s a worthy cause.”
She’s right, of course. It’s not for me, but for the charity. Hopefully, £200 is a good enough excuse to mend my fences with Philomena Hill.
“These are amazing.” Millie shoves a hand into the berries and brings out a handful. “It’s not just hawthorn and guilder rose; these black ones are sloe.”
“Sloe as in gin?”
“Sloe?” A man from the next stall, the one selling honey, turns. “Is that from Catcher Hill?”
He climbs over the stack of boxes separating the two stalls and comes over. Millie introduces him. “This is Hal, he’s your neighbour.”
I offer him my hand. “You must be the honey shop owner who lent us your electric floor sander.”
“Only the bit about the sander. The honey shop belongs to my girlfriend.” He indicates a woman with fair hair at the next stall. As if feeling his eyes on her, she looks this way and gives him a sweet smile.
“You didn’t cut down the bushes, did you?” Hal’s tone is serious but quiet. “Elodie will never forgive you. Her bees feed on them.”
“Not yet. We just picked the berries. But as soon as the weather improves, we will have to tackle the bushes themselves.” I use the ‘we’ even though it’s just Brandon who will be doing the actual tackling.
Hal looks alarmed. “Please don’t do that, at least not until you talk to Elodie. She has a map of all the bushes. Some of them are protected because they’re rare varieties.”
“I’ll mention it to Brandon.” I say quickly, the last thing I need is cause trouble for Brandon with his neighbours.
“You can talk to him tonight.” Millie tells Hal. “All four of you will be there.”
When she sees my blank expression, she elaborates. “Didn’t your husband tell you? I invited him not ten minutes ago.”
I shake my head, swallowing my reaction to the word husband which still makes me feel guilty.
“Typical.” She laughs. “Men can only process one instruction at a time. I told him about some friends of his brother who wanted to meet him, then I mentioned we’re having a New Year’s Eve party and to bring you. He must have forgotten.”
If she mentioned Liam, then that would have distracted Brandon. Whatever else she said after that would have gone right past him. I’m convinced he still has unresolved feelings about his brother. They say twins have a connection, and Brandon does sometimes look as if he’s missing a limb.
“Come to the Swan.” She points to a pub at the end of the square. “We’ll be in the upstairs room. Just a few of us. You’ll know Laura, and Adam, of course.”
“It should be fun.” Hal agrees. “You haven’t met Gabriel and his fiancée. You’ll like them.” He glances toward a stall selling photographs and prints. “Anyway, I’d better help Elodie. Looks like a rush.” He climbs back over the boxes. “Catch up with you tonight.”
Tonight?
The party with the happy couples? New Year’s Eve? A countdown and kissing?
That is so not happening. As soon as I’ve found Philomena Hill and spoken to her, then I’m done.
Although that’s just me; Brandon might want to go. He’s bound to meet more people who knew his brother. Without me there, he won’t have to act the good husband.
I give Millie a bright smile. “Yes, of course. But I’ll need to go home and change first.”
Once home, I will use the pomegranate excuse and pretend to be sick. Brandon can go without me.
Hal was right, there is a rush-on. A ferry load of visitors from nearby islands must have just arrived, and the square throngs with people. Families with children cluster around the food stalls, and Millie is suddenly rushed off her feet serving cupcakes and hot chocolate. I would help but don’t know what’s what and the stall barely has room for Millie and her assistant, so I step out of the way. Then I spy Philomena Hill heading for the honey stand where she joins the end of the long queue.
It’s as good a chance as any to talk to her and make a better impression. Squaring my shoulders and plastering a friendly smile on my face, I walk over and stand behind her. She’s talking to another woman and doesn’t see me, so I clear my throat ready to say hello.
She turns and so does the other woman. “Are we in your way?” Philomena’s friend asks, her expression inimical.
Oh, no! It’s rosette-hat-woman from the bakery queue a few weeks ago. She’s the one who got all huffy when I complained about the long wait for the baker. “Of course, we are,” she now says sarcastically. “She doesn’t like waiting behind us country bumpkin types. Mrs la-di-da from London.”
I ignore her. “Excuse me, Mrs. Hill.” I give Philomena my warmest smile and my best business voice. “This is from the sale of the berries.” I hand her the cash. “Actually, I wanted to catch you for a couple of minutes, anytime that suits you.”
The queue moves forward a little. Philomena studies me for a moment then shrugs. “Now’s as good a time as any.”
Mrs. Rosette-hat crosses her arms in a ‘let’s hear it then’ pose.
“It’s about the Lady Isobel Centre. Ever since I found out about it, I’ve been reading up and I’d be very interested in helping.”
Philomena listens, her face expressionless. So, I continue. “I have some experience in charity funding. I think I might be able to suggest some new avenues to find financial support for new projects.”
Her eyes are so cold.
“Perhaps we can discuss this in your office where I can show you some ideas.”
Rosette-hat turns to buy some honey on the comb, but Philomena keeps her attention on me. “You want to come to our centre?” The queue moves again. She is now at the front, but she’s still looking at me. “You want to look around at our projects?”
“Yes, I’d love to. I have some thoughts about vocational training, career advice, and maybe…”
“So, you want to tell us how to do our job better? Because obviously all this.” She looks around the square at the hundreds of people milling around the charity stalls, talking, eating, snapping pictures with their phones. “It no doubt looks very small and rustic to you.”
“Of course not.” I rush to explain.
“No, please, feel welcome. Parachute-in and teach us. You might be a receptionist in London or a supermarket cashier, but it’ll only take you a” – she mimes quotation marks – “couple of days to fix us.”
Rosette-hat makes a derisive snort as she drops her purchase into a rich yellow shopping bag. A part of my mind notices it’s silk damask, obviously from La Canette Silks’ surplus stock. She and Philomena step away leaving me at the front of the queue. But they don’t walk off. No, no; they stand watching me. Waiting to see if I slink away with my tail between my legs.
No way am I giving them the satisfaction.
Hal behind the stall gives me a concerned look.
I point at a random bottle in front of me. “What is this?” I ask before he can comment on what he must have heard.
“Let me check for you.” His voice is kind. “Elodie? What’s in this?”
His girlfriend glances over for a second. “Buckwheat honey, paprika, and cocoa. The others are citrus honey and orange dressing.” She turns back to her customer.
“Two please.” I say quickly before my voice can wobble. I dig into my bag to find my wallet, shoving aside the folder with my research and suggested developments.
“Thank you.” He wraps two of the bottles in plain brown paper, then slips them in another yellow bag. “I’m giving you some honeycomb to try.” He adds a small box. Even if I wanted to refuse, I don’t trust my voice. I shake my head and walk away just in time.
It’s hormones, of course. I’ve always been strong, and it would take more than two mean-spirited women to upset me.
Then I stumble, my ankle bends, and I nearly fall.
Someone catches me.
Brandon.
I can’t see him because my eyes are blurred, but his scent is familiar. He always smells like this, nice and woody, with a faint hint of orange.
“Are you okay?”
“Of course.” I swallow.
His arm is suddenly around me, and he leads me to one of the temporary benches around the fountain. After helping me sit, he digs inside his coat for a mini packet of tissues and gives it to me.




Chapter Nineteen

 
Brandon

I’ve never been good with tears. Last time I cried, I was six and caught my finger in the car door. My mother who cries for England, has already used up my share.
One of the things I loved about my casual relationships was the fact they always ended long before we got to the emotional stage. When confronted with a crying person, my instinct is to run, but I can’t leave Lessa alone in the village square with everyone looking at her.
To be fair, she’s trying very hard not to cry, blinking repeatedly, and pretending to look for her gloves, which proves how upset she must be.
I wrap an arm around her slim frame. “Cobblestones can be a bugger for the unwary. You might have twisted your ankle.”
“It’s probably hormones,” she says at the same time.
Oh, for bollocks’ sake, if there’s anything less comfortable than tears, then it’s words like hormones.
“Can I get you another hot chocolate?”
Dabbing the corners of her eye with a tissue, she forces a smile. “I’m fine.”
“Do you want to go home? There’s some knees up at the pub tonight, but we don’t have to.”
She draws in a long deep breath. Then pulls herself together. I can actually feel her shoulders straitening under my arm. “You don’t have to go. But I am going, and I’ll be fine going alone. I’m going to celebrate and show everyone I’m absolutely fine.”
“Okay, what have they done? Who’s upset you?”
She sends me a surprised look.
I wait.
“You smell nice,” she says which tells me she doesn’t want to talk about whatever it is.
“Thank you.”
“I got you something.” She reaches inside the yellow fabric tote and pulls out a wrapped package.
It’s two bottles with a dark liquid inside. I hold one of them up to the light, curls of orange peel, leaves, and what looks like seeds swirl around the bottom. The ingredients label says honey, olive oil, balsamic vinegar, herbs. “Is this aftershave?” I wink at her and she almost smiles.
“It’s orange and honey salad dressing. For some reason the smell of oranges reminds me of you.”
No one has ever told me I smell like oranges. Women usually say I smell sexy, or horny or savage, or any number of stupid things we all say in the dark in the throes of passion.
Never oranges.
It’s a surprisingly nice complement.
I lean over and kiss the top of her head. Just a friendly kiss, I swear.
We stroll around for a while. Me enjoying her proximity, she thinking about whatever.
Eventually, she says. “This bazaar is a great idea, all that local good will, very heart-warming. But how much money can it make?”
A-ha, now I see.
Was that why she spent an hour printing papers this morning?
“I imagine, you could help them apply for much bigger sponsorship. I bet half your life is about political donations.”
She says nothing, but the sudden, stuttering breath she takes is answer enough.
“And the manager didn’t want to know? Was it that sour-faced Philomena woman. She was very quick to take umbrage earlier, wasn’t she?”
Lessa’s eyes briefly flick to me. “You don’t miss much, do you?”
“Some people are a bit small-minded. Rather like a pennywhistle that’s been put in charge of a Beethoven symphony.”
Lessa laughs, and it warms me that I’ve managed to cheer her up.
“It’s just that…” she says a moment later. “I need to have a role.”
“The bakery is just there. I’ll buy you ten rolls, if you like.”
She gives me a light dig with her elbow.
“I feel like a spare part, a meaningless person. Sitting at my desk, looking at columns of figures about haulage companies or lorries. This.” She waves a hand at the bazaar in the village square. “This wonderful community effort for a worthwhile cause to help women in trouble…I could have helped…so many wonderful things if only they had better funding. But, no. No, no, no. This warm community has slammed the doors shut in my face. And who can blame them? Without my real name, I have no credibility. I’m a nobody. Why would Philomena Hill listen to me?”
“I disagree. If she knows her job, she can’t pretend her work starts and ends in this little village sale. I’d have thought someone working with victims of violence knows something about the real world.”
We say no more, but I decide to help tonight at the pub. I’ll seek out the Seigneur and have a word with him.
“Do you want to go home and change for this party?”
She glances up at me with a determined expression shining from her face. “Of course.”
At home, she goes upstairs. After a moment, I hear the sound of the shower running. I decide to use the time to check my emails. In the beginning, I checked my various messaging apps every few hours, now once a week. Even then, I hardly have any messages. It’s not taken long for my communications to dwindle. Mostly it’s comments back and forth on social media. Friends ask about me, exchange jokes and news, but they’re all busy, their lives run to a faster tempo than La Canette.
This afternoon, however, I find an email waiting for me from Janey.
Concertgebouw auditioning for permanent cor, March/April. Tell your agent to get you in. I hear from ‘someone’ your name has been mentioned. I can’t believe you didn’t come for this tour now, but March/April will come soon enough. Miss you, but March is soon... Wink, wink.

I stare at my phone for ages. Permanent cor. A full-scale orchestra has one hundred-thirty musicians, but only four of them are oboists and one, just one, cor player. I love the oboe, but the cor is my true passion. And if I had to choose one orchestra, just one, to make my permanent home, it would be the Concertgebouw. A dream job like this comes once in a lifetime. Of course, it’ll be a hotly competitive audition, but I will give it my best.
March/April.
Automatically, my eyes go to the wall calendar. Lessa’s handwriting in red felt tip across the title, New and improved calendar. Even so, the auditions are three months away. If I get the job, it’ll likely start in May or June.
The year Liam wanted me to live here doesn’t end till September.
I finish my coffee and put the mug in the sink. I haven’t even got a place at the auditions yet, let’s not tempt fate and think about how soon I might abandon La Canette.
Lessa’s usual tread on the stairs tells me she’s coming down. I lift my coat from the back of the chair, feel in the pocket for the folded hat and gloves, then go out into the sitting room.
I see her and stop dead.




Chapter Twenty

 
Lessa

I’ve always been the kind of person motivated by failure. When things go wrong, it pushes me to act.
Failing to get the exciting job at the Lady Isobel Centre forces me to think about my future. So, I find my phone in the tray on my desk and text the safe number Viv Smith gave me.
ALICE:  Can I speak to him? It’s important.

 
Until now, I’ve been avoiding the pomegranate situation. Telling myself there isn’t much I can do. Waiting to catch my breath. Life has changed so much, yet, all I’ve managed to do is tread water and hope not to drown. Now it’s time to think, to plan. I’ll tell Clive the truth and we’ll find a plan for what comes next.
It feels like an hourglass has just been set and the sands have started to drain. Soon, I’ll be on my way.
But for now, no more pity party like this afternoon, forcing Brandon to cheer me up, as if he hasn’t done enough already.
It’s not been easy for him, either.
Despite seeming to throw himself into digging up weeds or stripping old wallpaper, I can feel his struggle. A week ago, during the Christmas-that-wasn’t, he was on his knees grouting tiles with some loud symphony playing. Every now and then, his hand stopped, trowel in mid-air, while he listened to a passage in the music, his eyes closed, and his face lost in a dream. I can tell he misses his music, somewhere deep in his soul, he painfully misses it. But not once has he complained. Not once has he cried because someone didn’t give him a job.
So, I can follow his example and be the strong woman in charge of her life. This New Year’s Eve shindig might be the last thing I feel like doing, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to look miserable.
My wardrobe is limited, but it has one fabulous black knitted dress which comes halfway down my thighs. It’s a bit snug across my chest; I blame the pomegranate situation, but thankfully, no bump yet, not much, and the dress fits fine. Paired with sheer, nearly black tights and tall boots, it works. I’ve had enough complements in the past to know this makes me look good. Pearls should go well. Every woman like me has a pearl necklace; we usually wear them to press interviews. Tonight, as I face this little island that apparently has decided to hate me, I need all the pearls I can find. Hair up in a loose knot shows off my dangly earrings. A little make up, too, just some mascara and smoky eyeshadow. I’m basically all in black, smoke and pearl, the only colour is my red hair.
Brandon is waiting for me at the bottom of the stairs. His eyes widen as he watches me come down.
“You look…” He coughs slightly. “Christ, what are you doing to me? Do you want to ruin my celibacy?”
“Shut up.” I laugh. “I saw how all the women were looking at you in the village. I’m the least of your worries.”
He helps me into my coat. “Where’s your hat?”
“No hat. It’ll mess my hair.” Yeah, call me vain.
“You can’t go out bareheaded. It’s minus three outside and likely to get colder by midnight.” Then he seems to get an idea and walks to the coat hanger behind the front door to take my pashmina from the hook. Carefully, he drapes it around my head and wraps both ends around again like a loose hijab. “There, that should keep the cold out.”
He tucks the ends under my collar, then pauses to stare at me. His eyes are smoky grey too, and the dark lashes do almost as good a job as my eyeshadow.
“Don’t let me drink tonight,” he says turning away. “Or you’ll have to deal with the consequences.”
“We’re going to be a fun pair, you and I. Mr. and Mrs. Teetotal.”
This makes him chuckle and we joke back and forth all the way back to the village. It’s dark by now of course, but someone has placed fat candles every few yards along the road guiding us.
“You have a curious air about you?”
“Is it my smell again?” He pretends to sniff inside his coat.
“No.” I elbow him gently. “Like you have a secret plan. What are you going to do?”
“Nothing.” He says in a tone that makes me certain he is hiding something. I can’t really see his expression in the dark and the candlelight does little more than guide us toward the village.
“I thought they weren’t allowed any outside lights at night?”
Brandon gives me a sidelong glance. “No doubt, you will ask as soon as we get to the pub?”
“You make me sound like a…”
“Like a strong woman with an active and curious mind.” His voice makes me feel very warm despite the weather.
I take his arm in both my hands. “Thank you. Now let’s go and have fun.”
◆◆◆
 
It goes without saying, the Swan is an old-fashioned pub, but it is rather fun.
The Du Montfort party is upstairs in a private room which is all dark wood, low beamed ceiling, and crackling fires in two cast iron stoves.
Fifteen of us lounge around a long oval table filled with small canapés and pastries. The kind that you eat a hundred and only notice when you stand on the scales a week later.
“This is criminal.” I tell Millie while stuffing another goose and sour cherry bite in my mouth. “Honestly, I can’t stop.”
“We have a genius cook.” Her husband answers from the other side.
This is George, of whom I’ve heard much. Now that I see him, I too would have much to say. Most women would.
In fact, this entire party is couples in love.
Laura’s partner is the doctor I’ve been seeing. They are one of those couples who look good together. Both are tall, lean, and handsome. While she’s dark and he’s fair, they both have the same haircut. If the way their eyes keep searching for each other is any clue, they are crazy in love.
Hal, the guy who sold me the honey dressing is sitting next to his girlfriend, Elodie, and he keeps reaching for her hand, stroking her hair, or finding a reason, any reason, to touch her. Every time he touches her, she leans into his touch.
If that wasn’t enough to make anyone sick with jealousy, then there is Gabriel with his fiancée, Pierre, a lovely girl with deep-blue hair. They’re at the other end of the table next to Brandon, and whatever she’s talking to him about seems to make him oblivious to anything else in the room.
The only exception, to the romance crowd, aside from Brandon and me, is the old Lord M who sits at the head of the table.
When we first came in, he greeted me with a shrewd look and a disconcerting comment. “You look wonderful, my dear. I’m glad our village women didn’t upset you too much. When you left so suddenly, it looked as though you might not be coming back.”
I’m sure my mouth dropped open. How did he know? He hadn’t even been at the fair.
It soon becomes clear, however, that everyone knows. Hal gets another bottle of wine and tries to pour me some. “Are you feeling better?”
I quickly put my hand over the rim of my glass. “Of course. I’m fine.”
Millie waves him away. When he offers the bottle to Adam, he moves his glass away. “I’m on call tonight.”
“It’s New Year’s Eve.” Hal pretends to be hurt.
“I’m the island’s only obstetrician, and I’ve given both midwives the night off.”
“Don’t feel sorry for us,” Millie says. “We’re on mulled pear juice. It’s got enough good spices in it to heal any upset.”
The wording makes me look at her.
“Mrs Hill and Mrs Dupont can be a bit abrasive, but they mean well.”
Hal goes around the table to pour wine for someone else. A moment later, his girlfriend, Elodie, scoots over to sit beside me.
“Don’t take it personally, La Canette people can be a bit territorial and if they think someone doesn’t like their island, they bristle. They’ll come round, just give them time.”
I glance between her and Millie. “CCTV has nothing on this place.”
Millie laughs. “You get used to it. When I first moved here, I couldn’t believe how fast news travelled on an island with no cars.” She moves the jug of mulled pear and tops up my glass.
Elodie takes a sip from her boyfriend’s wine glass. “You should ask Hal about it. There was a time when villagers marched on his house with burning torches.”
I almost choke on my spicy drink.
Millie, too, is shocked. “Never burning torches. I know the story. It wasn’t burning torches.”
“They did throw stones, though,” Elodie says. “And spray graffiti on the walls, Hemingways Out. He told me.”
I glance around and find Hal chatting with Brandon. “Why?”
“His great-grandfather was the baker who sold bread to the Germans during the war. The islanders never forgave him. And they held a grudge against the family for decades.”
It’s a terrible story, but I’m struggling to keep a straight face.
“What?” Elodie asks.
“Sorry, it’s stupid, but I can’t help picturing Mrs Dupont and Philomena Hill chasing Hal down a country lane, pelting him with stones.”
Millie snorts and after a moment Elodie too starts laughing, too. All three of us get this stupid attack of the giggles. So much so that the men across the table glance our way.
“Are you sure this is non-alcoholic?” I hold up my empty glass of mulled pear.
“Unless there is hidden gin in the pastries.”
Millie pops another cheese and apple tartlet into her mouth, then offers us the platter. “You’d better have some before I finish them.”
“I’ve already had about ten.” I take another. Stilton and apple never tasted so delicious. “I can’t seem to stop. I’m more than making up for months of morning sickness.”
“Oh, don’t!” Millie groans. “This morning I couldn’t even bend to lace up my boots. George had to help me.”
“You’re eight months pregnant, you’re not supposed to bend down.”
“That’s what he said.” Millie wipes her eyes.
“Are you laughing or crying now?” Elodie asks.
“Both.” Millie blows her nose.
“I’m glad I’m not the only one constantly in tears.” I say.
“You two are a great advert for childbearing.”
“Is Hal nagging you for children already?” Millie has moved back from crying to laughing.
“No.” Elodie says emphatically. “And he won’t if he knows what’s good for him. I can barely cope with beehives and one old grandfather.”
“Oh, that reminds me. Hal mentioned something about not cutting bushes, we’ve been trying to clear the garden.”
“Blue Catch? No, you should be okay for about twenty-five feet, they’re just ordinary. But further down there’s a patch of Canada thistle you shouldn’t touch. There are a few protected pockets down the hill. I’ll come round and bring you a copy of the map.”
“I can come and pick it up. I haven’t visited your honey shop yet. Let me know when is a good time.”
“What do you mean good time? Any time is a good time. I’m always there, chained to the shop.” She sighs. “You want me to have kids? Chance would be a fine thing. Even with Hal helping, I barely have time to do the online orders and service the hives.”
“Why don’t you hire an assistant?” I can’t help asking. “Surely, with the women and girls in the Lady Isobel Centre, there must be a few longing to find a new job. You can teach them what they need to know about bees and honey production. It’s a great career direction. You can even apply for funding to pay for the retraining. Maybe even run courses.”
I stop talking because both Millie and Elodie, even Laura on Millie’s other side, are looking at me as if I’ve sprouted wings.
“What?”
Elodie’s smile deepens. “I think you’re going to be a great addition to La Canette. You clearly moved to the right island.”
I scoff. “Oh yeah, because they love me so much here.”
“That’s what I was trying to tell you. Sooner or later, they’ll take you to their heart and when they do, you could never have greater friends.”
“Really? The people who threw stones at your boyfriend.”
She nods. “The same people who boycotted his family were the ones who defended him when he needed help. They literally closed ranks around him, turned down money and customers for his sake. Ask Hal.” She speaks a little louder so Hal can hear.
He comes back and takes the empty seat beside her, dropping an arm over her shoulder. “Ask Hal what?”
“Lessa thinks everyone hates her.”
“Hate is a strong word, they just think…”
“What?”
“That you’re…” He looks sheepish. “That you’re proud.”
“Did they actually say proud? Or was it something like an uppity-snooty-face-cow looking down her condescending nose at them.”
He laughs. “Wow, you certainly have a way with words. Have you thought about being a writer?”
And this makes me want to cry again. Because I used to be a writer. Speeches, slogans, policy statements, you name it, I wrote it. And more than anything, I hate that these nice people will never have the chance to know me, the real me.
Millie leans sideways to hug me. “Don’t you start, you’ll make me cry, too.”
“If you two are going to cry…” Hal gets up. “I need to be a lot drunker than this.” He brings the half empty bottle of wine form the end of the table.
“Is that the same bottle?”
“Half the people on this table aren’t drinking, not even your husband.” He tells me tipping his head towards them, and I catch Brandon looking at me.
He too looks emotional, and the girl with blue hair is rubbing a hand on his shoulder and talking very seriously.




Chapter Twenty-one

 
Brandon

“Why are you called Pierre?” The question has been on the tip of my tongue ever since I first met her two months ago.
“If I had a pound…” She laughs. “My mother had a crush on a French poet. Anyway.” She hands me a gift-wrapped package; it looks like a large book.
“It was supposed to be for Christmas.” Gabriel tells me. “But you didn’t come to Du Montfort Hall on the big day.”
What do you say when someone you hardly know gives you a present?
“Thank you.” I peel the red tissue paper to find a small photo album. Do people still use these anymore? Why would I need it when I can store thousands of images on my phone? To be polite, I open it and am surprised to find it filled with pictures already, one on each page.
Then my eyes focus on a photo of a man sitting at a long, wooden table in a country kitchen. He’s cradling a bowl of porridge and reading a book, his face in shadow, but I know him. I would recognise that head tilt anywhere. And the long smooth hands placed lightly around the bowl. I flip to the next page. He’s walking across a wide, green lawn surrounded by willow trees. Under his arm is a rolled yoga mat. I keep turning pages, more and more pictures. But in none of them is Liam looking at the camera or even aware of it.
“He would never pose,” Gabriel says. “I only managed to catch him if he didn’t know I was there.”
I say nothing, just keep turning pages. There are twenty-nine in total, all of them beautiful, artistic photographs. All of them show my twin brother just as I knew him; shy, holding lightly to everything. Even life.
The last picture is of him in a suit. Liam? In a suit? I have to smile.
“This was taken at Millie and George’s wedding.” Pierre explains.
She’s the other person in the picture, I now realise although her hair was different shade of blue then. They’re both sitting on a picnic table, their feet up on the bench, and they’re eating what looks like blue cupcakes. Liam has his arm around her waist and she’s leaning her head on his shoulder.
Surprised, I look from Pierre to the picture. Gabriel, her fiancé has turned to speak to George.
“Are you...” I clear my throat and start again. “Were you and Liam…er?”
She grins widely. “No. but we were very good friends. Actually,” – she strokes a finger along the edge of the picture – “He was in love with someone else.” She flicks her eyes toward the far side of the room where Lessa sits next to Millie.
“Who?” I can’t help asking.
“Laura.” she says quietly.
My eyes linger on the striking brunette for minute before shaking my head sadly. “That was Liam all over, always setting his heart on someone out of his league.”
“Not fair.” Pierre is quick to defend him.
I lay a hand on her arm. “I’m not blind to my brother’s qualities, but she,” I study the woman my brother had apparently fallen for.
I know women, and she’s a beautiful, vibrant, burning flame, the kind that needs a strong man to match her inner fire, just like Adam at her side.
“Did she know how Liam felt?” I ask Pierre.
“No, she had no idea and he asked me not to tell her.”
Yes, that too was Liam all over. As far back as I can remember, my brother was always more comfortable loving from a distance. Not for the first time, I wonder about this woman he said he had a relationship with in his last few months.
“Actually,” Pierre suddenly says. “We slept together that night.”
I open my mouth then close it. Pierre laughs. “No, no, nothing like that. But I was very sad and didn’t want to sleep in my own room because…” her eyes slide towards Gabriel who seems to be listening to us, and a look passes between them. He takes her hand and squeezes it.
They don’t have to tell me. I can read the signs. She was in love with him. He was with some other woman, probably in the room next door. The remorseful look on his face says it all.
“Anyway,” Pierre continues. “I asked Liam if I could sleep in his room, and he made me feel very safe.”
That’s what he meant… What he said in his letter to me about sharing a bed with someone without sex. So, he made Pierre feel safe. My wise, kind, and loving brother. I’ve underestimated him, it seems. Oh Liam, how little I knew him.
And then Pierre says something else. “He worried about you.”
“Me?”
Gabriel turns to chat to Lord M, probably so Pierre and I can talk privately.
“He had a letter from you that week, just before Millie’s wedding which worried him. Said you were on tour in South America.”
I think back, letter? Then I remember.
I’d been seeing a Bolivian singer and she’d invited me to her cousin’s villa. We’d only met two weeks before, but she suddenly started getting very clingy and talking about meeting her parents. For God’s sake. When I told her we were clearly not on the same page, she reacted very badly.
“Yes. It’s a funny story actually. I was in La Paz with a woman and she… Well, let’s just say she kicked me out of the house. At ten o’clock at night. So, there I was in a strange city, trying to find a hotel. Quite the adventure.”
“Yes, he worried about your love life.”
“Nothing to worry about, I didn’t really know her all that well, and I wasn’t sorry when it ended.”
“I think that’s what worried him. He told me once it never took you longer than a drive to the airport to get over a girlfriend.”
My initial impulse is to laugh, but it soon morphs into something else.
Was he right? My wise brother. I’ve been missing the advantages of my carefree life. What did he see that I’m missing?
“Sorry, I don’t mean to make feel uncomfortable.” Pierre says. “And anyway, you’re married now and expecting a baby, so he needn’t have worried. You were just waiting for the right girl.”
“Nothing better than finding the right girl.” Gabriel curls an arm around her and pulls her in for a swift kiss.
All around me are couples in love. And suddenly there’s nothing funny about this picture of my sex life, nothing funny at all.
“Excuse me.” George Du Montfort has swapped seats with Pierre and sits beside me. “Do you give private performances?” he asks.
My mind is still on my sex life. “Excuse me?”
If Liam made me sound like some porn star, I’m going to kill him.
“You know we’re expecting a baby in the new year.”
“Y…e…s.” My mind is going to very weird places.
“You’d have to be solo, obviously. Because I’m Seigneur, we’ll have to have a very public ceremony for the christening. At Saint Mary’s.”
“Oh, you mean music?”
“Of course.”
We have time for no more; it’s nearly midnight and someone goes round topping up drinks and telling us to get ready for the countdown.
Dr Mortimer, he insists we call him Adam, takes Laura in his arms with a smile and touches the tip of his nose to hers as they wait for the count.
George rises from his chair and goes to find his wife. People start to fall into couples. Only I and Lessa are still seated and far apart. I push my chair back, walk over to her, and place a hand on her shoulder. She stands up, looking a little unsure, and we move a little out of the way.
We’ve already agreed. No fake kissing. “Do you need to text anyone?” I ask her softly.
She shakes her head. “I’ve called my sister and parents yesterday from an anonymous WhatsApp account. As for…” She doesn’t say his name, but it’s clear whom she means. “I can’t risk it. Any enterprising snoop can hack into phones these days. But he knows I am thinking of him.”
So, we stand in the shadows, count with everyone, sing Auld Lang Syne, then I place my hands on her face and give her a chaste kiss on her cheek, near the corner of her mouth but not too near. She kisses my cheek, and then we hug.
“Happy New Year.” I squeeze her a little.
“To you, too, my dear friend.” She hugs me back.
My thoughts and feelings, everything inside me is mixed and jumbled up. I can’t remember when I felt so…discombobulated? Is that a word?
Without sex, this disturbing energy inside me has nowhere to go.
The sound of a knife tinkling against a glass makes us break away to look. Lord M holds up a glass of champagne.
“I beg your indulgence. I know you all want to dance the welcome of the new year with Ed Sheeran or some such. Forgive this old man for forcing his old-fashioned taste on you.”
We watch him not sure what to expect, then the music starts, and all is made clear. It’s Frank Sinatra’s Strangers in The Night.
We dance like everyone else. What the hell else could we do?
“Miss him?” I ask Lessa a little later, holding her close but not too close.
“A bit. New Year’s was always going to be difficult.”
As Sinatra sings about two lonely people in the night, she moves in closer and rests her head on my shoulder.
“It’s not long now,” I tell her quietly.
“Not long,” she repeats, brushing a hand down my arm. “When does your celibacy year en–?”
“October.” I say before she’s finished asking.
The speed of my answer makes her laugh. “You must be counting the days.”
“And the hours and the minutes.” I sigh into her hair.
“And in October, you can date again?”
“Date?” I scoff. “I’d settle for a furtive quickie on the stairs.”
We smile about this for a long time while Frank Sinatra gives way to other oldies, all of them slow and romantic. She’s the only woman in my life at the moment. The only woman in my arms on the dance floor. But with my brother’s words in my head, the things he did and said to Pierre, I manage not to kiss Lessa. Not even when we walk home, holding her hand in the dark so she doesn’t slip on the icy lane, with no chaperone but the candles flickering against the snow.




Chapter Twenty-two

 
Lessa

The first of January, a new year and a new plan.
It starts when I’m standing in front of the mirror towelling my hair after a shower. My phone dings with a message.
LEWIS CARROLL.
It’s the code name I’ve given to Viv Smith’s safe number because Lewis Carroll wrote Alice through the Looking Glass.
LEWIS CARROLL: zoom meeting ID 45532100863 

 
My heart leaps. I only messaged yesterday saying I need to speak to him and hadn’t really expected Clive to answer this soon.
Dragging clothes on, I run to my desk and open my laptop with trembling hands, log into Zoom then wait for it to connect.
YOUR HOST KNOWS YOU’RE WAITING AND WILL LET YOU IN SHORTLY.

 
My heart is in my throat when the screen opens to show an elegant white and gold sitting room. I’ve never been to Clive’s home in Buckinghamshire. For that matter, he rarely goes there himself. He usually stays in the London flat. The camera moves down as someone adjusts the lid of a laptop. And there! I inhale nervously.
But it’s not Clive.
It’s Viv sitting in the middle of an elegant sofa.
As soon as she sees me, her expression becomes wary. “Hello? Who is this?”
It takes me a minute to realise why she doesn’t recognise me, then I gather my red curls out of the way and let her see my face.
“Oh, my word.” She laughs. “You look completely different.”
“Well, that’s the idea.” I can’t help searching the frame to see if she’s alone.
“He’s in London. Team meeting.”
“On New Year’s Day? Shouldn’t they all be at home nursing hangovers?”
“No one’s had a break,” Viv explains. “Not with the elections on the tenth of February, everyone’s been working flat out.”
Tenth of February? This comes as a shock. “The papers said it would likely be in Spring.”
A tired expression crosses Viv’s face. “It hasn’t been announced officially. The Prime Minister will go public as soon as the House is back. But everyone who matters already knows. Clive and my father have been preparing for ages.”
“How are you coping?” I ask her.
Viv sighs. “How do you think? Ever since the…” She pauses uncomfortably. “Well, you know…”
“The scandal?”
“Yes, sorry. Anyway, there’s been a massive PR campaign to sell us as the perfect political couple. I haven’t had a day off.”
It’s a hard life if you don’t care for politics. If you don’t feel the buzz and excitement. “Tenth of Feb. That’s six weeks away.”
“You said it was important.” Viv brings me back on point.
I take in a deep breath, trying to think how to tell her. Somehow, I hadn’t expected to be giving the news to Clive’s wife. But she must have her suspicions. What other important reason would I have for needing to speak to him?
Her eyes scan my figure, and my hand instinctively goes to cover my still flat stomach.
Her expression changes as understanding hits her, and she drops her face into her hands. She needs a moment to absorb this, so we wait in silence. Finally, she looks up. “I wish you’d told us before; it would have saved all this work. I mean there’s no point to all the campaigning and electioneering. You know there is no way he’ll win with this in the news. He’ll have to resign immediately.”
“Which is why I didn’t tell you before, and…” Now that I know about the tenth of February, my plan has to change. “Actually, Viv, I’m glad it’s you and not him on this call. Don’t tell him, not yet. Not until after the elections.”
She shakes her head. “He has to know.”
“He will. But if he finds out now…”
She considers this. “He’ll come for you.”
“No point in all of us going through so much pain and hard work if he’s going to chuck it all in now. When the elections are over, things will be different.
“I’ll have to tell my father.”
“Of course. Sir Alan needs time to plan. I assume he can keep a secret.”
She laughs. “My father? He keeps more secrets than MI5.”
Her father won’t be happy. He dedicated his life to the game of political influence and Clive is his protégé. Sir Alan always plays the long game and his plans are usually in place five years in advance. He’s going to hate me for messing this up.
“Don’t tell Clive.” I say again.
But Viv’s expression is distant, thoughtful. Then she focuses back on me and smiles. “Thank you for telling me. This makes my decision easier. As soon as the election mayhem is finished, I’ll release a statement saying that I find the political life exhausting, and that I don’t want to be married to an MP anymore. Don’t worry, I’ll make him look good.” She arranges her face in a camera-friendly expression and puts on a fake sad voice. “Clive is dedicated and hard-working; he deserves a wife who can support him, and that wife is not me. I have endless respect for him, yada, yada.” Her camera-expression drops and is replaced by a happy smile. “Then, I’ll leave him. The media will be too busy with the new cabinet, so they will not focus on us too much.”
I never expected Viv to be so helpful. “This is very generous of you.”
Her smile widens. “I can’t wait to be free. For my own life to begin. Don’t worry, we’ll do it right. As you say, no point in wasting years of hard work to ruin it all with a careless ending. So…” She glances down at my body. “When are you due?”
“Last week of May.”
“Good. We have time. My father will figure something out, a safe way to bring you back into the picture. With me cast as the wrong wife, people will see you as the real love of his life.”
Relief floods me. I’ve been too scared to allow myself to even hope. My sister, my parents, all thought the worst. They didn’t believe Vivienne Smith would step aside and let me have her husband. Even Brandon, though he doesn’t actually say it, clamps his lips firmly shut whenever the subjects comes up.
Now sitting in my room, hugging my knees to my chest after the Zoom call ended, I finally allow myself to relax. The stresses of the last few months, even my frustration with the island, fades away because I won’t be here much longer. I’ll miss some things about La Canette, especially the nice people we met. And of course, I’ll have to make it look good for Brandon too, invent a plausible reason for my departure, something that won’t leave him with a lot of questions to answer.




Chapter Twenty-three

 
Brandon

Something has changed for Lessa. I don’t know what, but there’s a new tension in her, as if she’s waiting for test results. January has been a tense month with the UK general elections coming up in a couple of weeks. She tries not to obsess, but I see her checking her phone all the time, reading the news coverage, the endless poll-taking, the endless debates.
I want to help in little ways. This morning, I’m making pancakes for breakfast. Not just yet; it’s barely 7am, and she’s still asleep. I push both pillows behind me and sit up in bed to read through Liam’s list. Ever since Lessa introduced me to the fine art of list making, I have become hooked on the practice. It helps me organise my thoughts.
One – Take over my cottage, make it beautiful...

Getting there quickly, and thanks to Lessa’s help, it’s been fun. She has a real eye for décor and had she not been a politician she’d make a fabulous designer. I’m going to let her go up to the casemates to choose curtains and upholstery. She’ll love that because, since meeting Laura, she hasn’t stopped talking about the island-inspired silks. I don’t really understand much about this; a life spent in hotels doesn’t train anyone in home improvement.
Ands that brings us to:
Two – Try a different job. I know you love your career but try something else for at least a year.

Fail. Fail. Fail. Fail.
And that goes for most of the other wishes.
Three – Do something to help someone in trouble. Give your time, a little part of your life.

Fail. Pretending to be married to Lessa doesn’t count because she’s helped me rather than me, her.
What else?
Changing my diet and eating habits.
Trying. And failing. Typical Lessa, she’s taken this as a challenge and has thrown herself into kitchen experiments. I made it clear that no, no, no, I would not be turning vegetarian. When she mentioned vegan, I gave her such a look that she dropped the idea without a word. Every few days there is something new on the menu to test. The gluten free wasn’t a success, neither was the low carb diet or the macro biotic. But she’s still trying, let’s just say, it’s been an interesting month.
Five – Take a vow of celibacy for at least one whole year.

Ugh.
Six – Help someone do the impossible.

Does the celibacy count? Probably not, so that’s a fail.
Seven - Allow yourself to feel pain.

Surely, the celibacy counts.
Nine – Meet a young woman who does not want to sleep with you and become her best friend.

Have I? I hope so, although you’re not supposed to have the hots for your friend. But at least she doesn’t want to sleep with me, so that’s okay.
I kick back the covers and get out of bed.
Half an hour later, I’m showered, dressed, and heading downstairs to the kitchen.
We have a sort of unwritten agreement. She cooks dinner, and I make breakfast because she still feels a bit tired in the mornings.
I open the freezer for the large Tupperware box full of berries that she picked from the bottom of our garden. Maybe I can use them in a sweet sauce to go with the pancakes. A reward for her risking the forest of deadly pricks.
Speaking of the deadly pricks… What about him? The colossal prick MP who doesn’t deserve her? As her best friend, should I help her leave him?
The man who left her to cope alone and pregnant while he looked after his own career. She could do so much better.
Does he even know her, the real her?
Not just her looks but her personality. Her ideas and sense of humour, her courage. I mean look at the way she makes herself confront what scares her. Like the villagers, for example. She knows they gossip about her, she knows she didn’t make a good impression, so she makes herself walk there once a week for the shopping and is polite and smiley with everyone.
“You’re up early?”
Lessa speaks from somewhere behind me and I can tell she’s smiling. By now I know when she smiles, how it changes her voice.
I turn and find her still in pyjamas, leaning on the door frame like an attractive yawn.
All my good intentions evaporate as my body responds.
Stop looking! Cats. Dogs. Snakes. Cockroaches. Slugs. Spiders.
I turn away.
Stop it! She’s your friend, your best friend, is this any way to treat her?
Settle down or it’ll be a cold shower for you.
My erection shrinks back apologetically.
“Are you making a smoothie again?”
“No, but I can make a smoothie if you want.” I lift the hand blender out of the jug. The frozen berries have turned into a pulp. I dip a small spoon in and taste, still a bit sour and cold. I drop the spoon and put a hand to my cheek while trying to work enough saliva into my mouth to warm my teeth.
“So, what are you making?” She picks up the spoon that fell to the floor.
“Pancakes. Just making the sauce to pour on top.” I explain opening and closing cupboards.
“What are you looking for?”
“Sugar.”
“We don’t have any, I found ants in the bag and threw it out. Neither of us ever eats sugar.”
I stop and try to think. “How do you suggest we sweeten the berries, unless you want to dip your finger in.”
She shakes her head. “That is pathetic even for you. Try pouring honey into warm water then blending into the frozen pulp.”
“I thought you weren’t allowed honey?”
“I thought so too, but Elodie and her grandfather said organic honey is good for pregnant women.”
“Do you always change your mind so quickly?”
“When it makes sense.” Lessa finds the kettle and fills it.
This is promising. If I can show her that she makes better sense without him... Not now; breakfast isn’t the time to get into relationship advice.
Instead, I just watch from the corner of my eye while she makes tea. One thing we’ve agreed to disagree on is that she likes tea, and I can’t live without coffee in the morning. After trying and failing to convert each other, we’ve learnt how to make the right hot drinks for each other.
She brings the cup to her nose and inhales with her eyes closed. Seeing her blissful expression is worth all the trouble with frozen berries.
I make four large pancakes and we sit at the table – the one she painted deep red during our Christmas-that-wasn’t. “You know this berry sauce matches the colour of the table.”
“Thanks to my artistic streak.” She smirks, spooning a little sauce over her pancake and taking a tiny taste. I’ve clearly got it right because she takes a bigger bite almost immediately. I want to ask if she thinks I’ve improved as a cook, but it feels like flirting. Instead, I start planning the impossible. What matters to her?
“How about I ask George if they have a job for you, something to use your newly discovered artistic streak?”
“Not sure it’s worth it, I might be leaving soon.”
My hand stops halfway to my mouth.
“Careful.” She points at the red sauce dripping from the fork and on my clothes.
I quickly drop the fork back on the plate while she hands me a napkin.
I wipe my hand.
“It’s on your shirt.” She nods at the stain down my front.
“When are you leaving?”
“It all depends on what happens next week.”
“What is it that is supposed to happen? Apart for the general elections.” I try not to let my dread show.
“Well…” She takes another bite of pancake and sauce. “If the current government wins, and Clive keeps his seat and his majority, then he will be secure for another five years. That means they can bring me back slowly and hope the electorate will forget by next election. If they lose, then no one will care what he does in his personal life, and we can be together almost immediately.”
I just watch her pouring herself another cup of tea and slicing into her second pancake.
Her gaze lands on me a little later; she puts her fork and knife down. “Go on. You want to say something, I can almost see it pressing against your firmly closed lips.” She flashes me one of her smiles and her eyes sparkle in the morning light coming in through the kitchen window. “Say it, whatever it is, it can’t be that bad.”
“I was going to ask, which outcome do you prefer? Because it sounds as if losing the election might be better for your relationship.”
“No-o-o-o!” She is horrified. “He’s worked for years to get to this point, and he…” She shakes her head vigorously. “He’s a good man, a great idealist. He was born to be in government. He will do so much to help make us a better country. I know you think it might be easier for me, in the short term, but what’s another couple of months of waiting against the good he can do.”
“Okay.” I stuff too much pancake in my mouth to stop me talking.
I hate that our days are numbered. This might be the last time I cook her pancakes. If you ask me, she’s a bit too self-sacrificing for the sake of his political career, but it’s none of my business. She has the right to her own decisions and choices. Besides, my motives aren’t exactly selfless. My brother was right, I’m too self-serving. Isn’t that why he’s making me change?
“You look ever so serious.” She watches me.
“I once played accompaniment to a soprano singing a Rimbaud poem and some of the words stayed with me.”
“What is it?”
“Something about letting go of frivolous selfish desires.” I close my eyes, let the tune come, and then speak the words aloud. “Les goûts frivoles m’ont quitté. Plus besoin de dévouement ni d’amour divin. Je ne regrette pas le siècle des cœurs sensibles.”
“Your French accent is very impressive.”
“Thank you.”
“You never learnt this in British schools.”
“I travel a lot. Besides, I find it impresses women if I can say things in French.”
She laughs. “You know what I like about you?” Her eyes sparkle. “That you can take the micky out of your own sexual exploits.”
“Sexual exploits? You make me sound like Mick Jagger.”
“Aren’t you?”
“Come on, what do you want from me? I’m a single man who likes the company of women, and I don’t like sleeping alone.”
“Until now.” She teases.
“I don’t like it now, either.”
“There are compensations.”
“Are you offering?” The flirtation is out of my mouth before I can stop it.
She throws another napkin at me. “Eat your frozen berries. Don’t you have to go play your oboe.”
We both catch it at the same time; she holds her hands up. “Sorry, sorry.”
I do have to play my oboe, the real one. I’m playing in the church for the christening ceremony. Millie went into labour soon after New Year’s Eve and was rushed to the clinic where Adam Mortimer and his midwives helped deliver the next Du Montfort, a son.
“We have a few hours still.”
“Then you can do the washing up.” She stacks her plate and cup and takes them to the sink. “I’m going to have a soak in that beautiful new bathroom.”




Chapter Twenty-four

 
Lessa

I might have indigestion or something, probably trapped wind. It’s a funny sensation like a swarm of bubbles in my tummy. It’s been there on and off for a while, so I hope a long soak in the bath will fix whatever it is.
My new bathroom is gorgeous. The circular bath is just under the large picture window so you can look at the tops of trees below us, all the way down to the sea. It also has a wide rim for a cup of tea, a glass of wine, or even candles and a bucket of ice and champagne if you really wanted to. I only have a folded towel and a book to relax with while Brandon practices or does scales or something.
He does this most days, practices in his room with the door shut. It would be nice to hear him play, but he hasn’t offered, and I don’t want to ask. A guitarist I dated long ago used to hate it when people asked him to play. He said it was like asking for a freebie concert. Yes, he was a bit of a self-important git, like that. But the complaint stuck in my mind because doctors and lawyers also hate being asked to offer professional advice in the middle of a dinner party.
For that reason, I’ve never asked Brandon to play for me. So, I’m really excited about hearing him play at the christening today.
It’s going to be quite an occasion; it doesn’t start until 3pm but Brandon needs to get there early and set up. St. Mary’s church is a good forty-five minute walk, so I’ve showered, dressed, and am waiting downstairs by one-thirty.
Consequently, I get the full effect of Brandon Hazelwood, the concert musician, coming down the stairs in his tuxedo.
“Oh, be still my beating heart!” I breathe out. “Where did you come from and what have you done with my friend who does all the gardening around here?”
I’m not joking, he scrubs up better than I could have ever imagined. Not that he wasn’t attractive before, but now with a close shave, hair combed back, and a sharp, white dress shirt… Wow. He doesn’t need any French to impress women.
I want to make a joke, but something about him stops me. He has a distant reserve, a focussed air about him that allows no room for jokes or silly personal comments. This is a professional who takes his work seriously.
So, I simply point at his shiny shoes. “Won’t these be ruined on the walk?”
“We’re not walking.” He sets down two large rectangular cases on the coffee table. “The du Montfort carriage is coming to take us.”
“Carriage?”
“George insisted.” He shrugs.
Sure enough, a few minutes later we hear the crunch of wheels on gravel, and I open the door to find a pretty horse drawn carriage with art nouveau rails and a covered leather seat.
“Sire, your carriage awaits.” I curtsey.
He doesn’t laugh, doesn’t even acknowledge the joke, just picks up his cases, waits for me to walk out, then follows me, closing the door behind him.
The carriage driver introduces himself as Evans and brings down a step to help me climb up. He tries to take the cases, but Brandon keeps them with him as he climbs up and sits opposite.
I have seen politicians before delivering a big speech, and they can be very keyed up and hyper. Brandon is the opposite. He’s withdrawn into himself, as if there’s a still pool deep inside. Elodie, next door, told me about a pond called L’eau Caché, meaning hidden water. The phrase fits Brandon perfectly just now.
I leave him to his thoughts and enjoy the nice ride. I’ve never seen this part of the countryside. The horse takes us over a very pretty bridge through a wooded area. The winter sun sparkles on bare tree branches and makes the air feel like cut glass, light shines on the distant church spire.
Saint Mary’s is surprisingly large with a vaulted ceiling and a tall steeple.
People are beginning to arrive already. Brandon goes directly to the altar and speaks with the organist. I find a quiet pew and sit down.
Millie and George are at the front too, discussing things with the vicar and some others.
Millie looks radiant, today. When I went to visit her at the mother and baby clinic, she had been too tired to even sit up in bed.
There is no need for me to worry about childbirth just yet, but involuntarily, my hand goes to my stomach. Where will I be giving birth? My sister insisted I come and stay with her and register with the birthing centre in North London. She is firmly of the opinion that Clive and I should come clean with a public statement and be done. “To hell with his political career. There’s a baby on the way.”
Mum and Dad want me with them in Italy. Cinque Terre is far from England, ideal if I don’t fancy giving birth while the press tell me to breathe.
A movement catches my eye. Up at the front, a couple are making a big fuss of congratulating George Du Montfort. They shake his hand, then he moves back to place a protective arm around his wife and bends down to kiss the baby’s head. It’s his face that holds my attention; his expression transformed with love and pride.
Pain twists like a corkscrew inside me.
A normal family and a loving husband. Is it too much to ask? I don’t want to have my baby alone. The thought swells in my head, it grows, then divides into lots of thoughts, lots of wants and wishes.
I should do a list like Brandon.
One – Clive. Obviously.
Two – To have my baby in safety and comfort.
Three – To have a meaningful career.
Four – To be loved and cherished and looked after. Yes, I know I sound like feeble girl that can’t take care of herself, but sometimes I just want to feel a man’s arm around me knowing he’ll do anything for me.
Five – I want to have my cake and eat it. A happy family without sacrificing my dream. Why should a woman have to choose between career and children? Men never do.
“Hello.” Someone slides in next to me. It’s Laura, smiling widely, happy to see me as if we are old friends.
The way my heart feels, just now, I’m deeply grateful for her friendship and return her hug just as warmly.
“Why are you hiding in the back, come with me.” Before I can protest, she pulls me up and takes me all the way to the second row from the front.
“This is for family.”
“You are family.” She ushers me in and slides in next to me.
I’m sandwiched between her and Pierre.
“How am I family?” I look over my shoulder at the rest of the church; there are more and more people coming in. “This is too close, I shouldn’t, it’s not right.”
Pierre kisses my cheek. “You’re Liam’s family and Liam was family to us, so stop bellyaching.”
I have no choice but to stay as everyone takes their seats around us. The church is full.
“How many people have been invited?” I whisper to Laura.
“Everyone on La Canette, of course. This baby will one day be their Seigneur.”
“No, he won’t,” Pierre whispers on my other side. “Not by automatic succession. Only if people vote him in.”
“Isn’t the seigneurship hereditary?” I’m interested despite myself. With all the British election fever going on, I am curious about how the governance of this island works.
“It is, theoretically, but George is a reformer. In a few years, La Canette will no longer be feudal, and any Seigneur would have to be chosen by the people.”
“But surely, he’ll groom his son to follow.” I’m thinking of so many political dynasties where children follow in their parents’ footsteps: the Kennedys, the Ghandis, the Bhuttos, the Trudeaus.
“Not necessarily. George and Millie are determined their children will be free. George says his son can grow up to be a milkman if he wants to.”
“They’re starting!” Laura puts a finger to her lips.
A hush falls on the congregation, and we all watch the service. Hymns and prayers follow a brief, but emotional, speech from Lord M. The baby is named Oliver Jay Richard Du Montfort, then Brandon steps forward to play a piece chosen specially to welcome baby Oliver to the world.
He stands very still and waits for silence. While waiting for people to settle. Brandon does something strange, but what do I know about oboes, or classical music for that matter?
He takes the tip of his oboe into his mouth as if for a kiss, but a little later he pulls it out again and waits.
There are a few scattered coughs then those too stop, and all sounds fade.
Drawing a deep breath, he closes his eyes and takes the mouthpiece between his lips; he holds still for a moment in complete silence, even the walls of the church seem to be waiting.
A single note, so soft it takes me a second to realise I can hear it. A long, pure note sails into the space.
He raises the oboe slowly drawing the sound upwards, sending it to float around the vaulted roof of the church. It’s as if this one sweet note was clearing the space, setting up for the melody to follow. The organist joins in with a gentle baseline. And then Brandon’s fingers slide down the oboe, pressing keys, and the melody takes shape.
How can I describe this? It’s like an exquisite dance, bending and swirling, a feather floating in the breeze, flowers falling on a lake. For ten minutes, I forget where I am, all my worries, everything melts away except that perfect sound dancing so gently, stealing into the heart and filling it with beauty.
Gradually, like the conclusion of a bedtime story, the melody comes to an end and Brandon lowers the oboe. The silence is so complete, you could hear a pin drop. Then applause breaks out, and I have to brush away a tear sliding down my cheek.
Laura slants me a concerned look.
“Hormones.” I tell her digging in my handbag for a tissue. I’m lying because I have no idea why I’m in tears. It’s just so, so beautiful. I want to thank him for this gift. And I’m so bloody proud of him.
“Wow.” Pierre finds me outside after the ceremony. “Aren’t you lucky he’s your hubby. You can listen to this music every day.”
We’re standing in front of the church watching people mill around. I smile and don’t admit that I’m just as surprised by his talent.
All this time, he’s been this slightly self-effacing housemate, struggling with DIY and housekeeping, bad with cooking, worse with emotions. Yet, all the time, he’s had this heart inside him, this incredible shining beautiful passion. No wonder that famous orchestra wants him.
“Do you think he’ll agree to play at my wedding in a couple of weeks? I don’t want to put him on the spot if he doesn’t want to. Would you ask him for me?”
“I’m sure its fine to ask him yourself.”
Elodie and Hal come over to gush about ‘my husband.’ I’m suddenly a celebrity by association.
“Where does he normally play?” Hal asks. “Could we go to see him next time he’s in concert?”
I rake through my brain for things Brandon might have told me about his job. “No concerts booked for a while, but he normally plays in Europe.”
“Do you always attend his performances? I envy you so much.” Elodie has a dreamy look.
“When did he start learning music?”
“What made him choose the oboe?”
“Does he play any other instruments?”
Questions, questions, questions that I cannot possibly answer. Fortunately, George and Millie emerge from the church at last, baby in their arms, and everyone rushes over to coo at little Oliver.
I turn the other way and walk a few steps to find a secluded spot around the corner where hopefully no one will find me. Closing my eyes, I let myself relive Brandon’s performance, the music, the peace, the look on his face, eyes closed, long smooth fingers on the keys...and that sound, that exquisite sound.
A hesitant step behind me makes me turn. There’s a woman dressed in a combination of a knee-long dress and leggings with a green overcoat, green scarf, and green ribbons in her hair. The effect is strange because it makes her seem girly, when in fact, she’s clearly middle-aged. Then I notice her face, she has Down syndrome.
She takes a step, then stops, and looks around like a deer poised to flee.
I smile to show her that she can approach me if she wants. It stops her from running away, but she doesn’t come any closer.
“I’m Lessa,” I say to reassure her.
After a moment, she nods; I guess she already knew that.
Something about her moves my heart. Maybe it’s how hard she’s trying to conquer her fear to talk to me. It reminds me of my own time at school, not daring to join others in their game.
To encourage her, I find a low stone wall nearby and perch on the edge. “It was very crowded in front of the church. Here is much nicer. Quiet.” I keep voice gentle and my eyes on the grass because something tells me she finds eye contact difficult. “I also wanted to sit here and remember the music.” I finally look up at her.
There’s a tentative smile.
“Did you like the music?”
She glances from side to side, a little nervously, then nods a very clear yes.
“It’s beautiful.” I try again.
She brings her hands to the middle of her chest, holding them together pressed over her heart.
She opens her mouth to speak, but nothing comes out.
I wait, giving her time to find her confidence.
Her mouth works; she draws in a big breath.
“Lessa? You here?” Brandon rounds the corner. The woman instantly bolts in the other direction.
“I was looking for you.” He sweeps dry leaves from the wall and sits beside me.
The woman in green has disappeared. I want to go after her, but the fluttery feeling in my tummy returns.
“What’s wrong?” Brandon’s eyes narrow.




Chapter Twenty-five

 
Lessa

We don’t stay for the Christening feast. Too many people. Brandon is worried I might be delicate and wants to take me home. Cook, who presided over the long trestle tables of food, insists on giving us a basket to take with us. “You need to look after your strength.” She piles in enough food to keep me strong for a month.
We settle on the sofa at home, a blanket over my legs because Brandon, like Cook, is obsessed with keeping me comfortable.
“Why do you do that thing with your mouth?” I ask Brandon, passing him a second cupcake and biting into one myself.
It’s a question I’ve been wanting to ask since the church. “Before you started playing, you sucked on the tip of your oboe.”
His lips twitch; he tries to keep a straight face but can’t.
“Oh, for God’s sake, I don’t know the right terminology.” I pretend to be annoyed because I’m trying not to laugh now.
Finally, he answers. “Just keeping my reed wet.”
I give him a blank stare to show him he’s speaking gibberish.
He grins easily and goes to where he placed his instrument cases on the floor earlier, opens one and brings it over to lay it on the coffee table in front of us. Inside, his oboe is in pieces which he now puts together again. I hold my breath, not asking for a private performance but hoping, hoping, hoping.
The last bit he takes from the box is a small tube, the size of a rolled-up cigarette, “This is the reed. It needs to be moist to make the right sound. If I play it dry, it sounds horrible.”
I lean over to have a better look.
“It’s a double reed, see?” He flicks it with the pad of his thumb. “Two small reeds tied together, and they vibrate against each other when you blow.” He puts the reed into his mouth, but what comes out is a disappointing sound, not music but a short airy whistle.
“Not nice, is it?” He reads my thoughts. “But look…” he puts it in his mouth for a bit then pushes the reed into the oboe and now blows again, a long sweet clear note, like that first note he played in the church.
“It’s incredible!” I can’t help saying. “It sounds like silk.”
A smile breaks on his face, a gorgeous smile I’ve never seen on him before. Love and pride, as if I’ve just given him the best complement in the world. “Yes, the oboe has the purest, cleanest sound of any musical instrument. That’s why, in an orchestra, before the concert starts, everyone waits for the oboist to play an ‘A’ so everyone else in the orchestra can tune up to the same pitch.”
He blows a long steady note, a clean ribbon of sound that sails out and up towards the sky then fades.
He clearly enjoys talking about this, even simplifying it for me, his expression is animated, and his long fingers slide up and down the black instrument pointing out keys and features.
“What about the other oboe?” I ask looking at the bigger case standing on the floor beside him.
“Ah.” He opens the case “This is not an oboe, it’s a cor anglais, it means English horn.” He assembles it to show me.
“It’s like the oboe’s older brother. Made from the same hard, black wood, but see? This is the bell, where the sounds comes out.” He passes me the end of the instrument. “It doesn’t look like an open tulip but like an onion.”
“Why?” I pass it back to him.
“It makes the sound warmer and a bit more serious, even sad.”
I’ve never seen this side of Brandon. Nothing, not the gardening, not the cooking, not even talking about his brother makes him look this absorbed or inspired. It’s as close to seeing a man in love as possible without actually being in bed with him.
“Which do you prefer?” I really want to know, and I want him to continue talking.
He gives me a mysterious smile. “You tell me yours, first.” He takes up the smaller instrument and plays. It takes me a few seconds to recognise it. Enio Morricone’s Gabriel’s Oboe.
I settle more comfortably on the sofa and bring my knees up under my chin and hug my legs while he plays that gorgeous, spellbinding music. When he’s finished, he lowers the oboe and looks at me, waiting.
“I don’t think you need to play the other. Nothing could be more beautiful.”
His smile widens slowly. “Let’s see. I’ll play you Mozart’s Adagio for Cor Anglais.” He removes the reed and keeps it in between his lips while he changes to the Cor Anglais and inserts the reed into the top and plays.
It starts a bit scratchy and boring, not a patch on the first tune. Gradually, though, it gathers warmth and steals into me, making my head rest against the back of the sofa. The melody wraps all around me, full of longing and beautiful sorrow. When it comes to an end, I say without opening my eyes. “Please play this again.”
Without a word, he plays it again.
It’s so sad, like an old forgotten love story.
All too soon it ends; I could have listened to it for hours.
I open my mouth to tell him it’s my favourite, his too I suspect by the shining pleasure in his face.
But, before I can speak, there’s that fluttery feeling in my tummy.
This time I know what it is.
“Oh, Brandon!”
“What’s wrong?” He immediately puts the Cor aside and comes to sofa.
“Give me your hand.” I shuffle closer to him, unable to stop myself, needing someone else to share this with.
“What?”
I take the hand he offers me and place it on my stomach. “Wait.”
It comes again.
“There can you feel this?”
“What…oh, what is it? It feels like…like a ripple.”
“It’s the baby moving.” I’m laughing, but tears are streaming down my face.
“The pomegranate?” He leans over and wraps his other arm around me in tight, side-hug.
He keeps his hand on my stomach. We wait for the baby to move again, and when it doesn’t, he plays more music because we think it’s what made it happen. All evening, he plays me several wonderful melodies and my baby makes a few more movements, and every time, Brandon feels it with me.
It’s only when I wake up the next morning that I feel the anger.
For the first time in five months, I’m angry.
Where is Clive? Why the hell isn’t he here? 
I’m angry at myself for making the sacrifice. For putting myself and my baby second.




Chapter Twenty-six

 
Brandon

Lessa always said the UK elections would signal her leaving date. It’s the middle of February, much earlier than I ever expected, but the UK elections have been and gone a few days ago. I know the exact day because Lessa stayed up all night watching the results come in. So, what now?
She tells me nothing; after two days of being glued to her laptop watching the news, she finally comes out the back door where I’ve been repairing the patio in time for spring. She has that look I’ve learnt to recognise as the birth of a new idea.
“It’s a nice suntrap at the back,” she says. “A great place to catch the sunset, too.”
“And…?” I wait to hear the rest of her idea, because that gleam in her eyes isn’t just about the sunset.
“You know these climbing roses you cut right down to nothing?” She points to the three short stumps left after my drastic pruning yesterday. “Didn’t you say when spring hits, they’ll shoot up in a frenzy of growth?”
Her wording makes me laugh. “I didn’t quite put it like that, but yes. That’s what every gardening book says. Except that I might have made a mistake uprooting the dead apple tree behind them because now they’ll have nothing to climb on, so they’ll just flop along the ground.”
Her face brightens. Here we go, she’s about to tell me her new idea.
“If you build an arch, they can climb that. Over the swing.”
“Swing?”
“Yes, the one you’re going to buy and put here? a wonderful place to sit on a warm evening and watch the sunset over the sea. With the roses framing the whole thing like a beautiful nook.”
“Aren’t you the romantic underneath all the politics.” As soon as the words are out, I wish I could call them back. The last thing we need is reminder of politics.
Lessa doesn’t react, maybe she doesn’t need reminding because she never forgets the politics. “You can order the swing online.” She holds out her phone, and I stand up to look. The screen already shows a shopping page.
“I thought one like this.”
“Lessa?”
She glances up and her eyes are knowing; she’s guessed what I want to ask.
“You don’t have to tell me, if you don’t want to…” I start lamely.
She sighs. “They won. Actually, the government scraped through with a majority so thin, you could floss your teeth with it.”
“Is this good or bad?”
“I don’t know, it makes their position insecure.”
“And…” I want to know about him, about what it means for her. “Your MP?”
She turns slightly away so I can’t see her expression. “Clive has just been appointed the new Minister for Sport, a considerable promotion. An actual cabinet position.”
This doesn’t mean much to me; who cares if he gets a promotion? Well, she cares of course, but what does this mean? Will she go to him now that he is an important member of the Cabinet?
I’m not going to ask. Change of subject.
“Shouldn’t you go and get dressed?”
“Why?” She looks down at her gardening clothes. “Am I naked?”
“Stop being difficult.” I nudge her with my shoulder. “Or did you want to attend this wedding in your denim overalls and muddy Wellies.”
“You need to get ready, too. And you take longer because you have to polish your oboe.”
This has become an in joke about me and my oboe. “If you’re not careful, I’ll make you polish it for me.”
“You wish.” She laughs and runs back inside.
It’s true. I’m performing this afternoon for Pierre and Gabriel’s ceremony, but it’s not as formal as the church.
I stand in the back garden and look at the horizon and think about sitting on a swing to watch the sunset with her, and the many things I could do to her if only she wanted to polish my oboe.
Her phone is still in my hand, and it vibrates like a tiny electric shock. I look down and there’s an alert.
UNKNOWN NUMBER:Zoom in 15 minutes.

 
Another message follows almost immediately with the Zoom meeting ID and passcode. No prizes for guessing who this is.
I follow her inside and after giving her the phone, I take the stairs two at a time and go to shower. When I’m dressed and ready and on my way down, I pass Lessa’s room.
Her door is open and she’s sitting at her desk, laptop screen open, Zoom call already in progress. I’m about to turn back to my room to give her privacy, when the conversation stops me.
“Of all the times to get yourself pregnant, this is the absolute worst.” Says a grating, bad-tempered voice.
“I didn’t do it on purpose.” Lessa’s own voice is calm but tight, as if she’s trying to keep her temper.
“It’s not too late for a termination.”
Nothing can make me walk away, now. It’s all I can do not to rush in and slap the laptop screen down on the bastard. In fact, I must have taken a couple of steps closer to her door because the screen becomes visible. The man on camera isn’t Clive Smith, MP. Not unless there’s been some serious photoshopping. This one is older, sixty perhaps, with a buzz-cut white hair on a large square head.
“It was too late five months ago,” Lessa says. “I’d never do that even if–”
“Fine, fine.” He interrupts. “But we have to find a way to manage this. We might have won the elections, but it’s the worst possible result. The government’s position is so precarious, any mishap can just destroy them.”
Realisation dawns. This must be the Sir Alan, Lessa mentioned before. The mover and shaker who pays the bills and pulls the strings. Glancing at him now, he is not easy to look at, his face, his entire head, looks craggy, puffy, and bumpy at the same time.
“Does Clive even know about–?”
Again, he interrupts her. “Of course, he knows. But his hands are tied. What I’ll never understand is why you didn’t tell us before the scandal hit the papers? We could have dealt with it then. For a start, we wouldn’t have issued a statement denying the affair. Now you both look like liars.”
“I didn’t know then.” She answers firmly. “And it wasn’t my idea to lie. Anyway, I need to speak to Clive, this is betwee–”
“I’m not blaming you,” Sir Alan continues. “It’s just awkward as hell. We’re going to have to play this very carefully. And that includes Vivienne. My daughter thinks she can bow out in a few weeks.” Sir Alan frowns into the camera. “But she can’t. Not yet. And I hope you didn’t think you could just come back to London. First of all, we’re going to have to lie about the date of this baby’s conception. We have to say that you slept with Clive AFTER the scandal.” He raises his voice on the “after” as if to force her to comply.
“No.” Lessa says matching him steel for steel. “Lies only lead to more complications.”
I want to kiss her for being so strong in the face of this bully.
Sir Alan talks as if he didn’t even hear. “We play it that the marriage was failing and when you resigned, Clive came to apologise and make sure you were all right and you had a one-night thing. There was nothing between you before, it all happened after. It’s not ideal but better than saying he lied in his statement to the public.”
“But the baby will be born–” She tries to get a word in.
“We will say it was premature.”
“It’s not a game–”
“Can you stop interrupting me, for God’s sake. I am trying to help you. I have found you a clinic in Switzerland under a different name. You will go there in time for the birth. Then after you’ve had the baby, we’ll move you to a small resort maybe in the mountains or in Austria where no one will know you. A house and a nanny. You’ll stay there for a year. Then you come back, and no one will know the exact age of your baby.”
I hate the way he keeps saying ‘your’ baby as if it’s an infection Lessa picked up. My fists are clenched against the door frame. Lessa must have heard me move because she suddenly turns around.
In her face I see the same anger I feel, but she’s tightly controlled.
“Who’s there?” Sir Alan asks suddenly alarmed.
“Nothing.” She turns back.
“You had better tell me where you are.”
She pauses then says in a clear voice, “La Canette.”
His brows knit and he looks down, probably googling on his phone because a moment later his eyes widen and a slow smirk breaks on his face. “Well done. It’s the perfect hideaway. Stay there. We’ll come and get you. When is your baby due?”
“End of May, week of the 28th.”
“Good. We’ll come and collect you in April.”
“I’d still like to speak to Clive.”
“You can’t, now is the worst possible time. But he’s sent you something to your sister’s address, she’ll no doubt forward it to you.”
And the screen goes blank. No goodbye, no best wishes, he’s just gone.
“Are you okay?” I ask coming into the room.
“Yes, I’m fine.” Is that a hint of wobble in her voice?
She pushes her chair back a bit, and I move into the space and perch on the edge of the desk so I’m facing her. “Why does he hate you?”
“No.” She shakes her head. “It’s not personal, don’t worry. He’s always like that. Lord M used to know him from long ago, he said, Sir Alan had the charm of a slug and the diplomacy of a drunken street brawl.”
“I’ve never felt like punching someone so much. I’m sure my fist in his face can only improve it. His head looks like a balloon crammed full of spanners.”
Her lips twitch then she gives in and starts laughing. And after a minute, my own anger gives way to laughter, too.
“Are you sure, you’re okay?” I ask again when we stop.
“Yes,” she lays a gentle hand on my knee. “Actually, if you look past his manner, the solution does make sense. And he’ll get it to work. Sir Alan believes in the adage, ‘Never let a good crisis go to waste.’ He’ll wait until there’s something big, a war, a royal death, something big, then he’ll bring me back into Clive’s life while the nation is distracted.” She sounds very logical, but also disappointed. She must have been hoping Clive would have come for her as soon as the elections were out of the way.
She catches me studying her and gives me a brave smile which only shows me how upset she must be.
“How did you become so strong? Someone else in your place would fall apart.”
She shrugs. “Falling apart wouldn’t achieve anything. Anyway, please don’t punch anyone, you’ll damage your hands, and you have to play at this wedding in a couple of hours.”
I let her change the subject, but in my mind, I resolve I’ll be playing for her much more than Pierre and Gabriel. Something cheerful to make her forget her troubles.




Chapter Twenty-seven

 
Lessa

Pierre’s wedding is being held in the middle of a forest. Don’t ask me why.
She says, two years ago, she saw the new moon in some ancient festival, and it predicted she’d be married within two years. It’s the reason they’re holding their wedding here in the same spot as the festival.
Fortunately, the weather feels a lot milder and the sun peaks out from between the clouds. I spot a row of five empty chairs under a tree where I might get a perfect view and walk over, careful not to get my boots too muddy. It’s a fair clearing in the wood, pretty with grass and bluebell surrounded by trees with an ancient stone arch at one end. Margo’s Arch according to the invitation. There’s even a little write up about it in the invitation. It’s part of an Anglo-Saxon house and became a medieval sacred marriage site.
Brandon is already in the centre of the circle. Today he’s not wearing a tux, this is not that kind of event. Everyone might be dressed up, but all wear Wellies, even the bride and groom, because the ground is damp.
“Have you been to a handfasting before?” Laura slides into the seat next to me. Adam, or Dr. Mortimer as I still think of him, follows her.
“Hand what?”
Laura points to a woman in a knitted silver hat. She stands in the centre of the circle facing Pierre and her husband-to-be. “She’s the officiant,” Laura says. “It’s a handfasting ceremony, a medieval form of marriage.”
“Is it legally binding?” Trust me to think of legalities.
“They went to the registry office this morning, just the two of them and borrowed witnesses from one of the offices in the Municipalité. Nothing special because Pierre was determined this, here, would be the only wedding ceremony.”
All around us people settle into their seats; they all have flowers, the men in their buttonholes, the women wear corsages around their wrists. “Where do all the flowers come from this time of year.”
Adam leans towards us. “Winter primrose, sweet violets, and flowering heather. They grow here in sheltered areas. The island has a lot of these wildflowers.”
“Adam is a bit of botanist on the side.” Laura laughs, but her hand finds his and they link fingers.
The officiant lays Pierre’s hand over Gabriel’s and wraps them with a long sprig of ivy. She reads a prayer in very olde English with lots of ye and thee.
“Why are they doing it this way?” I whisper to Laura.
“I think it’s something about the two of them, she and Gabriel. Something from before…” She tails off a bit, glancing towards the officiant still reading. “When they first fell in love, Gabriel was with someone else. They were engaged and planning a new life in America. Big career move, but he gave it all up and came back to be with Pierre.”
I turn to watch. Do men really give up a career opportunity for love?
The bride looks radiant in a dress made by Laura especially for her. A fitted top cinched around the waist with a belt of twisted flowers. But the rest of the dress is…it looks like fifty floaty scarves. That’s the skirt, silk scarves in many shades of blue and green, no two are the same. Her long wavy hair is dyed a beautiful balayage of forest green and held back from her face by a coronet of flowers. It all seems a bit incongruous with the rubber Wellies, but oddly enough, it really suits her.
I’m not really a wedding dreamer. I never even imagined walking down the aisle, not with any of my boyfriends. Now I think about it, my fake marriage to Brandon is the nearest I’ve ever come to the institution.
“I promise to love you.” Pierre is the first with her vows. “To care about the things important to you, to laugh at your jokes, even to laugh at you when you take yourself too seriously. I will always hold your hand, and when we’re away from each other I’ll hold you in my heart. And even when I’m not beside you, I’ll always, always, be on your side.”
Yes. That’s what I want. Someone who is on my side.
Brandon and I did have a sort of vows, a list of house chores and financial boundaries. At the time I was hyper aware of the huge favour he was doing me and anxious not to be even more of an imposition.
Now? It feels a little different.
It feels more equal. I don’t know why because he’s still doing me a huge favour, more than I expected back when we went to Jersey and bought two simple wedding bands and wrote up our ‘contract’.
He’s been a friend, a support, and a comfort. I’ll always look back on our time here as a happy home.
Gabriel, stares deeply into Pierre’s eyes, for a moment then says in a roughened voice, “I promise to love you, and no matter what else happens in our lives, I will always put you first.”
There’s a moment of hushed emotional silence, then, Brandon moves forward, oboe ready.
It’s what I’ve been waiting for all afternoon.
Again, he does that funny little move, wetting the reed in his mouth then pulling it out, like a lollipop. He waits until he has complete quiet, then starts.
Unlike the music he played in church, two weeks ago, this is a renaissance piece, sweet and light and fits the forest perfectly. It starts slow, like a sway of dandelions in the breeze, and gradually gathers pace and animates into a cheerful melody. The sound of the oboe is clean, like fresh air; I can feel myself smiling. It even draws smiles from the rest of the wedding guests; everywhere I glance, people look happy, their feet tapping. When it comes to an end, like a swoop of birds coming home and settling on a branch, my heart is full of joy, I could dance.
Gabriel dips his head and kisses his bride. A kiss that goes on for so long, I think they’ve forgotten they’re being watched by nearly a hundred guests.
I let out a silent sigh. Silent because I don’t want anyone to guess my feelings. Watching two people in love like this makes me wonder if this is something I will ever get one day.
All my energy over the last few weeks, ever since I felt my baby move, I’ve been trying not to blame Clive, not to give up on us. It’s getting harder, because…because surely Clive is trying to make the world a better place, and I want our baby to be born into a better world. But today, watching Pierre and Gabriel, I can’t help the question in my heart.
Will I ever have a man who puts me first, no matter what?
At the centre of the clearing, Gabriel breaks the kiss but still holds his bride’s face in his hands, and they stare into each other’s eyes.
There are tears falling down my face, so many tears I have to use my scarf to mop them up.
◆◆◆
 
On the walk home, Brandon points to the trees. “Look, Spring is coming.”
He’s right; the branches are knobbly with buds, and small birds hop around on the ground searching for seeds or something. A flash of colour behind the trees catches my eyes before it quickly disappears. A red dress. I crane to look but can see nothing.
We continue walking, but now I’m alert to it, I do hear a rustle of hesitant footsteps. A little later, as we get to the arched bridge at the start of Catcher Lane, the trees thin out and I suspect whoever is following us might be too shy.
“Keep walking,” I say to Brandon. “I’ll just be a sec.”
He gives me a puzzled look but keeps walking. I wait until he’s gone over the bridge then I retrace my steps into the line of the trees, and sure enough there’s that flash of red. This time it doesn’t disappear.
“Did you like the music today?” I ask as casually as possible so as not to frighten her.
After a moment, she steps out from behind a cedar, her face a mix of eagerness and fear.
“It was very different from the Christening, don’t you think?”
She nods several times, as if she wants to say, yes, yes, yes.
“Which did you like best?” I ask, taking a careful step closer.
She doesn’t answer, and it crosses my mind that she might not be able to talk. So, I answer the question for myself. “I loved the piece today, just perfect for a wedding. It made everyone smile.”
A wide grin breaks on the woman’s face. And she nods three times again.
“But the slow piece in the church was beautiful in a different way. Like a dream.”
This time it’s her who takes a couple of steps towards me. And her eyes search my face for something else. Something she wants and doesn’t know how to ask. So, I take a chance.
“Would you like to hear him play again?”
Her eyes widen and her face is eager.
“Why don’t you come to our house and meet him?”
A mistake. She freezes, alarmed.
“I’m sure he’ll agree to play for you.”
She retreats a step then another, stops, looks to right and left; her face a picture of indecision.
To encourage her, I say, “He’s very nice, you’ll like him.”
This time her face crumples, and she turns and runs away.




Chapter Twenty-eight

 
Brandon

“I hate to disappoint you.” I tell Lessa as she pops two more slices of bread into the toaster. “But I have had bread and honey before.”
After another long visit to Elodie and Hal next door, Lessa came back not only with lots of different honey products but new recipes. She’s eager to try a few on me right away to help me discover this illusive new diet my brother wants me to find.
“Buckwheat honey,” she says slathering some over freshly toasted slices. “It has a rich slightly bitter flavour. It should go well with rye bread. And this is thyme honey which Elodie says brings out the flavour of ham and mustard.”
“What a way to ruin a perfectly decent slice of ham?”
She slides the plate on the table and sits down. I stay where I am by the sink, trying to think of something else I can eat.
“Oh, unclench,” she says, nudging a chair with her foot so I can sit. “You might love it. Tomorrow, we’ll try it with bacon.”
I let my expression tell her exactly what I think of this.
“Anyway, I want to tell you about Doris.”
“Doris, right. This is the woman who likes music but is too shy to talk to me.”
“Not shy. I got the full story from Elodie. In a nutshell, Doris, is local woman with Down syndrome. She’s always been happy and friendly. Two years ago, she developed a bit of a crush on Gabriel when he first came to the island which seems to have woken up her romantic feelings. When he and Pierre became a couple, Doris got it into her head that she too wanted a boyfriend.
“Some young man, an outsider, heard her talk about it and decided to have a joke at her expense. He flirted with her and filled her head with ideas about a day trip to one of the other islands. Everyone advised her not to go, but by then it was too late, she was in love, and she went with him. Neither of them came back. Two months later, Philomena Hill at the women’s refuge got a call from social services in Jersey. They had a traumatised woman in hospital, she didn’t have health insurance and they couldn’t keep her in hospital indefinitely. Could The Lady Isobel Refuge offer her a place?”
“No, don’t tell me…”
Lessa nods sadly. “Yes. It was Doris. By the time Philomena Hill brough her back to the island, hardly anyone recognised her for the happy, chatty, and trusting woman she used to be. Now, she is almost mute and shrinks away from strangers.”
It’s a terrible story. “You mean he kept her hostage for two months?”
“No, no, she was admitted to hospital soon after she left the island. From what the therapist says, he and his friends had their fun for a weekend, they also laughed at her and mocked her, then dumped her in the middle of a field, and left her there in the rain.”
“So, she’s been in therapy.”
“Up to a point. Mostly she needs rehabilitation and this kind of thing take a long time. Elodie’s grandfather got her helping with his beehives which did a lot of good. Then she helped Elodie and gradually got comfortable around Hal, but she’s terrified of strangers.”
“It must have taken a lot of courage for her to approach you at all.”
“I think it was the music.”
I can see where Lessa is going with this. I’d normally say no because I’m not a teacher and especially not if a woman is scared of men.
This isn’t just about Doris though, it’s Lessa. I know how disappointed she was by Philomena Hill refusing to even consider her proposal for the women’s Centre; Lessa isn’t someone to sit and do nothing. That’s why she’s thrown herself into helping me achieve Liam’s wish list. She needs a project and for the first time since that horrible Zoom call, she’s excited about something.
“So what? You’d like me to play for her?”
“Would you?” She asks so carelessly, as if it doesn’t matter.
It doesn’t fool me. I know she’s trying not to put pressure on me.
“Elodie says, Doris hasn’t stopped asking about music since your first concert.” She adds, again trying to hide her eagerness.
“So, she does talk?”
“Only when she’s comfortable with someone, it takes a long time to build trust and she’s still terrified of men.”
“Then how can I play for her if she’s terrified?”
“Well… I thought you could play upstairs in your room, and she can sit here with me.”
I shake my head. “The acoustics would be all wrong. Besides, what makes you think she’ll even agree to come into the house if I’m in it?”
Lessa’s shoulders slump and the excitement is her eyes fades away. “You’re right. She won’t.”
I hate that I’ve nixed the only wonderful idea she’s had in weeks. I’d give anything to not disappoint her “Unless…” I say, thinking aloud. “What if she sits outside in the garden, and I play inside here?”
Lessa throws her arms around me. “Thank you, thank you, that’s a great idea.”
The hug smears mustard and honey on both of us. “Okay, go tell Elodie the good news.” I extract the squished sandwich from between us.
◆◆◆
 
After much consultation with Elodie, who talks to Doris, we come up with a plan for Tuesday afternoon. Lessa found a comfortable chair to put outside along with a small table with a pot of tea and some biscuits. She keeps going in and out, testing the visibility and has decided I should stand against the wall between the two bay windows. That way Doris would not see me unless she actually leaned on the windowsill and stuck her head inside. I’m under strict instruction not to talk to her. For my part, I’ve been preparing, trying out various pieces, adapting a couple that might be a good introduction. I even do my embouchure exercises, which Lessa finds hilarious.
“This is the worst kind of whistling I ever heard.”
“I’m not whistling. It’s practice to improve my lips.”
“What’s wrong with your lips? They look fine to me.” She winks coming back inside.
Now and then, like just now, there’s a current of light flirtation between us. It’s mostly fun. I blow her an exaggerated kiss which makes her laugh.
“Can I help you with anything?” she asks looking for something else to do.
“Sit on the sofa so if Doris chances to look, she can see you and be reassured.” It’s the only way to get her to stop running around and rest.
We agreed on 2:30pm when the day is likely to be at its warmest. I can’t see if Doris is here already but at the appointed time, I simply start with a simplified version of a Vivaldi oboe sonata, a cheerful piece which lasts about fifteen minutes.
If Doris is outside, she’s being as quiet as a stone. Elodie and Hal’s advice was to not make a big deal, so we carry on, me playing, Lessa on the sofa, pretending to read a book.
At the end, I lower the oboe back on its stand. “Next Tuesday. Same time, I’ll play something else.” I keep my voice low and unthreatening. I’ve never thought of myself as a threat; it’s strange to realise that just by being a man, I can frighten someone.
It’s dead quite outside. We sit for an hour then go outside and find two of the biscuits have been eaten.
Lessa squeezes her palms together and does a little happy jig.
For her sake, as much as Doris’, I am determined to make the garden concerts a success. It’s a good time to look up the swing Lessa wanted from that garden furniture catalogue.
My gardening budget is limited, I’ve already run through Liam’s legacy and am using my own savings. It’s not a worry just yet; living on La Canette, it’s easy to be as frugal as a monk. In the past, my biggest expense was going out to restaurants and bars, theatres or concerts; here, even electricians and builders are cheap. Besides, our next-door neighbours offered a lot of help for free. So, why not take Lessa’s advice? I order a pretty wrought iron seat, a wooden bench, and of course, the swing. If I get the Concertgebouw job, I’ll be making decent money soon and who knows I might even splash out on landscaping the forest of deadly thorns and extend the garden down the hill.




Chapter Twenty-nine

 
Lessa

Brandon, I’ve discovered, is a careful thinker, but once he makes a decision, he is determined to see it through to the end.
I’ve been so worried that I might have pushed him into this ‘garden concert’ as he likes to call it. I could have sworn he only went along as a favour to me, but he’s really put his heart into it.
Doris has come every Tuesday for three weeks now, and every time Brandon plays something utterly beautiful.
It’s working. Last week, she moved her chair closer to the window. And when she caught sight of me, she didn’t look away. I decided to push things a little further. So, when he stopped to change music, and while he was shuffling pages, I asked, “How can the ordinary person tell the difference between different instruments that look similar, like the oboe and flute for example?”
“The same way you can tell the difference between a chair and a table.” He suppressed a laugh. “The oboe looks nothing like a flute.”
“How?” I asked, hoping Doris will be intrigued.
He caught on quickly and gave me a simple non-technical answer. “For a start the oboe is always black wood. The flute is often made of silver, sometimes gold.”
Exactly the kind of detail that’s easy to understand and should kindle her interest.
Today, I asked him why he seems to have crossed every musical note on his sheet.
“Not crossed out, these two lines tell me to play it faster. Listen. You know this Christmas carol?” He plays the first few notes of Silent night.
Doris is now right outside the window, and she can definitely see him. She seems to sway her head to the tune, so I sing it with her.
“Okay, now I’m going to play it faster.”
We both listen, and we’re both surprised. Because what Brandon plays sounds like a dance.
“And now faster.”
He says playing what sounds like a cartoonish tune, I can just imagine Micky Mouse chased by a cat.
Doris laughs. She actually laughs.
I take a chance and offer to top up her tea cup. She agrees and stands there just outside the window dunking biscuits into her tea and watching Brandon.
“Can you play it next week?” she asks when it’s over.
“Of course.” And this time he smiles for her. His beautiful dazzling smile and she smiles back.
Long after Doris is gone and I’m lying in bed under the covers, my head on the pillow, I can still see the two of them smiling.
What was that condition on Liam’s will? Do something to help someone in trouble by giving your time, a little part of your life.
I think he’s done it. Given a part of himself, his heart, to help Doris laugh.




Chapter Thirty

 
Brandon

I’m going to Amsterdam.
My tickets are booked. Ferry from La Canette on Saturday and connecting flight to Schiphol airport. How has this come so fast? Life moves slowly on La Canette, so it’s easy to forget the outside world, then it all crashes back in. My audition is next week. If it’s successful, I’ll start my new job in two or three months.
Lessa comes to stand in the door to my room watching me folding socks and rifling through my wardrobe.
“I’d have thought with the amount of traveling you do, you’d have perfected the art of packing fast.”
“I have.” I tell her. “I can have all my life folded and zipped up in twenty minutes, usually.”
“Then why are you doing it now, two days before you actually need to travel?”
“Because after half a year in the cupboard, I have no idea if moths have eaten holes in my city clothes. It wouldn’t do to audition for my dream job looking scruffy.”
She folds her arms and leans the side of her head on the doorframe. “So, what’s the schedule?”
“Ferry on Saturday morning to Jersey, plane to Amsterdam via Paris. Check into the hotel. Sunday practice and warm up. Monday first audition. Wednesday second audition and, if I’m shortlisted, final audition the following week, then I’m back here.”
She says nothing. Just watches me brushing my black shoes.
“Less?” I pause, putting the shoes down.
“What?”
I swear she knows what I’m going to say.
“Don’t leave before I get back, will you?”
This isn’t a stupid thing to say. Her world too has come crashing down on our little oasis of calm.
For months now, I’ve had the impression Lessa was moving on from her MP. When she got a message from that horrible man, Sir what’s his name, that her new home is ready in Switzerland, she shrugged as if it didn’t matter. Then last week, we were in the garden sitting on the new bench and checking through our phones for plant ideas when she suddenly gasped.
“Oh my God.”
I looked up wondering and she explained. “It’s really happening.” She showed me her screen.
SPORTS MINISTER’S MARRIAGE RUNNING OUT OF BREATH.

Unconfirmed rumours that Vivienne Smith has consulted divorce lawyers continue to circulate. While new minister Clive Smith visits sports grounds across the nation, his wife has been conspicuous by her absence. Following a gruelling election campaign, his wife has been suffering exhaustion and has commented to friends that the political life was not for her.

“What does this mean?” I asked, doing my best to keep the anxiety out of my voice.
“It means the wheels are in motion to bring me back to Westminster.” Since then, there’s been a flurry of messages back and forth and talk of Sir What’s-his-name’s private jet to Switzerland.
So perhaps I was wrong about her change of heart. And it’s too late for me to change her mind. Besides, Lessa deserves to get her career back. Her Phoenix Bill which I’m increasingly sure was her idea not Clive’s. It’s her dream, and she wants to see it through.
Which reminds me that I have a career, too. It’s been months and months of living in this ‘new and improved time’ but now she’s going back to her life and so should I.
“Elodie and Hal next door have promised to look in on you while I’m away.” I tell her as I continue packing.
“They did more than that.” She scowls at me. “They spread the word round and now everyone is offering to send me food, so I don’t have to cook.”
“And this offends you?”
“I can walk to the kitchen and make a meal, you know.” She fumes. “I’m not the kind of woman who sits around all day.”
“Don’t I know it.” I grin at her. “What are you going to do while I’m away?”
“Nothing.” She shrugs with exaggerated nonchalance.
“Lessa?” I give her a warning look. “Promise me you’ll take things easy until I get back.”
“I promise.”




Chapter Thirty-one

 
Lessa

Monday.
I promised Brandon to wait for him, but Sir Alan doesn’t think he needs to consult me about anything. I’m not even surprised when I get a message telling me to get myself to Jersey airport on Friday.
Friday.
All I can do is try to finalise a few things for Brandon. Like planting bulbs in the garden so there’ll be nice flowers in a couple of months. I also wrack my brain for a gift. What can I get him? The man who doesn’t have much of an eye for colour.
Something colourful. I can just imagine his scowl at receiving a colourful surprise. So, yesterday I went to see Laura at the silk workshop and chose fabric for curtains. It’s some of their surplus, a rich jacquard in forest green with small orange flowers. It reminds me of him because he always smells a little of orange zest, although I seem to be the only one who thinks so.
When I come back, my arms full of silk wrapped in brown paper, my feet want to take me upstairs, to put the package in his room so I can smell the air.
No.
I stop at the bottom step and turn around. Leave the package on the sofa, that’s more appropriate. Honestly! What’s the matter with me? I can’t be missing him already; he’s only been gone three days, yet I keep looking for him in the empty house. He has been gone before, sometimes overnight to Jersey to buy things, and I’m not a little girl who can’t manage without her friend.
◆◆◆
 
Tuesday morning.
Brandon’s audition is today.
I keep imagining him in his tux, crisp white shirt, his hair combed back, and that look of concentration on his face.
I get up and wash the breakfast things. Better to keep busy. Perhaps I’ll go next door to chat with Elodie and buy more of her honey things.
But the honey shop isn’t open. There’s a sign on the door saying,
WORKSHOP 10AM, HELEN HEMINGWAY HOUSE OF HOPE.
As I turn to go back, I almost collide with a woman. Philomena Hill and her friend, the woman with the rosette hat.
Great!
Instead of Elodie who is very nice and fun, I get to see the two women who hate me.
“The shop is always closed on Tuesday.” Rosette lady informs me unnecessarily.
I nod and sidestep them to walk home.
“Actually, Mrs Hazelwood, if you have a moment.” This from Philomena Hill.
What now? Today of all days, I’m feeling too delicate for a confrontation, I have half a mind to tell her to relax because I’m leaving soon. Instead, I stop and wait politely.
“I wanted to a quick word with you,” she says in a tight voice, as if a word with me is going to cost her £600.
“I heard you’ve been encouraging Doris to listen to your husband play music.”
Ah, so there it is, she’s about to scold me for endangering Doris.
She takes a deep breath and goes on. “There’s not lot of people who’d bother with someone like Doris. That was very kind of you both. She’s been enjoying the music so much.”
Surprise leaves me speechless.
“Yes, poor Doris.” Rosette lady adds. “She’s had a terrible time, but lately she’s been so much better, almost reminds you of her old self. We’ve even seen her smiling, didn’t we?”
“She can’t stop talking about the music.” Philomena swallows and seems to gather her determination. “That was a very good thing you did. And I’m sorry we got off on a bad foot. George Du Montfort happened to mention you were interested in our work. If you want to come and visit the Lady Isobel Centre, I’d be very happy to show you around.”
Just then the door opens and Hal steps out. He’s dressed in a wax jacket and is carrying a couple of large backpacks. “Hello.” He beams at us. “Are you coming to the workshop?”
“We are, yes.” Rosette lady says, then looks at me, so I shake my head. “I was just looking for Elodie.”
“She’s already down at Helen House,” Hal explains. “Why don’t you come?”
“There’ll be a few of our women there, too.” Philomena adds encouragingly. “You could meet them.”
When I don’t answer right away, she steps back, and her mouth thins.
I realise I’ve not really said much to her, and this is my own fault, my shyness and unease around strangers makes people think me standoffish and aloof. She offered me an olive branch, the least I can do is accept it.
“Thank you, Mrs Hill, I’d have liked that very much. But I’m not really dressed for hiking, isn’t the Hemingway House a long way down the hill?”
“Oh, it’s all been renovated,” Hal turns to lock the shop door behind him. “We have wooden walkways and stairs and it’s very civilised, I promise. And we’ll be serving a nice picnic lunch, since Brandon asked us to feed you, two birds, one stone and all that.” He gives me a warm smile and leads us to a gate at the back of their garden.
I suppose I’m going, then.
They have the same bushes as Brandon’s side of the hill, but here they’ve been trimmed back. Spring has turned the deadly thorns to the most gorgeous heaps of green, white, pink, even orange. The wooden steps and decking meander around streams and pretty, cascading flowers.
“There are holiday makers here already?” I’m surprised when we pass one of the gorgeous little camping huts and see a couple sitting in deck chairs by a rock pool.
“The season starts early on La Canette, thank God.” Hal says. “I’m hoping to break even this year.”
“How many holiday homes do you have?”
“Nine. Ten actually but I’m keeping one free because I want my sister to come and stay.” A small frown darkens his normally open face. “She’s not been too happy lately. She can do with a change of scenery.”
Looking around, I have to agree that anyone needing a change could hardly find better scenery than here. The hill is stunning. I wish Brandon could have his side of the hill landscaped like this.
But it is a long walk. Who needs a gym when a trip down Catcher Hill is a serious workout. It’s half an hour, before we reach a clearing and the most exquisite pool complete with rocks, floating flowers, and a small waterfall. The morning sun sparkles on the surface and just behind the pond there’s a tall fence of yellow flowering plants. Hal takes us round the curve to an arch cut into the fronds; we walk through it to find a wide, grassy space with a stone path leading to a stone cottage.
So, this is the Helen Hemingway House of Hope that I’ve heard about.
Ten or eleven women sit on beanbags and garden chairs arranged in a circle outside the cottage. Elodie seems to have already started her lecture, but she waves us over. My legs ache already so I’m deeply grateful when I sink down on a beanbag.
“It may sound strange to say we can learn about life from honeybees.” Elodie continues her talk, “But they have so many lessons to teach humans. Everyone knows about their teamwork. But did you know they’re much better at adapting to new circumstances than we are?
“Honeybees are continuously evolving. If relocated from one region to another, they are not discouraged by the new location but quickly scout the new environment and communicate their findings, then get to work in as little as an hour.”
My back aches and the beanbag has nothing to lean back on. Somebody notices me shifting from one side to another trying to get more comfortable and offers me her chair. When I struggle to get up, Rosette Lady lends me a hand and helps pull me up.
“Thank you.” I get up clumsily.
“It’s hard when you’re pregnant.” She pulls the chair closer so I can sit. “I had five of my own. Played havoc with my joints. Now, do you need a blanket?”
“No, that’s fine, it’s a sunny day.” I pull out my notebook and pretend to jot down notes, because I feel a bit exposed with everyone glancing towards me and smiling.
Hal catches my eyes and winks. It was him who told me that the people on the island can be wonderful once they accept you. It seems the local women have finally accepted me.
“Honeybees also show us how to live within our means.” Elodie continues her talk. “They only expand the hive if more space is needed. They also understand that hard times happen, so they prepare for disasters and food shortage. This way, they don’t drain their energy on anything that is not necessary.”
My note taking may have started as a distraction but now I find myself writing fast, lots of ideas for training programs that would benefit women starting over. It’s something I can pass on to Philomena Hill before I leave, and who knows, I might be able to research fundraising for her while I’m in Switzerland.
When the workshop is finished, I refuse Elodie’s offer of a group lunch. The warm breeze makes the long, yellow broom fronds sway and ripples the surface of the water. But I can’t stay, my aching back and legs will only get stiffer the longer I stay. And my way back is still going to be half an hour uphill. It’s not as if I could call an Uber to pick me up.
If Brandon ever finds out about this, he’ll tear a strip off me. He was adamant I shouldn’t even try gardening, what would he think of this endless trek up the hill. It takes me a lot longer than half an hour to get back home because I keep stopping to rest.
Why didn’t I accept Hal’s offer of help? Because I’m a self-reliant woman. A self-reliant idiot who needs an hour and a half to walk up Catcher Hill.
And when home, why is this self-reliant woman feeling lost?
I walk around the kitchen and sitting rooms as if searching for something; every little sounds makes me look up expecting… But nothing happens. No one comes through the door with a smile. No one looks up from reading a book and talks to me. There are no footsteps upstairs, and no one comes into the kitchen and asks if I want a hot drink.
Surely, I can make myself tea. Just flick on the kettle, except my hand automatically sets up two mugs.
This is pathetic. Come on, Lessa, be the strong self-reliant woman who conquered the frosty Philomena Hill and Mrs Rosette Hat.
If the house feels cold and empty, I can switch on all the lights and make it feel alive. And a hot bath, yes. That is bound to make me feel better. It’ll certainly help with the aching legs and back. But when I get to the stairs, I can’t make myself go upstairs. Because the upstairs feels even emptier and lonelier.
And suddenly all my determination and optimism leave me, and I flop down on the bottom step hugging myself as the tears come. I don’t know why. But tears keep falling and brushing them away doesn’t help because more come.
“Brandon.” I call into the empty house.
No one answers.
“Brand!” Really sobbing, now. “Brand!”
Gradually I become aware that my phone is ringing from upstairs where I left it on my desk. He’s calling me. I wipe my tears and get up and despite heavy legs and stiff ankles, I rush up the steps. Halfway, I stumble, because my eyes are blurry; my legs wobble and my feet miss the step. I grapple for the banister but can’t catch myself in time. I fall on my side and continue to thump, thump, thump down to the bottom stair. Not a bad fall, but painful.
Actually, very painful, something grips my insides and twists and literally takes my breath away.
The phone rings and rings then stops.
Later it rings again.
It’s ten agonising minutes before I can get up on my knees to crawl up the stairs. At the top, I collapse again and this time I can’t make myself move again. I wait. And wait. But my strength doesn’t come back, and my pain gets worse.
When I feel a wetness between my legs, I honestly don’t know if I’ve just weed myself. I push a hand under my knickers to check, and my fingers come away red.




Chapter Thirty-two

 
Brandon

Amsterdam is the same as remember it. The little streets, the canals, the thousands of bikes chained to railings. Everything takes me back to the man I used to be a few short months ago; I even go back to using the word ‘weed’ to mean cannabis. My garden on La Canette feels like a million miles away. Everything here, the cafés where I used to go with friends still smell the same, and this small intimate bistro hasn’t even changed its dinner menu.
My first audition this morning went well, as far as I can tell.
“They must want you,” Janey says across the small candle in the round table.
“We don’t know that yet.” I push my deconstructed black forest dessert around the plate.
“Half the management committee were in the listening booth behind you, and they looked really impressed.” She insists.
“It’ll be a bad show if I can’t impress them even a little. So will any decent musician applying to such an orchestra. We still have the second auditions tomorrow. If I’m shortlisted after that, I’ll allow myself to hope.”
“Oh, you should do more than hope. You’d have to really mess up tomorrow not to be shortlisted.” Janey raises a glass and toasts a success I haven’t yet achieved. “You’re going to be famous.”
“Famous as in recording contracts, first class airline travel and seven-star hotels?”
“Speaking of hotels, I don’t even know why you’re staying at the Hilton when you could be staying with me,” Janey says for the third time tonight. She’s being rather generous with the invitation; after all, I’m just a casual, no strings attached, on-off fling.
“They booked me a room.” I don’t want to go into the entire celibacy thing with Janey. She wouldn’t understand. Janey doesn’t like sad stories, it’s what always attracted me to her. So instead, I raise my wine glass and grin at her. “Rude to refuse such a nice room, and as you know, I’m not rude.”
“Oh, I don’t know, I like it when you’re rude.” She gives me a suggestive look.
To avoid answering, I knock back the rest of my drink. This is my fourth large glass tonight; it’s been so long since I had this much wine in one evening. Back on the island, Lessa didn’t drink, and I’ve never been a man who drinks alone. But one evening with Janey, and I feel myself slipping easily into ordering a second bottle of wine.
Although I seem to have become a lightweight. “I should slow down. This is going to my head a bit.”
“Have you been on the waggon?”
I try to tell her about La Canette, but she reacts with horror. “My God, it’s like they’re savages.”
My immediate reaction is to defend the island. But isn’t her opinion, in fact, similar to mine when I first arrived? “I have a friend who used to call it things like, the smudge on a map that thinks it’s an island, or the footpath that thinks it’s a high street.”
Janey doesn’t get the joke.
“It’s not so bad, it grows on you. And they have a lot of interesting festivals. For example, there is this medieval night festival called the Nutting where they celebrate autumn with donkey races and dancing, piles of candied pumpkin, casks of cider and glazed nuts.”
Janey does a little shiver. “That’s not a festival, that’s just a country dance.”
She’s not wrong. It’s impossible to explain here in this elegant bistro, elegant food on elegant plates, and the muted conversation of other elegant diners. Dancing in muddy Wellies seems like a distant dream.
By the time we’re ready to leave, a quick look at my phone shows the time a little past midnight. I swapped back to my European phone, when I got here on Saturday night.
“Will you at least walk me home?” Janey asks when we pause on the pavement.
“What kind of a gentleman would I be if I let you walk home alone at this hour?”
She laughs taking my arm, and we start walking. Her apartment, as it turns out, is a long way from my hotel and by the time we get there, it’s very late indeed and there’s a light drizzle.
“You can’t walk all the way in this. You’re welcome to my sofa.” She offers, digging for keys in her handbag.
“But it really will have to be the sofa.” I say carefully.
“If that’s what you want.”
I hate hurting her feelings, Janey doesn’t deserve my being so cold, but how can I explain? So, when she suggests a night cap upstairs, I accept because it’ll help end the night on a friendlier note.
I’m an idiot, of course, and have had far too much alcohol.
The two large brandies Janey serves me do not help clear my head. I just sink more comfortably into the sofa and try to remember why this is a bad idea. A return to my life, the performances, the friends, the busy nights, it’s all so familiar, I can feel it drawing me back. Even mentioning Liam in this room feels like an alien subject that no one would understand.
Janey moves to sit beside me and pours me another brandy. “I’ve been thinking, next season, why don’t you move in with me? This apartment is big enough. And we’re very close to the concert hall.”
“Slow down, Janey.” I laugh and somehow sink deeper into the sofa. “I haven’t got the job yet.”
She snuggles against my side. “As if this is in any doubt.”
“It is in doubt. I’m not the only one applying and I’ve seen the list. Baigent. Lindhurst. Guttenplann. They are all exceptional oboists.”
“You are better.” She puts a hand on my thigh, and I feel too relaxed to stop her.
Her hand starts moving. This is a bad idea. I know it’s a bad idea, I just can’t remember why. I’ve already given celibacy seven months, isn’t this close enough to a year?
“It’s strange.”
Janey stops caressing my leg. “What’s strange?”
“I spent seven months away, but it all feels like a weekend. It feels as if I never left, never changed.”
“I’m glad.” She moves to straddle me, a hand on my shirt buttons, when my phone rings in my pocket. The vibration against my hip is a real mood killer.
This is one thing that has changed. I am no longer used to my phone ringing at all hours.
“Ignore it.” Janey nuzzles my neck but the phone is very annoying.
I take it out and try to reject the call but my finger slips and touches the speaker icon.
“Hello? Is this Brandon Hazelwood?” says a heavily accented voice. “This is Anke Schmidt at the Hilton Hotel.”
“Just leave it.” Janey whispers, nipping lightly at my earlobe with her teeth.




Chapter Thirty-three

 
Lessa

I open my eyes.
The world is white. Am I dreaming about snow?
After a few blinks, the snow becomes the white sheet and pillow. Not my own. There are voices behind me, muted, the way people talk when they don’t want to wake you up.
I blink again and my eyelids stay closed, and the white world disappears.
The next time I open my eyes again it’s light. The kind of light that is usually morning. The room smells funny. I take a deep breath and feel a sharp stab of pain.
“Umm.” I moan.
Brandon’s face appears above me. “I think she’s in pain.”
Another face comes to look down at me. Someone in medical scrubs. “Hello? Mrs Hazelwood?”
“Lessa.” Brandon corrects her.
“Lessa? Are you in pain?”
“Umh,” I answer.
Someone puts a fat pen in my hand.
“Press.” The nurse positions my thumb on the button. “This is a morphine pen.”
I press and close my eyes until the pain recedes.
“Less?” Brandon’s voice. He sounds tired, his face was shadowed with stubble. I want to stay awake for him but drift down, down into sleep.
The next time, I’m properly awake. I can tell I’m in a hospital room and there’s an IV drip attached to my arm.
“Hello.” A pretty face with large brown eyes and a pixie haircut hovers over my bed.
Laura.
“What happened?”
“You gave us a bit of a fright,” she says.
Fright? Us?
“Brandon?” I ask.
“He’s been by your side for two days. He only agreed to go home for a shower when I promised to sit with you.
“Two days?” I start to ask.
“Elodie and Hal found you.” She moves her chair closer. “She phoned to invite you to dinner. The phone rang and rang. They could see your lights were on so they knew you were home, so when you wouldn’t answer, Hal went round and knocked on the door.”
The only thing I remember was lying on the floor at the top of the stairs.
“What happened?”
Her face softens on a smile. “Hal broke a window in the kitchen and unlocked the door. They found you unconscious and soaked in blood.” She brushes the hair away from my face. “But you’re okay. Everything intact.”
I move my hand to where the pain is still a dull throb in my lower belly. My stomach is flat.
Panic.
I struggle to sit. The pain suddenly sharpens, taking my breath away.
What happened to my baby?
She gently pushes me back and finds a device that looks like a remote control which elevates the head of my bed so I can sit up a bit.
“Careful.” She points to my stomach. “Stitches,” she explains.
What happened to my baby?
Before I can ask, Adam himself comes in. “How are you feeling?”
“What…?” My voice hardly works with my panicked breathing, I put a hand on my absent bump.
“You had a detached placenta.” His voice manages to be professional and friendly at the same time. “It caused a haemorrhage, but fortunately you were found in time. We rushed you in here for an emergency caesarean section. Had to fly in an anaesthetist from Guernsey.” He finds a chart hanging at the foot of my bed and reads through it very fast.
“Please…” I’m too scared to speak properly. “Where is my baby?” The last word is barely audible.
His eyes glance beyond me; I follow his gaze.
On the other side of my bed there’s a small cot with a glass cover, and inside it is a tiny, tiny face.
My baby?
Relief washes away my fear like the waves of a sea retreating from the shore. There’s tiny face and an even tinier hand peaking from under a pink blanket.
Pink.
I reach my arms out. “Please.”
Laura takes my hand and tries to make me lie back against the head rest.
“Not just now.” Adam comes round to wheel the cot closer. You are too weak to carry her just now. And your wound hasn’t healed.”
I don’t care about my wound.
“Lessa.” He too lays a firm hand on my shoulder to stop me getting up. “You can’t hold her, you’ll drop her.”
That, finally, stops me. I don’t want to hurt my baby.
“You’ll be stronger in a few days.”
“Is she okay? Why is she in the box?”
“She’s five weeks premature. We need to keep her warm.”
“What if anything goes wrong?”
“She’ll be fine.” Adam assures me, sounding calm and confident. “She’s healthy and perfect. The midwife will be along soon to help you feed her. For now, you need to get your strength back.”
Who cares about my strength? The only thing that matters is protecting her, my Little Pomegranate. She has red, fuzzy hair and flawless tiny hands bunched into tiny, tiny fists. I can’t stop watching her. Even when they bring me breakfast on a tray I can’t eat. All my attention is on the little sleeping face.
I must do things. Arrangements. Now she’s here, I have to look after her. Stop people coming in here unless they’re super clean, hygienic.
“They told me you were up.” Brandon stands at the door wearing a grey hoodie and jeans that look like they just came out of the dryer. He’s also freshly shaven. When he comes over to sit on the edge of my bed, I can smell fresh clothes and faint orange zest.
“How are you?” He takes my hand, careful of the drip cannula. It’s on odd thing to ask when he’s the one with dark smudges under his eyes.
Then he turns to the little cot, and his face is transformed. “Hello, Little Pomegranate,” he says in a curiously soft voice. “You are getting more beautiful every minute.”
“They won’t let me hold her.” I appeal to him.
“I know.” He squeezes my hand then glances around. “Let’s see.”
He leans over the cot, lifts the cover and very tenderly scoops her with both hands. She’s so small when he covers her carefully in the baby blanket and brings her to my bed. Sitting beside me, he keeps his arm under her, and wraps the other arm around me to support me.
“Just for a minute,” he says. “Then we have to put her back.”
She is even smaller than I realised. Like a roll of cottonwool. When I stroke her cheek, it makes me gasp, her skin is so soft, it feels like touching a cloud.
“She is so beautiful.” I can’t help the tears. Her little hand is perfect, five little fingers in a tight fist. “I love her so much.”
“Yes,” he says, stroking a finger over her thumb. Instantly she relaxes her fist and when he rubs the inside of her palm, she closes her hand on his finger. “Oh,” he says in a surprised whisper.
After a moment, he disengages from me gently and takes her back to her cot. “She already looks bigger than when I saw her this morning.” He closes the lid and stands there watching her. “She will be ready to take home very soon.”
“Home?”
He raises his eyebrows in a question.
“Can I bring her to the house…” It’s his house, after all.
“Of course. Where else?”
“Brand.” I try again. Because this is important, and I can’t take chances with my little baby’s life. “I know you didn’t sign on for this. Our agreement–”
“Shh.” He comes back to sit beside me. “It’s your home for as long as you want it,” he says with rock solid determination. “Don’t you dare doubt that.”
“Thank you. Hopefully not too long–”
Again, he stops me talking. “A hundred years if you need it. We have a third bedroom which we can easily make into a nursery.” He gives me such a warm smile that a tiny joy blossoms inside me like a flower unfurling.
“Thank you, Brand. You have no idea how happy you just made me.”
He gazes at me, the long dark lashes making his grey eyes seem smoky and smouldering. Then he says, “I like you calling me Brand. Liam was the only one who ever shortened my name.”
We sit like this, his hand on mine, and the two of us watch the most beautiful little baby in the world. Her eyes closed in sleep, long lashes, and rounded lips that pucker every few minutes as if she’s dreaming about eating. And all the time, that small joy continues to grow inside me. I have never felt true happiness until now.
A nurse comes to take my blood pressure and temperature and change the drip bag. “Can you express your milk? We need to do this to keep your flow.”
Brandon gets up. “I’ll see about getting you a cup of tea?”
When we’re almost finished, she helps me change into a clean hospital gown and offers me a comb for my hair. While waiting for Brandon to come back, I reach to the bedside cabinet for my phone. As soon as I turn it on, a long string of missed calls notifications beep-beep. All from unknown numbers. I scroll down not opening them until I find one from Viv.
LEWIS CARROLL:    My father just called to say the pilot and assistant are waiting for you at Jersey airport, but they can’t find you and your phone isn’t answering. Are you okay?

 
It’s Friday.
Switzerland.
One glance at my little baby and the word ‘No’ blossoms inside me.
I reply to Viv.
ME:  I’m in hospital after a little accident. I’m fine but won’t make it to Jersey. Will message you when I’m better.

 
Then I switch off my phone and put it away in the drawer.
A little later, Brandon comes back with another nurse carrying a tray with tea and some toast.
“They’ll bring lunch in an hour but since you didn’t eat your breakfast, you should have a snack now.” Brandon goes to check on the baby in her cot.
The nurse asks if we have a name yet. Brandon looks up meeting my eyes.
“We haven’t decided yet,” he tells the woman. “For now, we just call her, Little Pomegranate.”
The midwife presses a hand to her heart. “It’s beautiful name,” she says in her East-European accent. “In my country, we love pomegranates.”
“Where is your country?” I ask.
“I’m Bosnian.”
There are quite a few refugees that seem to have made their way here. I wonder if she’s one of Laura’s original factory workers.
“I’ve been to Bosnia,” Brandon tells her. “I played with the Sarajevo Philharmonic.”
“I don’t know it. We came from Srebrenica.” She tells him and they chat a little. Brandon has a way that puts people at ease.
“Mali nara.” She beams at my baby. “This is how we say ‘Little Pomegranate.’”
“Malinara?” I repeat softly. And my baby puckers her little mouth and makes a small sound, like a little kiss.
Brandon meets my gaze again and quirks an eyebrow. “It’s a nice name.” He understands my thoughts before I even think them. “But you don’t have to decide now. Take your time, there’s no rush.”
I don’t need time. I look at my little girl to feel for that joy in my heart. “I am calling her Malinara Joy.”
“Malinara Joy.” He says to the baby. “That’s perfect.” And his voice is so tender it makes my breath catch.
We wait until the nurse writes it on a little strip to insert into the baby bracelet. She leaves us alone, and Brandon comes back to sit beside me.
“Are you sure about us coming to live with you?” I ask him again. Because I need to make sure.
“If you ask me again, I’ll return the garden swing and install a tool shed in its place.” He warns me.
I don’t bring it up again, or the other question on the tip of my tongue. Not for a couple of weeks.




Chapter Thirty-four

 
Lessa

“Brand?”
We’re in the Du Montfort carriage; Millie was adamant we went home in style not in the ambulance tractor thingy or the horse drawn delivery caravan.
Malinara is on my arm, and Brandon sits opposite with the small suitcase and watches the apple blossoms in the orchards. Our route feels like a Disney movie with all the white flowers on all sides. Every little breeze shakes a few petals which rain down, a couple drift and land on Malinara’s blanket.
The mother and baby clinic gave me an emergency supply of nappies and wet wipes, but I’ll need to go shopping for the millions of things a baby needs. I’ve done my research and compiled a long list that even Brandon, list-master extraordinaire, would be proud of.
Tomorrow, first thing in the morning.
Now, I’m going to just focus on my homecoming. Things have changed. A lot. My researcher’s mind is scrambling to understand where we all stand now. I need to talk to him.
“What?” Brandon gives me his full attention.
“How come you’re here? I thought you’d still be in Amsterdam.”
“Adam tried to reach me,” he answers. “But I’d swapped to my European phone, so he had to ring every hotel in Amsterdam. The receptionist at the Hilton called me at one o’clock at night, I was out with a…a friend.” He makes a tiny head shake. “I ran out into the street, in the rain, forgetting my jacket and was halfway to the city centre before realising I could have taken a taxi.” He chuckles softly. “La Canette has ruined me for traffic. Anyway, I finally got through to Adam and flew back the next morning.”
“Did you miss your auditions?”
“It’s fine.” He says this so quickly; it’s clear he doesn’t want to talk about it, then he goes back to watching the orchards.
I lean forward a little and place a light hand on his wrist to make him look at me. “You can tell me.”
“I did the important audition, Tuesday morning.”
“And?”
“They won’t make a decision until the end of April.” He shrugs.
“Are you worried?”
He shakes his head, but I can’t make his expression out. It can’t be that the audition went so badly, they already turned him down. Didn’t he mention they’d been interested last year for a tour, and he missed out on that chance because of Liam’s passing?
“But you do have a good chance of getting the job.”
“We’ll see.” He waves at something…or someone.
The carriage goes over the humpback bridge onto Catcher Lane, and our cottage comes into view. There are a few people waiting outside: Elodie and Hal, her aged grandfather leaning on his walking frame, and Doris. They come forward as soon as they see us, but my eyes are on the open door to our sitting room through which I can see a crown of packages, baskets, and flowers.
Brandon jumps down, reaches to take Malinara from me, then offers me his shoulder to lean on as I climb down, slowly, because my stitches still ache.
Elodie takes my arm and leads me inside. Doris follows us, her arms full of a large box wrapped in pink tissue paper.
“Is this for me?” I ask when she hovers looking shy.
She nods several times.
“Would you like to open it for me, because I have the baby?” I offer because it’s clear she’s dying to show me what’s inside.
Quickly, she rips the gift wrapping and opens the cardboard box to take out a squishy ball. It’s about the size of a teddy bear, covered in red felt with little specks. Only when she turns it around to show me, do I see it’s actually a pomegranate.
I glance up at Doris. “From the centre.” This time she speaks.
“You mean…?”
Elodie explains, “It’s the Lady Isobel Centre, they have craft classes, and they made this for you. It was Doris’ idea.
“Oh, you’re a darling, it’s beautiful, I love it.” I reach one armed and after a moment, Doris comes closer and allows me to hug her. She stares wide-eyed at the baby, so I uncover the blanket slightly. “Do you want to meet her? This is Malinara Joy. The name means–”
“Little Pomegranate, I know.” Doris reaches out to touch the baby then retreats as if unsure.
“Do you want to hold her?”
A look of such longing comes into her face.
“Come and sit down.” I lead her to the sofa and wait until she’s settles and there’s no chance of dropping the baby, then I place Malinara in her arms. “Careful, just keep her covered.”
When I look up, Hedge, Elodie’s elderly grandfather has come to sit beside Doris. And he too has a gift. A small yellow bee shaped rattle. Both Hedge and Doris are completely entranced by my daughter, as if they’re watching a small diamond. So much generous love from an old man I met only twice before, and a woman who until recently was too shy to even speak to me. Elodie, takes a seat on Doris’ other side and she too can’t seem to take her eyes from Malinara.
My eyes prickle with the threat of tears.
Just then I feel an arm around my waist; Brandon gives me a brief squeeze. “You all right?” he whispers.
I force a quick smile. “Yes, that’s two things off my shopping list.”
“What shopping list?” He lets go and steps back.
“A million things we’ll need. Clothes, nap–”
“Nappies? Onesies, bibs, vests, blankets, and towels?” He interrupts with a mischievous grin.
It’s then I notice the many packages on the floor. A Moses basket lined with pretty pink gingham, a hamper full of nappies, and what looks like a changing mat. My eyes travel around the room.
“When did you buy all this?”
He snorts. “Me? Hardly. They never gave me a chance.”
“Who?” I look towards Hal who has perched on the arm of the sofa next to Elodie, an arm affectionately over her shoulders.
“The people.” Brandon waves a hand towards the open door to the outside. “The Islanders. Gifts have been arriving over the last two weeks. Hal kept them for us. Millie and George sent a crib and a full set of baby bottles and sterilisers and a truly frightening contraption for expression.”
“Expressing, you mean?” A blush rises on my face.
He holds his hands, palms up, in a sign of surrender. “Millie assured me you will need it. Anyway, I’ve put up shelves in the spare room.”
“Why?” The word is half choked because a lump has risen to block my throat.
“Why? So, you can store things…” Then he notices my expression. “It’s okay, it’s a lot to take in.”
“I mean people don’t really know me. I’m the stuck-up cow from London.” My voice wobbles.
Hal looks up with an ‘I told you so’ expression. “Remember, this island can be unforgiving if you’re a threat to their community? But when you’ve earned their acceptance...” His eyes flick silently towards Doris. “Then you’ll never have better friends in the world. They’re your extended family.”
And now I really am fighting tears. My parents and my sister wanted me to go home for the birth; they hated the idea of me having the baby among strangers. “You should be among family and friends,” they kept saying.
Family and friends.
I never realised how much I’d missed that until just now when I’m offered so much friendship, so much love.
My gaze wanders to Brandon and finds him looking at me, his face full of understanding. It makes my heart overflow.
Love.
The word stays with me all through the day, as we move the baby gifts upstairs, as we have a delicious dinner with Elodie, Hal, Hedge, and Doris.
Love.
Not until I’m finally in bed do I let myself think about Clive.
I can’t remember when my feelings changed. But I do remember when I recognised it. Three weeks ago, alone on the stairs, the name I called was not Clive’s.
What comes next? Until three weeks ago, my life was moving towards something. Clive. My career. The Phoenix Bill. Now, I’m in love with a man I can’t have. A man who will be leaving sooner or later. If he doesn’t get the job in Amsterdam, he’ll get another and leave.
And what about me? What job can I do?
I reach for my phone and open my banking app to check my account. My savings should last a little longer; life on La Canette isn’t expensive. But I, too, will need to find real work by the end of the year.
A soft cry interrupts my thoughts and I throw off the covers and get up to feed my daughter.
Clive’s daughter, too.
I lean sideways, careful of Malinara, and reach for my phone to type a quick text to Viv.
ME:  I have to speak to him. Very important.

 




Chapter Thirty-five

 
Lessa

I hate to trouble Brandon, but he volunteers. “I’ll keep an eye on her, take your laptop down to the sitting room so you don’t wake her up.”
He settles himself on the top stair outside my room where he can easily watch her and opens a book to read.
When the Zoom call starts, I don’t see Clive. Instead, it’s the intimidating face of Sir Alan next to Viv.
For the first time, I let myself feel angry at this blatant disregard of my request. But Sir Alan is quick with his answers.
“Clive is a minister now, he is busy.”
I don’t care. “I need to talk to him.”
“He’s in a soundproof studio at the BBC for an interview on the Today program. You remember those?” He challenges me. “You used to write for them. Your condition can’t have made you forget.”
He scans down my body and his eyes widen. “What happened?
“I had my baby early.”
Viv opens her mouth in shock then beams. “Congratulations. What did you, I mean what…”
“A girl. I called her Malinara Joy.”
“That’s a lovely name. And are you well? Is everything–”
Her father cuts in. “I’ll send a helicopter to collect you. There’s a private airfield near Norwich, I’ll organise all the logistics. Can you be ready in a week? I need time to make arrangements with the clinic.”
“I don’t need the clinic, Malinara is twenty-two days old, she–”
“No harm in giving you all the care you need until you can manage. Now, I can find you a house with a nanny, ideally near Aspach. It’s in Austria which is better. It’s remote, but you’ll be more private there. We’ll have to give you a different name. Obviously, an English-speaking housekeeper, you don’t speak German, do you?”
“I don’t. and I don’t want to go to Austria.”
“Where do you want to go then?”
“London, of course. Not right away but in a few months.”
He shakes his head impatiently. “You can’t. It might have been manageable without your baby, but not now. The media might be stupid, but they can count months. It’s clear you were pregnant before leaving. You’ll ruin Clive and this is a very difficult time. The PM likes him, and if he plays his cards right, he’ll be promoted within a year. Sports is just a steppingstone. We’re hoping he’ll get Education next. He’s already working on building a great portfolio of policies.”
“What about the Phoenix bill?” The question surprises even me. Something about Sir Alan’s political planning throws me into autopilot.
He shakes his head. “Political suicide.” He cuts his hand through the air in a throw away gesture. “Come, Alice, you’re too experienced to indulge in such idealism. Phoenix was well and good when Clive was still a backbencher, he needed something to make him stand out and attract attention. Things are different now.”
“Is that what Clive thinks?” I can’t help asking.
“Right, I think Austria is the perfect place for you to hide out. It has top-notch facilities but off the beaten track.”
He hasn’t answered my question, but I didn’t really need him to. Clive’s own actions are answer enough. In some twenty-four speeches and interviews since the election two months ago, he hasn’t mentioned the topic, not once.
“We can feed the press a story about you being married to someone else and in a couple of years we’ll say you had a baby with that someone else. In the meantime, Clive will carry on as planned.”
Viv moves to say something, but her father stops her. “Pet, why don’t you leave us?”
‘Pet.’ With this one word, he reduces Viv to an irrelevance. She drops her eyes and gets up. “See you later, Alice.” She gives me a small, tight smile and walks off camera.
Sir Alan watches her and waits, presumably until she’s out of the room. “My daughter,” – He turns back to me – “isn’t an experienced campaigner and she can react emotionally. You are different, baby or no baby, you understand what’s at stake. So, that plan the two of you hatched up for an early divorce was a very bad idea, it took a lot of hard work to spin it away. When you come back to London, in a year or two, then we can consider a divorce and sell a different story about you and Clive.”
Ah, yes, Clive. This is why I asked for this call, not to listen to Sir Alan planning my life for me.
“I need to talk to Clive.”
“He sends you his love and wants you to know that there’ll be no expense spared in making you comfortable until the right time for your return. By then, this baby will be old enough to go to a private nursery, under an assumed name, and you’ll have to say it was born a year later so it doesn’t look like Clive’s.”
A sudden movement draws my eyes up the stairs. Brandon is on his feet, his face furious. He’s breathing hard and his glare at my computer is hard enough to crack it into pieces.
“Alice, Alice…” Sir Alan’s voice takes on a cajoling note, the kind that used to make me cringe. He really isn’t made for charm. “Be Patient. You must see this baby is a serious complication.”
The way he keeps referring to my daughter as ‘this baby’ makes me want to slap him.
“Two years will go faster than you think. In Austria you’ll be safe. You’ll have every luxury, every comfort and–”
“No.” It’s my turn to interrupt him.
His eyes widen, surprised. No one interrupts him.
“I’m not going to Austria or Switzerland or any other place.”
“You have to. We can’t risk anyone suspecting your relationship with Clive –”
“I think we both know there is no more relationship.” The words are out before I can stop them. I didn’t want to break up with Clive via Sir Alan, but they’re not giving me much choice. “There’s nothing to manage or spin. It’s over.” I’ve only now spoken the words, but the decision feels as if I’d made it long ago.
“Alice, you’re feeling emotional, it’s childbirth...” His lips curl on the words.
“No.”
He pauses, watching me and I can actually see his eyes calculating this new situation, planning how to tell Clive.
“We will look after you, of course.”
“Thank you, I’m more than capable of looking after myself.”
“Don’t worry,” he says although it’s him who looks worried. “We will, of course, pay you a generous allowance–”
I see what’s bothering him. “You don’t need to bribe me to guarantee my silence and cooperation. I won’t speak to the press.”
He can’t hide his relief. “Are you sure about this decision? It’s not too late to–”
“Yes. I’m sure. And I don’t want your money.”
He talks over me. “Consider it child support. We’ll set up a standing order to your bank account. We’ll reinstate your salary and call it consultation fees.”
It’s one thing to accept child support from Clive for his daughter, but not Sir Alan’s hush money. “I don’t want it.”
He doesn’t listen, of course. “I’ll have it taken care of, and if you need anything else, you can use the same safe number.”
He is smiling, actually smiling. Sir Alan is happiest when he can pay to solve problems. Clearly, I had been a problem, and now he is happy to have solved me away.
I must have been staring at the blank screen for a while because I’m startled to feel a warm hand on my shoulder.
“You okay?” Brandon has his eyebrows scrunched.
I honestly don’t know how to answer this, I just look at him and notice his clenched jaws.
“You seem angry.”
He scoffs. “Not at all, I just want to meet this man so I can break his teeth.”
This makes me laugh despite everything. “I can just imagine thousands of pounds worth of dental implants flying out of his mouth.”
Brandon’s lips twitch with a smile. “Something tells me this man can afford it. The way he was trying to buy you off.” His voice darkens on the last part.
“Claire Shaw, MP, once told me, ‘When your favourite tool is a hammer, every problem looks like a nail’. Sir Alan’s hammer is money. He is rich enough to buy a premier league football club if he wanted. So why not politicians, they are considerably cheaper than footballers.”
“You don’t sound very upset.” Brandon gives me a searching look.
“To be upset, you have to have expected better, and I didn’t. Not from him.” I close my laptop.
Sir Alan doesn’t matter, but I had expected better of Clive.
Claire Shaw MP had also called Clive Smith a beautiful mirror. The kind of politician that everyone loves. Like a mirror, he reflects back to the people whatever they think and say, so of course they like him. He, himself, doesn’t believe in anything.
At the time I thought myself in love with him, so I defended him vehemently. Now I know that I only saw my own beliefs, my own commitment, my own hopes reflected back at me. He is an empty vessel that needs someone else to fill it. With me out of the picture, Sir Alan did all Clive’s thinking for him. No wonder he was so quick to manoeuvre me out of the picture last year. This scheme to send me to some village in the Austrian mountains was another exile.
Viv and Clive’s marriage has been a sham because it never had a chance; the real marriage is Clive and Sir Alan. And their marriage is going to last because Clive wants it to last; he will always be faithful to Sir Alan.
Brandon drops down to sit beside me and rubs my back. “Are you really leaving that minister?”
I turn to look at him. “You never use his name, you always call him, that minister, that MP.”
“Yeah.” He scoffs. “He’s lucky I don’t call him something else.”
We move to the kitchen, and I put the kettle on.
“Coffee?” Brandon asks. “Or will the caffeine be a problem?” He flicks a glance upwards where Malinara will be due another feed soon.
“Look at you becoming an expert in baby matters.”
“This is her home too and she gets a vote in what we cook.”
“You might not feel the same when she cries all night, which everyone warns me will happen as she gets bigger, and there’s teething still to come.”
Then I remember he won’t be here when she starts teething, will he?




Chapter Thirty-six

 
Brandon

Lessa is fretting. She paces the kitchen, picking things up then putting them down again. She has that nervous energy I’ve come to recognise as wrestling with a decision.
I put down the reeds I was in the middle of scraping. “Are you going to tell me what’s worrying you before you wear a groove into the floor tiles?”
She stops her pacing and scrunches her face into a grimace. “It’s the Lady Isobel Centre.”
“What’s wrong with them?”
“They’re having a tea party.”
“A tea party? That only makes me think of Boston.”
If I was hoping to make her laugh, it doesn’t work.
She flops into a chair and parks her elbows on the table. “They do this from time to time, encourage women to plan and organise a tea or a brunch to make them feel more engaged. I really want to go.” She lifts anxious eyes towards the ceiling, and that tells me what’s worrying her.
“You don’t want to wake Malinara just yet?”
“It’s not that. The party will go on too long and she’ll get restless just when I want to catch Philomena Hill for a quiet discussion.”
I look towards the purple list on the wall, it has the feeding schedule and the steps needed for each feed in case I’m doing it. Occasionally, when Lessa is desperate for a shower or a nap, I take over pomegranate duties.
“Go. I’ll look after her.”
“I can’t do that.” She jumps up and starts tidying up, wiping countertops which were already clean.
“You do trust me to look after her, don’t you?”
“Of course.” She finds a Jay cloth to wipe the sink.
It takes me half an hour to reassure her that I don’t mind, that I can easily follow all the steps on the list just like every time before. That I won’t let Malinara fall, or let her choke on anything, or let wild animals come in to eat her… Eventually, I manage to push Lessa out the door.
Not a minute too soon, because she’s barely out of the house when there’s a thin mewl from upstairs. I take the steps two at a time and hurry into the bedroom. Malinara’s just managed to kick her covers away, so I pick her up before she breaks into a proper cry that Lessa can hear.
She snuffles a bit then settles into the crook of my neck, not fully awake yet, her little body soft and warm with sleep. If she’s going to follow her usual pattern, there’ll be a ten-minute grace before she wakes up properly and realises she’s hungry. My nose tells me that she also needs a change, and I’m torn between changing her now at the risk of waking her up properly with no milk ready.
“Do you mind waiting in your dirty undies for while?” I whisper.
She says nothing, but in her place, I’d hate sitting in a poopy nappy. “If I change you now, do you promise to be quiet?”
We go through to the bathroom, and I lay her on the changing table. Then, keeping one hand lightly over her tummy to stop her wriggling, I turn on the tap and wait for the combi boiler to fire up. When the water is warm enough, I plug the sink and then undo the nappies and lower a quiet Malinara into the impromptu bath.
Her face brightens and her mouth opens into what looks like a capital letter D lying on its belly. I know she’s only two months old, but is that a smile? Yes, it is. Her first smile, I think. “You like swimming, don’t you?”
She grins again.
“Wait till your mum sees this, she’s going to fall in love with you all over again.”
Once clean, I rinse her off and take her out of the bath, wrapping a towel around her for a gentle rub. “Thank you for being quiet, little angel.” I lift her up and hold her against my chest with one arm while pulling up a new nappy to lay it on the table.
And that’s when I feel it.
A spreading warm wetness trickling down my front.
“Oh, that’s mean. That’s plain evil. Why couldn’t you have done this a minute ago when you were still in the sink?”
She answers me with another heart-melting grin.
I have to repeat the washing process again, which is easy enough; what’s difficult is changing out of my wet shirt and into another while holding her. I manage somehow and we go down to the kitchen. Lessa always has a few bottles of expressed breast milk in the freezer.
Either Malinara recognises the kitchen and knows food is coming, or she wants to torture me; either way, she starts crying, loud and persistent.
“It’s okay, baby, just need to defrost the milk and warm it up.”
I find a small saucepan and fill it with water and put it on the hottest plate on the Aga. Not an easy task with one hand. She, of course, doesn’t appreciate the delay and wants her food now. Now, now, now, now, now.
I find her soother and give it to her. The screaming stops. A wonderful quiet which doesn’t last when she spits it out and goes back to wailing.
Why is the milk taking so long to warm up?
Frantically looking for something to distract her, a flash of yellow catches my eye. It’s her honey-bee rattle, a gift from Hedge, Elodie’s grandfather. Malinara loves this rattle, it has a sweet tinkly sound when shaken, and she always follows the bee design with her eyes.
“Hey,” I say as softly as I can. “Look what I found.” I shake it and touch it to her nose, but she wriggles in my arms and keeps on wailing. “Come on, please just another minute. Here, why don’t you grab this and play with it.” I press it into her waving hand. An instant later she’s thrown it down, it rolls under the kitchen cupboard and disappears. Wonderful!
“Your mother is never going to trust me alone with you ever again.”
At this point, she’s screaming so loud, I expect the entire island to come to see what I’m doing wrong. Putting bath before food, what a stupid move!
There’s something really urgent, really compelling about a baby’s cry. Mother nature’s way of making sure hungry babies are fed. In desperation, I reach into the hot water in the saucepan and pull out the bottle, give it a little shake then touch it to my cheek. No, it’s still cold. And my fingers are dripping hot water. Then another idea comes to me. I press the tip of my little finger to her mouth. After a moment, she starts sucking. For some reason this works a little better than the soother, not long but it’s a break from the screaming.
“Poor little girl, I’m sorry.”
Finally, the milk is warm enough, so I place the teat on her lower lip and wait. A moment, then she puckers up and starts sucking hungrily. A look of bliss comes over her face. A look that makes me forgive her everything.
A little later there’s a knock on the kitchen window. When I look up, Doris waves at me from outside. It’s a measure of how far she’s come to trusting us, me in particular, that she now feels she can approach me directly.
I open the window, Malinara in my arm. “Hi, Doris.”
She’s not alone, another girl stands behind her, half hidden and nervous.
“If you’re looking for Lessa, she’s down at the Lady Isobel Centre.”
Doris nods as if this is old news.
She hovers, clearly not in a hurry to leave. “It’s Tuesday,” she says with a glance towards the other girl. “Can you play? This is Lou.”
Lou, the other girl, a teenager with long dark hair and frightened eyes, shrinks behind Doris and looks ready to bolt.
Since Doris started coming to listen to music, I’ve learnt a thing or two about how to behave around nervous and possibly traumatised girls. So, I take a step back and answer quietly. “I’m just feeding the baby. I can play when she’s finished. Do you want to sit outside or come in and have tea?”
Giving them a choice makes it easier to stay. Doris even comes in briefly to get two kitchen chairs which she sets up under one of the apple trees.
Actually, music would be very welcome therapy for me too this afternoon, so when Malinara has finished feeding, I put her in her bouncy seat. Now, where is that honey-bee rattle she likes? I look under the table, under the cupboards; no, it’s disappeared.
It’s okay because she seems to like the music, too. I take care to play a couple of children’s lullabies, Brahms’ Cradle Song and my own adaptation of Khachaturian’s Little Song, Malinara is soon drowsy. They say babies can hear in the womb, so perhaps she got used to our Tuesday concerts from before.
Do I miss playing with a real orchestra?
Nothing compares to performance at a high level. Playing with others who are all virtuosi.
However, I didn’t get the job with the Concertgebouw. Hardly a surprise after ditching the audition. They hired Baigent, and I’m happy for him. There are lots of other great orchestras. The Berlin Phil, the LSO, the Philharmonia… But the Concertgebouw had always been my dream. They make a special kind of magic.
After Doris and Lou have gone, and Malinara is asleep, I sit down to write an email to the hiring committee. I thank them for considering me, apologise for abandoning the audition when my wife went into labour and congratulate them on hiring Mark Baigent who is a brilliant oboist.




Chapter Thirty-seven

 
Lessa

Brandon knocks on my door even though it’s open.
“Yes?” I turn away from my laptop.
“I’m going into the village. Need anything?”
“No. And you don’t have to whisper. She’s awake.”
He comes in to peer over her cot. “Hello little pomegranate.” He strokes a gentle finger over her head. “I think you’re going to have curly, red hair.”
He glances at my own hair and a warm smile widens slowly on his face; my heart melts a little.
“Even at four months old, she’s clearly your daughter, she’s going to be a mini you.”
“I used to hate it.” I comb my fingers through my curls which are very unruly this morning.
“Why? It’s beautiful. I always thought–” He breaks off to pat his back pocket then takes out his phone. He must have had it on vibrate in case Malinara was asleep.
Have I said how considerate he is? How thoughtful?
He looks at the screen for a moment as if deciding whether to answer, his eyes flick towards me so quickly, I might have missed it, then he puts the phone to his ear. “Hi.”
He listens for a second then says. “I’ll call you back in a minute.”
He shoves the phone back into his pocket. “See you later.” he says, not meeting my eyes and turns to walk down the stairs.
If I didn’t know better, I’d say this was a woman on the phone. But it can’t have been. Perhaps it’s work.
Guilt gnaws at me every time I think of how he scuppered his chances at his dream job because of me. Whenever I mention it, he insists that if they really wanted him, they’d have waited and since they didn’t, it wasn’t meant to be. “Something else will turn up,” he keeps saying. “Just as it did for you.”
He has been very supportive about my new job. I’m the temporary fund-raising manager for the Lady Isobel Centre. Philomena Hill has warmed to my idea of a learning centre attached to the women’s refuge, and I’m working on a finding strategy to raise enough to have it built and staffed. I’ve even persuaded Brandon to offer a little concert for the opening.
Brandon now has his own little following at the refuge, thanks to Doris. God bless her, she keeps inviting girls to come and listen with her. She seems to relate best to teenage girls and especially those unable to relate to anyone else. Like Lou, who’d escaped with her mother from what sounds like a horrific abusive family. Her first year on La Canette, she was sullen and uncommunicative, but now she’s a regular at Brandon’s Tuesday afternoon practice sessions.
And that’s another thing that makes my heart squeeze painfully. He calls them practice sessions, but really, he only plays because Doris and Lou come. Lou even trusts him enough now to come into the house and make tea for all of us. She loves the music and her eyes sparkle watching him set up his instruments.
But how long can this go on? Sooner or later, he’ll have to find real work. No, not later, sooner. His year of living here, the year he promised his brother, comes to an end in two months.
A little later there’s a knock on the front door and I go downstairs.
“Hello, lovely.” Laura comes in, her arms full of packages wrapped in plain brown paper.
“Did Brandon stop for a drink at the pub and send you with his shopping?”
She laughs. “I did see him in the village as it happens. He mentioned the pomegranate is growing fast. So, I came to see for myself.”
I take her upstairs; she brings one of the packages with her.
“My goodness, Brandon wasn’t lying. She’s changed so much since I last saw her, what, a fortnight ago?”
“Yes, half an inch and 410 grams. She’ll be eighteen weeks old on Friday.”
“And her face is more defined.” Laura says. “She’s gorgeous. Don’t tell Brandon I said this, but she’s all you. Hasn’t inherited any of his features.”
I don’t know what she sees in my face, but her smile falters. “But babies change, I’m sure she’ll start to look like him as she develops. And who knows, she might have inherited his musical talent.”
She holds out the little package. “Look what the ladies at the Casemates have made for you, little Malinara.” She coos, opening the package to reveal a stunning blanket in softest cashmere. It’s cream with what looks like pomegranate flowers and seeds scattered all over it.
“Oh Laura, you shouldn’t have.”
“I didn’t. We have a loom that weaves all this.”
She’s being modest.
“I know it’s your design.”
“We’re launching a new range of baby blankets that we’re naming Malinara in her honour.”
I don’t know how to thank her, or if I even should, but my daughter gives Laura one of her heart melting smiles, so I suppose that’s a thank you.
The baby blanket isn’t the only gift. Downstairs, with mugs of steaming tea in hand, we move to the sitting room, and she gives me the other package. I don’t have to be a mastermind to guess it’s more of her textiles.
There’s a wicked glint in Laura’s large dark eyes.
“Laura? What else?”
She takes the rocking chair while I sit down on the sofa.
“Well… You know Brandon ordered a bedspread from London which has been delayed?”
I didn’t actually. “How do you know?”
“Oh, everyone knows everything on the island.”
Of course. I must be the only one who doesn’t. But why would I know, I don’t sleep in his bed, do I?
“I asked Clark to, uh, ‘lose the order’.” She mimes inverted commas. “I wanted to make this for you.” She hands me the package. “Sorry, it’s so late, we’ve been a bit swamped the last few months, but now we have a new loom, things move a lot faster.”
The gift is, in fact, a bedspread. It echoes the curtains I bought him four months ago, but this has more flowers. It’s beautiful, but altogether too colourful for a man’s bed.
“A delayed wedding present-cum-housewarming gift.” She says. “I wanted it to be…” her voice wavers. “What’s wrong?”
I try to straighten my face, I really try. But all the lies, the ones I’ve told, the ones she believes, all come back at me like sharp darts thrown by angry players.
“Bathroom.” I say, to buy myself little time.
Without thinking, I walk into the kitchen instead.
I go to the sink and turn on the tap, for something to do, but it only reminds me of that first night here when he burned his hand.
I turn my head and my gaze lands on the AGA. And the floor in front of the burner where we sat the night of the Christmas-that-wasn’t.
The memory is both sweet and sharply bitter, making me turn away. I fold my arms on the edge of the counter and rest my forehead on them.
A minute later, I feel a gentle hand smoothing my hair away. “How can I help?” Laura asks.
I lift my head and stand straight. “You can’t. No one can.”
“Lessa?” Her voice is full of concern.
She probably thinks she’s stumbled into some marital row between Brandon and me, and her misplaced sympathy makes me feel even worse.
“I’m just overwhelmed. Things in my life are changing and I’m trying to catch up.” It’s not a lie. My life has turned upside down. I’m drowning in all the lies; lies I’ve told people here, ones I’ve told the press in London, and lies Sir Alan wants to tell about my daughter. Lies I tell Brandon by pretending my feelings don’t exist. And most of all, lies I tell myself: that I can cope, that I can manage that I’m not scared of the future.
Something of my feelings must show. “Is it too early for wine?” Laura glances at the wall clock. “Have you had lunch?”
“I forgot about lunch, so we could have a late one.” It would be lovely to have company. “But don’t you have to get back to work?”
“What’s the point of being the boss if you can’t give yourself an afternoon off now and then? But I warn you I can’t cook, so unless you want toast and diet coke, you’ll have to make the food yourself.”
There’s something really easy-going about Laura. Before I know it, I’m chopping things for a salad niçoise and grilling bread. “Check the fridge, I think we have wine in there.” Brandon has bought a selection of bottles, but I haven’t had any of it yet because I’m still breastfeeding. Although Malinara could have some of the frozen breast milk this afternoon because if ever there was a time to have drink, it’s now.
I take a bottle and put it in some hot water to defrost.
Laura goes to the fridge. “This looks good.” She pulls out a bottle of Chenin Blanc and brings it to the kitchen table, then opens cupboards until she finds glasses.
“Did I ever tell you about the time I nearly quit my job and left the island?” she asks when we start eating. Obviously, she is not going to push me to talk and instead distracts me with a funny story about Millie and Pierre and other friends bringing a picnic supper to her workshop. “They got me so drunk I ended up confessing my love for Adam loud enough for everyone in Du Montfort Hall to hear.”
While we eat, and drink, she tells me more of her story and how she and Adam got together. We pour the last of the wine into our glasses and I drop the bottle into the glass recycling bin by the fridge.
“I hope Brandon isn’t going to blame us for finishing this.”
“Don’t worry. He doesn’t like white wine because he says it’s for poets and elegant ladies.”
“You know, for a musician, your husband is surprisingly macho.”
I drop my eyes to my plate and pretend to push the last green bean around.
“I don’t want to pry into what’s not my business,” Laura says when the silence stretches. “But if you want to talk, I can listen, trouble shared and all that. Besides I’m from Brighton.”
“Brighton…” I raise my eyebrows.
“I mean, I’m not from La Canette, I can keep secrets.”
Despite myself, I laugh.
If only!
Laura can have no idea how much I need a friend right now, a girly chat. “It’s a long, long story.” I sigh.
“I like long stories.”
What can I tell her? Remember that scandal last autumn, Alice Trapper the husband steeling blonde, yeah, that was me. I came here and lied to you all and took advantage of your goodwill and generosity.
“Do we need another bottle?” She starts to get up.
“No, no. I’ll talk, I’ll talk.” I put my hands up in mock surrender.
She sits back down with a laugh. “I wasn’t trying to threaten you with elegant ladies’ wine.”
I draw in a deep breath and hold it, screwing my courage. Then pull up my phone and google ‘Alice Trapper adultery.’ The first result up is The Express with a lurid headline and pictures. I hand the phone to Laura.
To give her time to read, I grab the milk and go upstairs to check on Malinara who is due a feed and change. When I eventually come back, with her in my arms. Laura has cleared up the lunch things.
She looks up when I come into the kitchen. “Would you like to go out for a walk? It’s a lovely day.”
And she’s right. The sun is bright and warm, the last heatwave has passed and the air is surprisingly fresh. We put Malinara into her pram and set off. She leads me away from the village towards one of the many apple orchards.
On the way we talk, and I fill in the rest of the story the papers would not have known.
“So, you were the scapegoat?” She says at last.
“With my agreement. I wasn’t a victim; it was just the best solution.”
“And she’s…” Laura glances at Malinara. “His?”
I nod again, placing a kiss on my daughter’s head. She has that baby smell which is the closest thing to perfection I have ever known.
Eventually, we find a nice, grassy meadow under the trees and Laura lays a towel on the ground so I can put Malinara on it and allow her to kick her legs in the air a bit. Laura picks some pink sea-daisies and tucks them into the side of the pram.
“I could do with a tan.” I look up at the July sun.
“We still have three months of summer. Autumn doesn’t come until late October here.” She flops down on the grass rolls up her trouser legs and removes her shoes to sink her bare feet into the grass. And if this weren’t enough, she whips off her top and lies back in nothing but her jeans and a dark blue bralette.
It would take much more wine for me to do that, especially with breastfeeding making me even more booby than usual. But I undo a few buttons on my shirt and allow the sun to warm my skin. Three months till autumn. It was autumn when I first came here. Did I really use to hate this island? Yes. Brandon and I used to make jokes about it. It’s hard to believe this now, sitting in the warm breeze with the sound of water in the stream nearby, the rustle of leaves in the trees, and the buzz of some insect somewhere.
“Lessa?”
I’m miles away when Laura’s voice calls me back. She props herself up on her elbows. “Have you allowed yourself to grieve?”
“For what?”
“For yourself,” she says with emphasis. “I get the impression you don’t pay any attention to your feelings. As if you avoid things you can’t do much about.”
“Feelings are just feelings. They come, they go. Successful people do what has to be done regardless of how they feel.”
“Not in this case.” She moves to sit cross-legged in front of me. “Don’t underestimate what you’ve been through, it’s traumatic by any standard. You lost an entire way of life.” Her gaze slides away from me briefly as if chasing a memory. “Believe me, I know what it’s like. And that’s not counting the pregnancy.”
I glance at Malinara and brush away bits of grass the breeze blew over her blanket. “I managed.”
“You know what your biggest problem is?”
I wait.
“It’s that you’re a very strong woman.”
I laugh. “Yes, because you are such a feeble ferret yourself, starting a new business, rescuing a failing factory and forty refugees.”
She pulls up a dandelion and throws it at me. “And fell in love with a man who had sworn off relationships, don’t forget.”
I hadn’t known this about Adam. “You seem very happy, now.”
“Yes, but when I met him, he wasn’t a happy man. He had all but given up hope. That’s how I know. Strong people think they’re invincible, they think they can manage, so they don’t allow themselves to weaken, or get help. And that’s what makes it worse. Trying to soldier on. Lessa,” she puts a lot of feeling into my name, “pretending you don’t feel things only makes the pain worse.”
I’m about to make a joke or a careless denial, but I can’t. My mouth simply won’t cooperate.
“Brandon? You have feelings for him, don’t you?” Her big dark eyes soften on me.
I don’t answer at once. I check on my daughter, make sure she’s not too hot, or too cool. Then I look at the sky, at the trees with the new leaves, the flowers growing here and there all over the ground. I check my baby again.
Finally, I say. “It’s just a crush.”
“How does he feel about you?”
I answer very quickly. “It doesn’t matter.”
“Of course, it does.”
I shake my head and keep my eyes on the sky.
Laura places her hands on my knees. “Allow yourself to be weak, you don’t need to have the answers just yet, it’s enough to voice the problem.”
I hug my arms to my stomach and fold myself over my knees. “We have a beautiful friendship, and I don’t want to risk spoiling it.”
My throat constricts and I can’t breathe properly so I stop and wait for the pain in my chest to untwist.
Malinara whimpers suddenly, then starts to cry. I get up, brushing grass form my hands and clothes, go to her and lift her into my arms. She only cries harder. You and me both, baby. I think grimly.
“I should take her back.” I say tucking her back in her pram. Laura gets dressed and we set off towards the lane. The steady rolling of the wheels seem to soothe my daughter and she settles back to sleep.
When we approach the house, I stop and turn to Laura. “Thank you for listening to me.”
She hugs me. “Anytime.” Then she pulls back so she can meet my eyes.
“I’ll be okay.” I can’t help the need to reassure her. As if the momentary weakness was just a momentary lapse.
“Tell him,” she says. “Tell him how you feel.”
I don’t answer.
“Tell him.” She repeats gently.




Chapter Thirty-eight

 
Brandon

“You don’t sound very excited,” she says, her own voice an explosion of fireworks.
“I am.”
“It’s like I’m telling you old news.”
“It is old news, Janey. I already had an email from Van Wieren.”
“Van Wieren?” She almost trips over the name. “You make him sound like the postman. He’s the orchestra leader. Brandon?” Her voice rises. “He doesn’t usually make phone calls. You are going to be a star.”
Van Wieren emailed me yesterday. The Concertgebouw have expanded their touring program and consequently need another oboist. In view of my reasons for leaving the auditions last spring, they wish to give me a chance now. Would I be interested in a one-year contract? If all goes well, the job can become permanent.
I said, yes. Of course, I said yes. And since then, there’ve been several phone calls to tie up the details and send me a draft contract to sign. I’ve been walking around for three hours trying to think.
To adjust to the new situation.
My footsteps take me into the pub in the village square and I signal to Tommy behind the bar for my usual cider half.
“What’s going on?” Janey seems to catch on. “Something is holding you back. Is it a woman? That friend you said was having a baby?”
“What? No, no, of course not.” I lie because it’s too complicated to explain to Janey.
“I didn’t have the chance to say this last time,” she starts.
I look around desperate for a reason to stop her because I know what’s coming.
“Brandon, I wanted to ask you something.”
“Just a sec,” I tell her and turn to Tommy. “Can you make this a bottle of Stella?”
I stay off the phone long enough to pay him and take my bottle, all the time trying to think of a way to gently deflect her away from asking me to move in with her, to restart our on-off fling and make it serious.
When I first met Janey, she worked in the events team, for a touring chamber orchestra. We only got together when we happened to be in the same city. But last year, she got a job in the Concertgebouw’s admin department. Now, we’ll be on the same crew; the obvious question raises its hand and demands to be asked.
“Are you there?”
“Yes, I’m in a pub, sorry it’s a bit noisy here.”
“Are you going out?” This is Tommy.
I turn back to him. “Yes.”
“Could you show this bloke to the Municipalité?”
‘This bloke’ is a suited man standing at the bar and looking rather annoyed.
“Can I help you?” I ask him.
“I’m looking for the island’s governor.” He says with exaggerated patience.
“He means the Seigneur.” Tommy corrects with an eyeroll.
“Is it far?” The man straightens his jacket, ready to move.
“No, it’s just a few minutes across the square.” Then I put the phone back to my ear. “Janey, can I call you later?”
“I’m going out later. It’s okay, I’ll hold.”
“I have to deal with someone, I can’t talk now.”
“I heard you say it’s just a few minutes.”
The man in the suit is watching me, his leg lifts then settles back down. If he weren’t so polite, he might start tapping his foot.
“I can wait.” Janey says.
The last thing I want is an awkward discussion in front of Tommy and this stranger. “Okay, fine, I’ll be as fast as I can.”
I usher the suit out of the pub. “Let’s go.”
“Who is the current Seigneur? Is it Du Montfort still?” he asks.
“Yes. He has an office at the Municipalité there.” I point to the two-floor building with Georgian columns. “But the entrance is along the side on Willow Lane, I’ll show you.”
“You have reception here?” He eyes the phone in my hand. “My phone won’t work at all which is why I’ve had to ask people for help.”
“You need a SIM on the local network.”
“Can you make calls off the island too?” He asks as if we’re on Mars.
“I’ve had several calls from Amsterdam today, so yes.” I can’t help the slight edge in my tone. I’m a bit annoyed by this man and his judgment of La Canette, by Janey who thinks the same and is determined to have her say.
The problem is that…well…I have a lot to think about. Like what to do next. Van Wieren is being very flexible. “We can adapt your start time as you need.” And I do need time. To plan. To discuss it with Lessa. I can’t just pick up and go.
“This isn’t a large island, is it?” The suit walking beside me looks up and down the street, the one Lessa used to call a footpath with delusions of grandeur. Except she was laughing good-naturedly when she said it, this man is just critical and scathing.
I look away from him and my gaze lands on a shop window. A light projector shaped like an apple sits under a sign. BABY LIGHT PROJECTOR WITH MUSIC.
The shop is one of those arty-crafty workshops, and suddenly I have an idea.
One of Liam’s wishes that have yet to complete: Make a gift for someone who will not know it’s a gift, nor be able to thank you. It finally makes sense. Little pomegranate is too young to understand and cannot thank me. But I can make her a beautiful baby light. Or at least I can commission the woman in the workshop to make the light projector and put it inside a toy pomegranate. The music I will play myself and program into the projector.
The excitement I suddenly feel is the clearest answer to my dilemma. I need two more months to finish my year on La Canette as Liam requested. Then I can ask Lessa if she’d like to come with me. Her logical, practical mind can solve any problem and find a way to do her new fundraising job online. If I rent an apartment in Amsterdam, she can split her time between La Canette and Holland.
“Hello? Are you still there?” Janey’s voice calls from the phone in my hand.
I lift it back to my ear and do something I’ve never done before, with any woman. “Sorry Janey, I can’t talk.” And I hang up on her.
After delivering the suit to his destination, I pop into the shop and spend half an hour talking to a woman who is La Canette’s answer to Kirstie Allsopp. She helps me choose themes and images that will look beautiful projected on a nursery wall or ceiling. We finally settle on a marine theme, blue water, sparkly fishes, sea plants, and undulating jellyfish. My head is already making a list of music to play, adapted lullabies to put her to sleep, a couple of dances to stimulate and entertain a baby’s mind, and her favourite, Schuman’s Kinderszenen.
On the walk home, I rehearse what I want to say to Lessa.
Will you stay with me? Will you help me understand the last three items on Liam’s letter Oh, and could you, one day, when my celibacy vow is finished, see yourself as more than just my friend?
When I finally arrive at the house it’s mid-afternoon, Doris is in the garden watering the tiny, blue flowers cascading along the wall.
I stop to say hello. “What are these called?”
“Blue lobelias.” She shows me.
It warms my heart at how relaxed she has become around me. A far cry from the nervous woman who wouldn’t even let me look at her. She’s still a bit awkward and mute around strangers, but by all accounts, relaxes more quickly. Considering her too-trusting nature in the past, a little caution is not a bad thing.
On impulse, I ask her, “Doris? Would you like a permanent job looking after this garden? I mean, next year, if we have to go away for a while?”
She nods vigorously. But she’s smiling.
“Where’s Lessa?”
She points inside. “Guest.”
I should be able to tell by Doris’ clipped answer, the pinching of her lips, that whoever the guest is, she’s not happy about it.
Neither am I. There’s a lot I need to discuss with Lessa and I’m not in the mood for delays. I push the door handle and walk into our home.




Chapter Thirty-nine

 
Brandon

“Are you out of your mind?” A man shouts from the kitchen.
I don’t even wait to close the front door behind me before I barrel through.
Lessa is standing by the counter, a mug held in both her hands. If she was being attacked, she wouldn’t be standing there sipping a hot drink.
There’s another mug on the table. The man, presumably whose cup it is, isn’t drinking. He stands, his back to me, a white-knuckled hand grips the back of the chair. He turns to look at me when I burst through the door, but I think I already knew it’s the suit I took to the Municipalité earlier.
“Brandon.” Lessa’s voice is so flat it could be rolled up like a magazine to smack someone on the head. “This is Clive.”
Of course, it is. Who else? Clive Smith, MP, government minister.
“Clive, this is Brandon Hazelwood.”
Did I imagine her voice softening on my name?
His gaze lands on me briefly then turns back to Lessa. “Who is he?”
“Can you lower your voice, please,” I tell him, struggling to keep my own voice low. “You’ll wake the baby.”
“My baby, you mean.” Now he turns to face me properly and squares up.
I straighten my back and let him take my measure. I’m taller and wider, and if he shouts again, I’ll gladly break his jaw for him.
Lessa closes the kitchen door quietly then pulls out a chair from the table. “Have a seat, Clive, and keep your voice down.”
He clearly would rather challenge me, but after a tense moment, he does as Lessa asked.
She sits opposite, her face angry. “You can’t just put people on hold until you’re ready to see them and then turn up out of the blue and expect everything to be just as you left it, waiting for you.”
“I would have been here like a shot if I’d known.”
“You’ve known for months.”
“Alice.” He leans forward.
The name Alice makes her sound like someone else.
“I’m supposed to be in the Health and Safety committee meeting right now, but I’m here.”
Well, bully for him. What a high price he’s paying, missing a meeting.
Lessa doesn’t sound impressed, either. “Sir Alan told me you were informed just after the elections that was on the twelfth of February.”
“I wasn’t. And what do you mean after the elections? You should have told me as soon as you found out.”
“Don’t even think about playing the wronged father card. You never even tried to contact me.”
“I did. I keep telling you I wrote to you, Alan said he forwarded them on.”
“Why didn’t you send them directly?”
“You know why. You do remember the whole hacked network directive. Alan assured me he would send them from a safe computer. I trusted him.”
My phone starts to ring. I pull it out of my pocket. Janey. Again. Of all the bad times. I suppose hanging up on her earlier was a mistake. Now she is worried. I flick the silence button and put the phone on the counter. Lessa and Clive are watching me.
“Are we going to discuss this in front of him?” Clive gives me an inimical glare.
“It’s his house.” Lessa counters and I could kiss her for taking my side.
“It’s your house too,” I tell her with a small smile for her alone.
“Is he the reason you binned me?” Clive demands in a terse voice. “Because when I saw him earlier, he was on the phone with a woman. Jane or something. And it sounded like a very personal call.”
He makes it sound like phone sex. I’m about to retort, or punch him, either would suit me equally.
“It’s not about him, Clive.” Lessa cuts in. “And I didn’t bin you. But things changed. You left me without a word, what was I supposed to think?”
She pushes her chair back and goes to the sink. She places her mug in the sink. Any minute now, she’ll turn on the water. It’s her signature move when she’s upset. I desperately want to cross the kitchen and take her in my arms.
Clive is still defending himself. “I keep telling you I wrote you.”
She braces her hands on the edge then turns to face him. “You wrote to me. How many letters?”
“What? You want an account?”
Yes, you bastard, how many letters? You should have been trying to reach her every night she spent in the room upstairs, alone, trying to be strong.
“How many?” she asks again.
“I don’t know, two, three. Maybe four.”
“Two, three, maybe four.” She stares at him as if he’s speaking Japanese. “Clive, I’ve been here for eight months.”
“For God’s sake, Alice, I was busy. I didn’t have a moment to myself. Don’t you remember? I’m surrounded by people eighteen hours a day, every day. When was I going to have space for a love letter? It doesn’t mean I wasn’t thinking of you, that I didn’t miss you every…” He throws a look over his shoulder at me. “Look, do we have to discuss this with an audience?”
I’d hate to admit he has a point, but God how I hate to admit it. Everything in me wants to throw him out.
Lessa meets my eyes.
She is the one that matters. If she wants me here, then I’m staying, and if he doesn’t like it, he can bugger off. I keep my eyes on her. “I can stay here if you want me to. Or I can go and check on Malinara.”
“Thank you.” She gives me a tight smile.
Well, that means she wants me to leave them alone. I turn and walk out feeling as if a hundred ropes are pulling me back.
I go upstairs and lift the sleeping Malinara from her cot. Holding her close in my arms, I sit in the chair by the window, taking comfort from her smell. From the sound of her breathing, and the steady rise and fall of her little tummy.
An hour later, I hear the kitchen door open, and I place the baby back in her crib, preparing to go downstairs. Instead, I hear two sets of footsteps coming up. I freeze in the door to the nursery. Too soon they’re here; Clive is smiling, but Lessa isn’t.
He barely spares me a glance as he walks in and looks down at the crib.
“She’s called Malinara Joy. Malinara means little pomegranate.” Lessa tells him.
He beams down. “Hello, Joy, I’m your daddy.”
I leave them and go down to the garden where I can’t hear them.




Chapter Forty

 
Lessa

I can’t wait for Clive to go, but he hovers by the front door.
“Call me tomorrow.”
“I need a bit of time.”
Please go. I want to be alone to think.
“Okay, take as much time as you need, but call me tomorrow and let me know how you are.”
I glance at my phone. “It’s nearly five. Hurry up or you’ll miss the last ferry.”
Still, he hesitates. “I’ll square everything with Alan, don’t worry about that. I know how to make him listen. He means well, and we all want the same thing after all.”
I give him a short nod, not having any energy left for words. I’ve forgotten how wordy politicians can be. They never say something in five words if it can be said in forty-five.
I used to be like that, too. Being around Brandon has changed me. You don’t have to talk to be understood.
Clive leans over to kiss me, catching the corner of my mouth. I don’t pull away because this will start another ‘talk.’ I just want him to go.
“I love you!” He says loud enough for everyone to hear.
Had I been in any mood, it might have been flattering that he’s so jealous of Brandon.
Brandon himself hasn’t heard; he doesn’t appear to be in the garden. I go back inside, but the kitchen and sitting room are both empty.
There’s so much to think about that my brain feels paralysed. It reminds me of when I was lost in Paris and looking at the Metro map, at all those stations, not knowing where to go.
The phrase ‘spanner in the works’ has never made so much sense. Clive has come into our home and thrown a hand-grenade into the middle of it.
Malinara crying reminds me she’s due another feed, so I bring her down to the kitchen, drag the rocking chair over, and sit down to feed her.
“Hey beautiful girl,” I whisper, playing with the soft curl on her crown. “Are you happy? Do you want to stay here in this beautiful house?”
She puckers her mouth and her eyes close, content while she drinks.
“Do you want to grow up here?”
It took me long enough to understand this island, but I finally feel like I belong. La Canette is my home. “Hey, sweet baby, how about we stay here and let you learn to crawl on the grass outside and play among the poppies? Or is it true that you need a father?”
Do I have the right to keep her from him? It was easier, so much easier, before he came. When he was just the man who didn’t want to know.
Something buzzes behind me, and I turn to find Brandon’s phone on the counter.
I try to ignore it, but it buzzes again a minute later, and again and again. It’s very hard to relax in a rocking chair when a phone demands to be answered. Finally, I pick it up,
It’s an oversees number +31. “Hello, Brandon Hazelwood’s phone.”
“Excuse me.” A male voice with a Dutch accent. “Is Mr Hazelwood available?”
“I’m sorry, he’s not here. Can I take a message?”
“This is Harry Gruppen from the press office at the Royal Concertgebouw. We want to arrange a press release about his appointment, and we need to know if he has a start date yet.”
“I’ll make sure to pass the message on. Can he ring you back on the same number?”
I deal with the call, or at least the professional autopilot in me says all the polite things and takes the message. The rest of me feels cold spreading down to my feet.
He’s got the job.
And then another thought, even colder. Why didn’t he tell me?
The phone, still in my hand, buzzes again and I swipe to answer it a second before I see the name flash on the screen. Janey.
Not Jane. Not Jane Smith or Jane Robinson or whatever, no surname. Janey, an intimate musical curve on a first name. So, Clive wasn’t lying. There had been a very personal call.
“Hello,” my mouth says.
“Oh.” She sounds surprised. “Can I speak to Brandon, this is his phone?”
“Yes, sorry, he’s not here at the moment.”
“Who is this?” she asks on a rising note.
“Can I take a message?”
“Who am I speaking to?” she asks, and it’s clear she wants an answer.
“My name is Lessa, I’m a friend of his.”
“A friend who keeps his phone?”
There’s nothing I can say to this, so I just wait for her.
“Are you…” She starts then tails off and I can hear the upset in her voice. “He told me about you. You’re the one who had a baby.”
He told her about me? Despite everything, I can’t help a small smile. “Yes.”
“Look. I don’t like games, so I’m just going to come out and ask. He told me there was nothing between you. Was he lying to me?”
What kind of relationship do they have that he needed to reassure her? My smile drops and my heart turns over painfully. That’s not a friendship, not if she’s worried he’s cheating on her.
“No, we’re just friends.” I say for the hundredth time it seems today. First to Laura, then Clive. And now to this Janey, a woman who clearly has a claim on him.
My beautiful daughter rescues me with a cry.
“Sorry, I have to go. I’ll tell him you called.” And I hang up.
“Thank you, baby.” I kiss her head and go back to feeding her.
If life was complicated a minute ago, now I would gladly go back to just complicated.
I have no right to be surprised; he told me he used to have an active sex life before he came here. And he also told me he reconnected with old friends when he went to Amsterdam. Clearly, she was one of them.
Now I think of it, there have been several calls he didn’t take in front of me. Several times we’ve been together and his phone dinged with a message which he glanced at then decided to deal with later. I hadn’t thought much about it at the time.
“Hello?” The front door slams.
“I’m in here.” I call just as he makes it into the kitchen. Pausing inside the door, he averts his eyes while I quickly drape a towel over my bosom.
He’s always been incredibly respectful, always giving me plenty of privacy. But even though he keeps his face away, he can’t hide his expression which is troubled.
“Is that MP gone?” Brandon never calls Clive by his name.
“Yes, on the last ferry.”
His relief is almost audible in the long exhale; he goes to the drinks cupboard and pours himself a cognac.
“Where did you go?”
He turns to face me. “So, what does he want?”
I’m not ready to answer, not with everything else. “You left your phone.” I hand it to him.
He doesn’t take it; he’s still waiting for my answer.
“Congratulations,” I say, trying not to sound upset.
He raises his eyebrow with a question.
“Two people called for you. Harry Gruppen from the orchestra press office. And…” My mouth clenches not wanting to speak that name.
Say it, say it, he’ll know from the call record anyway.
“Someone called Jane-n-n-y.” I’ve never found it harder to pronounce a word.
His face stills for a moment and looks guilty.
“She’s…umm… Okay.” He nods his head and doesn’t say more.
A sharp, cutting jealousy twists through me.
Brandon turns around to push the cap back on the bottle and slide it back on the shelf. Then he takes a sip. “I went out into the garden, then down to the Helen’s Hemingway House. You’re right. It is beautiful down there. Hal is thinking about expanding it.”
Brandon has never shown interest before. I guess he doesn’t want to talk about the elephant in the room either. Although, for all I know, Janey might be a very pretty, shapely woman, unfair to call her an elephant. Or a gorilla or any kind of beast.
I need to change the subject. “When do you start the new job?”
This time when he faces me, his face is stony. “What did Clive Smith want?”
I study my fingernails, hating the question, hating the way he doesn’t want to talk about his job, as if it’s none of my business. He confided so much in me before, but that was before he hooked up with Janey again. Now she is the one he confides in, presumably.
“He wants you back, I suppose.” Brandon makes the sentence like half a question, half an accusation. “He thinks he can put you down, then pick you up when it suits him.”
Yes, Mr-holier-than-thou, Clive wants me. As much as Janey apparently wants you. Or you want her.
“You’re not going back to him, are you?” His voice is heavy with disbelief.
Suddenly, I’m angry, really angry. “Not that I owe you any answers, but if you must know, I’m thinking about it.”
I’m not thinking about it; not at all. Clive begged me to try again, to come back so we could live together. He said he’d given up having a family before with Viv; now he wants a real relationship.
I listened, but my heart remained unmoved.
“Do you believe him?” Brandon asks from across the kitchen.
“That he wants me back?”
“That he didn’t know; that it wasn’t his fault.”
“Not sure.”
I might never know. But I know politics. It’s the most addictive drug there is. People have lied, cheated, stolen, spied, and started wars for political power. Compared to all this, Sir Alan keeping the truth from Clive is a small, necessary deception. The man has poured years into nurturing his protégé as the new star MP. I’d be naïve to expect him to watch all his work wash down the drain for an affair that might not even last.
And Sir Alan was very nearly right. Because our relationship didn’t survive. Half an hour ago, I was thinking of how to turn Clive down. Before I found out about Janey.
“He’s lying to you.” Brandon starts too loud then forces himself to lower his voice. “I love you, I thought of you every day, I missed you, I was busy,” Brandon mimics bitterly. “I don’t believe him.”
“Then it’s a good thing he’s not asking you to marry him.”
The glass drops from Bandon’s hand and shatters on the floor making us both jump.
“He asked you to marry him?” Brandon steps over the broken glass and comes to stand over my chair. “You can’t trust him.”
No more than I can trust you, it seems.
He was supposed to be my best friend, yet not a word about his plans, he just walked out this morning and spent most of the day discussing it with Janey. Now, he’s reprimanding me to avoid answering questions about his own actions. They do this in politics all the time, going on the attack to hide guilt.
I’d almost forgotten all those tricks, but an hour with Clive seems to have taken me right back to that world.
“Lessa, you can’t be thinking of saying ‘yes.’ You can’t”
I’m so finished with this discussion. I push myself out of the chair. This isn’t an easy or dignified move in a rocking chair, especially with a baby in my arms.
Brandon tries to steady me, tries to take Malinara from me, but I don’t give her up.
“So, that’s it? You’re going back to living like a dirty secret, waiting for him to leave his wife–”
How dare he throw that in my face! Something snaps in me, and I can barely hold back from shouting. “You’re one to talk!”
Not even the ninth circle of hell is hotter than my anger right now.
“What?” Brandon has the nerve to look surprised.
So, I let him have it. “How dare you judge me? Going to live the high life with the best orchestra in the world but keeping them waiting for an answer while you decide which woman you want to take with you.”
“What’s the hell are you talking about?” And I swear he looks like I’ve hit a nerve.
“I can’t believe you’re the same person I’ve known for eight months. I can’t believe...” My last control breaks and everything spews out, the good, the bad and the ugly.
“All that talk about your wish list, about needing to stay here. Was that just to make them want you more? Make yourself seem harder to get? And now they’ve got you, off you go without a second thought.”
“Stop, Lessa, Stop.” He snaps back, his face red.
Malinara starts to cry, but I can’t stop. Because he hasn’t denied it. He hasn’t said, ‘What women? No one has got me.’
“My God,” I continue in a lower voice but somehow more hostile. Where did all this anger come from? “I believed you. But you are as sincere as a political manifesto at election time. Pretty lies which you’ll drop without thinking about–”
“Don’t compare me–” he shouts.
“Without thinking about your brother, or have you forgotten him?” I interrupt him. “Weren’t you supposed to live here for a year?” I want to bring up the promise of celibacy but don’t dare in case my fears are confirmed, so instead I ask. “If a deathbed request doesn’t matter, what does? Or is Liam less important now you’ve found real success?”
Brandon’s head snaps back as if I’d slapped him. Which, in a way, I have.
This is so below the belt; I hate myself for saying it. Too late, I manage to stop talking.
There is silence, the kind that is loud with the echo of awful words. It’s me who is the politician, going on the attack to hide my jealousy, my hurt and anger. And he was supposed to be my best friend? Was. Poor Liam’s wishes are coming undone and dropping off like dead leaves.
Malinara’s crying turns to screams, picking up on our emotions on top of the shouting. I gather her to my broken heart and go upstairs.




Chapter Forty-one

 
Brandon

That could have gone better.
So much for trying to help her, to save her from pain.
It only took a visit from that bloody minister to turn me into a caveman. Not that I’d have minded showing him my inner neanderthal, but it was Lessa who got to see it.
I stand in the middle of the kitchen breathing hard, trying to get my thoughts back in order.
Lessa.
Earlier I’d been hoping to be more than best friends. Now, I’d be lucky to salvage even a minimal friendship.
The floor is sticky with spilt drink and shattered glass just like the ruin of my mood. It takes me ten minutes to clean it all up while my anger slowly recedes.
Pouring myself another drink, I try to wait. We both need time to calm down.
An hour later, and Lessa still hasn’t come back down. I go upstairs to look for her.
She’s sitting by the crib, where I sat earlier, watching a sleeping Malinara. Her body trembles slightly when I place a hand on her shoulder. Her eyes are red rimmed.
“I’m sorry.” I squeeze her shoulder a little.
“Me too.” Her voice is a thin reed.
“Come downstairs.” I whisper. “Please.”
To my intense relief, she comes.
There’s something very vulnerable about her body language and it makes my chest ache.
I pour two glasses of Dissarono and one of fizzy honey and elderflower water that Elodie gave us.
“Drink?” I hold out the liqueur.
“I had two glasses of white wine earlier; I’ll have something softer.” She takes the elderflower.
I think we both need something strong, but I don’t argue.
We settle down on the swing in the garden, she with the baby monitor beside her.
It’s still daylight outside; the sun doesn’t set until 8pm, so we catch the last of the sun as it sinks towards the sea. I prop one foot on the large rose planter and push to keep the swing moving gently. After a while, Lessa relaxes.
We start speaking in hushed voices.
“Are you angry with me?” I ask first.
She shakes her head just once. “I was jealous.” She pauses as if debating what to say next.
Why was she jealous? I’m the one with anxiety and suspicion nibbling up and down my spine.
“I’m happy you’re going to work for that orchestra, I was just… I didn’t want to find out from some stranger on the phone. I hoped you’d tell me about it. You used to…we used to talk.”
Her voice is infinitely sad, hurt even. I want to hug her, but she’s giving off a strong don’t-touch-me vibe.
“I only heard about the job last night when I checked my emails before bed. And they confirmed this morning.” I say, quietly. “I wanted to tell you and was just waiting until we had time.”
“You must be happy.”
“I must.” I sound like someone invited to a cottage-cheese party. “I really thought I’d messed up my chances by dropping out early.”
It takes her less than two seconds to work it out.
“When you came to the clinic after the birth?”
“Yeah. I was out with Janey after the first round of auditions, when the call came, and I simply legged it out of her place and got a taxi.”
Lessa shudders.
“Are you cold?” I put my arm around her shoulders and squeeze her into my side. She stiffens a bit then moves away from me. She clearly hasn’t forgiven me, yet.
I continue my explanation. “To be honest, I am torn about the job. Of course, it’s a dream come true in many ways, but you are right, it does mean letting my brother down.”
“I shouldn’t have said that. I’m so sorry–”
“Shh, shh. You said no more than the truth. It’s the reason I still haven’t confirmed. I don’t know what to do. I was waiting to talk about it with you because you always help me see sense.”
A bird starts chirping in the tree above our head. “Part of me wants to stay here, watch Malinara play in the garden and grow up safe away from city pollution and crime…” I let the sweet image float into the golden evening around us, hoping she agrees.
“I had the same thought,” she finally says, her voice soft and sad.
“You should stay.” I drop my arm around her again and squeeze her to me. “Don’t go. I meant what I said. This is your home. Forever.”
She takes a sip of the elderflower honey drink. A drop glistens on her lip and it’s all I can do not to kiss it away.
“If it weren’t for my daughter, I’d have sent Clive away the moment he showed up.”
Yes! Thank you, God. “You don’t love him anymore?”
“Not like before.”
I want to be happy about her answer, but the way her brows knit together, and her forehead furrows is not the face of someone who has rejected an idea outright.
“But…?” I brace myself for her answer.
“It’s not just about me, is it?”
“Did he play the father card?” I can’t keep the sudden anger from my tone.
She gently pulls away from under my arm, so I slide it up over the back of the swing seat. I’m not giving up on the hug, we will work out whatever is wrong between us.
She draws in a deep breath then starts talking.
“With a marriage of convenience, Clive had all but given up on having a family. There are so many married political couples who lead separate lives with other ‘unofficial’ partners.” She makes air quotes. “They used to call it ‘doing a royal.’ Because, you know...” She glances up at me.
“Like Charles and Camilla when he was still married to Princess Diana?”
She nods. “Edward the Seventh, too. Anne and William of Orange. George the Fourth, most of the Hanoverian kings and princes, I could list a hundred such marriages.”
“You’re like a walking-talking Wikipedia.” If I hoped to make her laugh, it doesn’t work.
“Clive said he might have been content with that, but now, the baby changes everything. We can have a real family, a real home, a real future. Malinara could have a brother or a sister.”
An acrid bitter taste fills my mouth, like burnt toast. I would sooner stay celibate for the rest of my life and keep her here if it stops her sleeping with that man again. Or getting pregnant by him. I take my arm from the back of the swing seat and cross it over my chest.
“And?”
Lessa meets my eyes. “I have to think about all of this carefully. Do I have the right to keep my daughter from her father? Doesn’t she deserve a chance at a normal family?”
I desperately search for an answer, because Lessa herself doesn’t seem happy about this two-point-four-children picture.
“What about the press, the scandal?”
“He thinks it can be managed. His wife has been making noises in the media about wanting out. I think she’s met someone. They haven’t lived together in years, Clive stays at his flat in London, it’s a gated development with several blocks and about three hundred flats. He thinks they can rent me a flat there to start with. I’m not easily recognisable with–” She touches her dark red curls and then brushes a hand down her wide skirt. “He can come out of his flat, walk down the corridor, up some stairs, into the lift, and get to me without anyone catching on.”
“And yet, you’re not sure.” I ask fighting to keep my hope alive.
She shakes her head.
“Then, don’t go yet. Stay here at least until next year. Give yourself time to see if you could live on La Canette. I’ll do anything in my power, I can turn down the job.”
She lays a hand on my knee to make me stop.
“You can’t do that. And certainly not for me and Malinara. I couldn’t accept such a sacrifice.”
“We can work something out.” I cover her hand, still on my knee. “I could go and come back for holidays.”
“With your girlfriend?” Lessa pulls her hand away.
“What girlfriend?”
She opens her mouth then closes it.
Janey. Of course. Neither of us need to say it out loud, not after Clive’s poisonous insinuations.
“Janey is a sort of ex,” I explain. “I only…saw her…” My voice hesitates and I think she understands all too well what the word ‘saw’ means. “A few times. When we happened to be in the same city. All my relationships were casual like that.”
It’s not a lie, but I’m being economical with the truth. Lessa must hear the unspoken words, but she waits for me to be honest.
“When I went up for the audition, we met for dinner, just a dinner, nothing more, I assumed. I walked her home, and when she asked me in for a night cap, it seemed unnecessarily cold to refuse. But nothing happened.”
“So, why is she…” Lessa stops herself asking what I think she wants to ask: why was I talking to Janey when Clive saw me in the pub, why did she ring again later when Lessa took the call.
“I think Janey expects things between us to go on as before. I didn’t say no to her as clearly as I should have. To be honest, I now realise that I’m rubbish at breaking up with women. In the past, it’s usually been circumstance that did the breaking up for me, so I never learned how to have the difficult conversation.”
“So?” she asks in a very small voice. There’s clear apprehension in her eyes.
“It’s over. I don’t want to be with her ever again. There’s nothing there.”
I take Lessa’s hand, more firmly this time, and lace my fingers through hers. Her blue eyes darken, and she suddenly draws in an audible shaky breath.
I know these signals. Ten months of celibacy haven’t ruined my radar about this kind of thing.




Chapter Forty-two

 
Lessa

Brandon draws me into his side again. Every time I pulled away from him, it felt like tearing a piece of my heart. This time I don’t resist.
“Stay here. Stay with me.”
My heart hammers. It would be the easiest thing to fall into him now. Our faces are an inch apart.
But something holds me back. Doubt, fear, the scary size of my feelings for him that needs better proof. A guarantee before jumping off the cliff.
I try for a joke. “I can’t accuse you of forgetting your brother’s wishes and then make you forget them in the same afternoon.”
“Lessa.” His voice is rough with need. It makes my whole body heat up. “I’ve wanted you for so long.”
The wrong word.
Want. Not love.
I’m being unfair. Not everyone is good with words, especially not Brandon. And not in the heat of the moment. But it’s enough to slow me down, enough for my caution to take the wheel and steer me back to reality.
He doesn’t give up; he can see how much I want him, too. His hands slide along my arms and my back, pulling me to him. “Don’t be afraid.” he whispers.
“What happens next?”
“Whatever you want?” He has me tight against his body, his cheek against mine.
“I mean next week, next month.”
He stops.
“What happens next year?”
He drops his forehead on my shoulder. I brush my fingers through his hair. Nothing has happened, but we’re both breathing hard.
“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.” He speaks into my shoulder.
Slowly, we disengage and sit side by side again, his arm around me. He presses a kiss into the side of head, rubs his nose through my hair and inhales deeply.
“Okay, talk.” I fight the desire to kiss him, and kiss him, and kiss him.
“They want me to start in a month or two.” He straightens up. “There’s some flexibility. We’re in the middle of July, now. If I stay here until September, then I’ll have completed my year here. We could both leave then.”
He looks into my eyes, very earnest.
“Lessa, would you come with me? My year of celibacy will be over by then. We could move to Amsterdam, get a house together, and when I’m on tour, you can come with me.”
It’s a nice idea. “Your colleagues will love me bringing a crying baby on every flight. And what about later when Malinara is older and needs to go to school?”
“Then you could stay at home. The tours won’t be long, so I’ll only be away a couple of months.”
Even as he says this, we both see the pitfalls.
“Or if you hate living in the Netherlands, you can stay here, and I’ll fly back and forth.”
“It’s not like commuting from London to Norwich on weekends. It took you a day to travel last time between ferry and two connecting flights.”
“Then, I’ll come here on holidays. Or you can move to London, and I’ll fly there when I’m off.” He holds my face between both his hands. “Lessa, I’m serious, we’ll find a way to make it work.”
He paints a seductive picture, and my heart that has loved him for months desperately wants to believe. So, what is it that’s nagging at the back of mind?
“I’m just going to check on her.” I hold up the silent baby monitor and get up making the swing rock. Brandon puts both feet on the ground to stabilise it.
I go upstairs, make sure Malinara is sleeping and safe, then I wash my face in the sink, tidy my hair, and fetch a shawl for me and a jacket for Brandon because nights can get a bit cool.
Downstairs, I fill the kettle and turn it on. While I wait for it to boil, I prepare a teapot on a tray with cups and the last slice of honey cake from Elodie’s shop.
How much would we miss the nice food on this island if we left?
The seductive plans Brandon suggested take shape in my mind. And their implications.
I imagine myself here, alone, while Brandon is in a concert somewhere, playing music he loves, with other people who love playing music. Like-minded musicians, thrown together after late night concerts.
I imagine myself trying not to worry about what he might be doing and with whom.
And then I think about what he said happened, or didn’t happen, last spring when he got the call and left Janey.




Chapter Forty-three

 
Brandon

“I was coming to look for you.” I take the tray from her and put it on the edge of the planter. We really need a table in this garden.
Neither of us had any dinner. Thank God for generous neighbours. We eat the cake and the half honeycomb left in the plastic tub. Lessa and I share the same spoon and take turns eating small bites and chewing until all the sweetness is gone, then wash it down with Earl Grey tea. We watch the sun sink behind the sea, and the few clouds on the horizon darken from gold to orange to crimson and finally to purple.
I have a feeling Lessa needs time to think.
“You know.” I wipe a finger along the inside of the plastic box for the last of the honey and suck my finger. “If things were different between us, I would have let you lick the honey from my finger.” I give her a wink.
“Shameless flirt.” She giggles.
“Flirting is all I can do for the moment.” I say with exaggerated woe. “But watch out come October.”
Instantly, I know something is wrong. Her smile flattens and her eyes move to study the horizon. But I know Lessa. I know her very well. She’s building up to say something.
I wait.
After a while, she asks softly. “Brand?”
I love it when she calls me that.
“Yes?”
“That night, last April when you were in Amsterdam. If I hadn’t gone into premature labour, if Adam hadn’t called you, what would have happened between you and her?”
Her.
Lessa has the same difficulty saying Janey’s name as I’ve always had saying Clive’s. Which tells me how she feels.
But I’m waffling inside my own head, trying not to answer the question. The pause is answer enough.
“I thought so.” Lessa says in a difficult voice.
“It was my fault.” I rush to explain, to justify. “I should have gone back to my hotel earlier. Because even walking through the little streets, I knew she expected the night to end as…as it usually did in the past. It really messed with my head how quickly it all came back. The old habits, the automatic assumptions. As if my old life had been waiting in the freezer and it took less than forty-eight hours for it to defrost and claim me back. So, when I go…”
I reach for Lessa’s hand “If I go.” I press her hand up against my chest and she lets me. “I’ll have to be careful and very clear with everyone. So there are no misunderstandings. Because you’re the one I want. And I want it to be serious, not casual.”
“I know,” she says. “We could set up a life together, and it would be wonderful. But for how long? You just told me how easy it was for the old life to claim you back. When you’re out there, in the glittering world of music and all that, are you sure you wouldn’t miss that fun with no strings?”
I open my mouth to deny it, but she doesn’t let me.
“Don’t answer. I just want you to think about it. Are you really, really certain inside your own heart that you wouldn’t miss that life eventually?”
I don’t want to think about this. Christ, how I don’t want to think about it. But the thoughts come anyway. I’ve never been a man to turn down a night of passion. Earlier, if Lessa had let me, I’d have made love to her right here, on the grass. Liam or no Liam.
She was right that not even a deathbed request would stop me.
Which means what?
If I can’t commit to my brother’s list, would I commit to Lessa and Malinara? Long term? Am I sure?
“Nothing has happened between us, here.” She drags me back from my thoughts. “We can go our separate ways with the minimum of pain.”
She shifts to angle her body, so she can face me properly. The swing rocks for a moment then steadies.
“But if we try for a relationship and later break up–”
“Stop.” I push my feet on the floor and get up. It takes a few minutes to calm by breathing, so I walk to the edge of the garden, the start of the forest of deadly pricks. Then I walk back, and it feels like miles and miles.
I have spent a lifetime avoiding pain. How can I cause it?
“Lessa.” I sit down. “You mean so much to me, you and that beautiful, sweet little girl, the last thing I want to do is risk hurting you both.”
She understands.
We hold hands and watch the sky. The stars that are so beautiful.
“I can give you the house. Stay here and make a happy life with Malinara.”
“And what happens when you want to come here?”
“I can stay in the guest bedroom.”
“With your new girlfriend?” She asks softly. “No, Brand. We can’t do that, and I’m not going to take your brother’s house. If we go our separate ways, it has to be a clean break.”
“I can’t believe we’re talking about this.”
This time it’s she who takes my hand and squeezes it. “It’s okay, it really is. You’re not the only one to feel the attraction of the old life. Today, Clive talked of Westminster. I didn’t care to start with, but after a while I found myself giving him advice about some question he had to answer. It all came back to me, the problem solving, the political campaigns, the strategy. All the things I used to care about.”
I say nothing. What is there to say?
“Brand, I could go back. It’s not a bad choice.”
“Do you think you could be happy with him?” The words taste like tar in my mouth.
“Maybe.” She says very quickly. “And there is Malinara. She deserves a chance at growing up with both her parents. Maybe siblings.”
“And you think between him and that billionaire-fixer, they can protect you from the press?”
“I hope so.”
“You don’t sound sure.”
“I don’t know. I really don’t know what we can do. It might end up being another version of Sir Alan’s Austrian plan. And a fake date of birth or something.” Her voice wobbles. “I have told so many lies, what’s another one, for her sake?” Lessa wipes her cheek. “Because the last thing little pomegranate needs is to grow up with the press taking pictures of her, being called illegitimate, having her story online for all her school friends to read.”
“I can help.” I say.
It is the answer to what she needs and also the answer to Liam’s wish: Giving someone a gift they’ll never know about.
But, God, does it ever taste bitter.
“I can go on pretending to be your husband. Or partner. You can say we’ve been together for a long time and Malinara is my baby. That should explain why you were pregnant before leaving London. We tried to make it work, but we’ve been having too many problems and now, at last, we’ve separated. That should explain your return to London. And it’ll explain Malinara. Any journalists trying to dig up dirt can come here and anyone on this island will tell them about our wonderful life together and the house we decorated and furnished. The perfect alibi.”




Chapter Forty-four

 


Lessa

The last weeks on La Canette are a flurry of packing. Doris has agreed to look after the garden. It breaks my heart that I won’t be here to see it next summer, but there are so many heartbreaks, I can’t keep track of them all.
Laura comes to help me, and she’s tearful as she folds clothes.
“I think you’re making a mistake. If he begged you to stay, why are you leaving?”
So, I tell her about Janey.
“And?” She stops wrapping Malinara’s night-light projector, the one Brandon had made for her with his own music to help her sleep.
“He’s an attractive man, he’s bound to have women interested in him. Come on, Lessa, unless you fall in love with Quasimodo, other women will always be there.”
“It’s not the other women, it’s him.”
“But he has feelings for you, I see the way he looks at you.”
“Not enough.”
“There are never any guarantees in life, you have to take a chance sometimes.”
“Laura, if I thought for a minute that he…that he didn’t have doubts… that…” I can’t finish the sentence.
Laura hugs me.
“If he was sure about himself, I’d stay. But he isn’t, he admitted it was a risk and he might hurt me, hurt us.”
Laura has nothing to say to this.
She still turning the night-light in her hands refusing to pack it. “Do you love Clive?”
I’ve thought about this, too.
“I loved him before; I can love him again. We have a lot in common, it’s a life I understand and can make successful. Alice Trapper, the person I used to be, she was really good, a political aide par excellence.”
She just looks at me with her wide, dark eyes.
“Laura, I have to try. For my daughter’s sake. I can’t say no to a real family when the alternative might just be growing up on the margin of Brandon’s life. Please don’t argue for me to stay when it might mean,” – I correct myself – “When it will almost definitely mean watching him come here on holiday with future girlfriends. Or avoid coming here because he is with another girlfriend. It’s too hard. I can’t.”
She places the night-light into the suitcase next to the pomegranate cushion that the women’s centre made for me. “You’ll always have a home here. Please come back to visit.”
“Are you joking? Of course, I’ll visit. And if I need new furnishings, I will be placing a huge order for curtains, bedspreads, and cushion covers that remind me of La Canette.”
We hold each other for ages before I can bear to let her go.




Chapter Forty-five

 
Brandon

Almost everybody comes to wave us goodbye at the quayside. We all stand in a disorderly group outside the ferry terminal. A stack of suitcases and last-minute packages and gifts have all been collected by the harbour master and his assistant and loaded on trollies. They will wheel them on board for us as soon as the ferry is ready to leave.
Doris, along with two teenagers from the Lady Isobel Centre, are here with a garland of wildflowers for Malinara, and a pressed seaside daisy in a frame for Lessa.
Hal and Elodie give us a bottle of mead and some salad dressings to “See you through your first dinner in your new home when you have no time to go shopping.”
They think Lessa and the baby are coming with me to live in Amsterdam because of my job.
We decided not to tell anyone we’re going our separate ways. It had been our original plan to pretend to divorce. But that was last autumn before we made friends who care about us. We never expected these friendships to mean so much in so little time, yet each and every face here is one I’ll remember forever. It would upset them so much to see us ‘break up’ so spectacularly that we’re leaving the island.
As for the truth…neither of us has the heart to tell our friends that we’ve been lying to them all this time.
Pierre’s eyes brim with tears when she hugs me hard. “Please come often. We lost Liam, we can’t lose you as well.” 
Gabriel claps me on the back. “You’d better come here for Christmases and Easters and summer holidays so I can take portraits of Malinara as she grows up.”
A few people must know the truth, though. Lord M, of course. He couldn’t come all the way to the harbour, but he sent us a set of beautiful picture books about La Canette and a letter saying he hoped we would always think of it as home.
George du Montfort obviously knows because Clive went to see him when he was looking for Lessa. He’s busy at the Municipalité, but his wife is here. It’s hard to tell if she knows because Millie is very tactful and gives nothing away, the ideal Seigneur’s wife.
Yes, I’ve become the kind of man who thinks about ideal marriages. I’ve changed more in the last few months than in all my thirty-three years.
Hal doesn’t just shake my hand; he grasps my entire forearm. “Let us know your concert schedule and we might fly over to see you play.”
“I’ll gladly send you tickets, you and your entire family.”
His smile slips.
“Everything, okay?” I ask, surprised by the suddenly worried expression.
He starts to shake his head then says, “I’m anxious about my sister. She was supposed to come here for a holiday then cancelled last minute. And she almost never answers the phone, anymore. I’m sure her husband is being a problem.”
I search for something comforting to say, but I’m not good with such things. Lessa is so much better. In any case, we don’t have time; the harbour master nods towards me and starts wheeling our luggage up the ramp.
This is our signal to make a move. I look around for Lessa and see her talking to Millie, they’ve moved a little away from the group.
As I approach, I hear her Millie speaking, “George has lots of contacts in London. If you’re ever in difficulty of any kind you only have to call.”
London? So, she must know Lessa is going there, and not to Amsterdam with me.
“You know,” Lessa tucks Malinara into her pram. “One of my best memories when I first got here was your mint and raspberry cheesecakes which saved me from morning sickness.” Lessa’s voice wavers as she and Millie hug.
“It’s the mint that grows here, a unique local variety. I use blue basil in the cucumber sandwiches, too.”
“Don’t try bribing us to stay by singing the attractions of local herbs.” I joke quietly, joining them.
“Are we ready?” Lessa looks up at me.
“I think so.”
She wheels the pram around in a tight circle and goes to say goodbye to the last few people. The Tannoy crackles, announcing  our ferry is ready to depart and for all passengers to board. There’s a flurry of activity all around; I turn to give Millie a hug and find her studying me with a thoughtful expression.
“It’s hard to leave.” I say because it is the simple truth. There is something about Millie that makes it easy to talk honestly.
“I know. Believe me.” She gives me a mild half-smile. “I think if you feel you have to go, then you have to follow that instinct. I’m not a believer in going against your gut feeling.”
“Even when you’re not a hundred percent sure it’s the right decision?” I find myself asking.
We stand there, an island of quiet in the middle of the chaos and noise of the departure hall. Millie lays baby Oliver back in his crib. “Nothing is ever one hundred percent. Sometimes you have to go wherever the universe wants to guide you. I believe there are no mistakes in life. Every path takes you to a place you need to be, sometimes in a roundabout way.”
“So, I have to trust the universe?”
“You have to trust yourself.” She steps forward and gives me a hug. “Wherever your journey takes you, you will make something of it.”
I think about her words when we’re on the ferry, all the way to Jersey and then to Southampton. I booked our tickets a week ago and refused to even contemplate letting Lessa travel alone with a baby and luggage. So, I’m escorting her to Southampton where she’ll meet the car sent for her.
At the barrier, we stop as if we both want to pause before leaving our private bubble and going out into England and the bigger world.
She places the carrycot on one of the plastic chairs in the arrivals hall and digs into her bag for sunglasses. It’s a harsh reminder that from this point onwards, she needs to be careful.
“You know, you don’t have to go out there.” I can’t help saying. “Blue Catch is yours any time you want it.”
“I know.” She pushes a hand through her long, red curls.
My hands itch to do the same.
“Millie offered me a home, too.” Her lips tilt up in a smile. “As did Laura. Hal says we can always use one of his holiday cottages. Everyone seems to be offering me homes on the island. Quite the ironic turnaround for an island which has a shortage of homes. A shortage that forced us to live together last year.”
I scoff, remembering Lord M’s advice that bending the rules to let her jump the waiting list might attract gossip. It’s time to say goodbye. “You have my email, my European phone number, and if you need…”
The rest of my words are lost in the fierce hug she gives me. I allow myself to bury my head in the masses of red hair. It smells like her.
“Promise me you’ll look after yourself and you’ll complete Liam’s wish list.” Her arms squeeze me hard for a moment longer, then let go. She turns away quickly, not letting me see her face. But I don’t need to. I know all her expressions by now.
She picks up the cot and heads towards the exit. A minute later she disappears through the automatic doors.




Chapter Forty-six

 
Brandon

August
I’m trying to get settled in Amsterdam.
My first priority, the morning after moving into a new apartment near the Herengracht Canal, was to ask my landlady for blinds.
The Dutch aren’t big on curtains. They like people to see into their homes and usually hang window decorations. But after nearly a year on La Canette, it’s hard to get used to the artificial lights outside.
At Blue Catch, once the sun went down, the nights were velvety dark and oddly comforting, like a rich blanket. On nights when the moon shone, the countryside was bathed in a soft glow. Like a solo flute playing in the distance.
The lights here are as loud as two full orchestras playing two different concertos that clash. There are lamp posts every few meters on the edge of the canal, over each bridge and along the streets. Who needs that many lamps? And then there are the garish yellow and red shop signs and restaurant signs advertising pizza and Chinese food.
What’s been hardest to get used to is eating out so much. When we’re in rehearsals, it’s not worth negotiating the busy streets to get home for a quick lunch before getting back to work. So, its local cafés and takeaways. Because I’m determined to hold on to my new eating habits, on days off, I cook. It’s not the same, though, when cooking for one, is it? I tend to eat straight out of the pot half the time.
The other adjustment is living in a house that’s not my own. I keep looking at floorboards and bathroom fixtures and thinking how much better Blue Catch was. How we’d decorated it the way we liked. The bathrooms which overlook the hill, the shower in my room which I designed to suit my need for extra towel hangers.
It’s even harder to stop myself improving things, putting up shelves, or buying furniture. The place doesn’t even have a balcony, let alone a garden or a garden swing.




Chapter Forty-seven

 
Lessa

September
“More pizza?” Clive inserts something like a cake slice under the thin crust and carries a portion to my plate. “Are you sure you won’t have any, not even one glass?” He holds up the bottle of ice-cold Chardonnay.
“Anything I drink, Malinara will end up drinking on her next feed.”
“In that case,” He smiles as he dishes himself another slice. “Be glad the baby enjoys burrata, truffles and walnut pizza?”
Gourmet Italian used to be my favourite food, and I used to love that it could be delivered to my door still piping hot. In fact, this new restaurant delivered everything at the right temperature, the pizza hot, the starter warm, the salad cool, and the wine perfectly chilled. In London, if you pay, you can have anything you want, any time you want it. On La Canette, we only got things when they were in season. Usually, from one of the farms half an hour’s walk away. It’s early September, so the pear tree in the garden would be heavy with fruit. I hope Doris can pick them and take them home.
My new flat is on the fifteenth floor of a development overlooking the Thames. The dining room has a great view of lots of other expensive flats. My vertical blinds have to be angled to stop anyone seeing Clive when he’s here.
We’ve been taking things very slow. He’s come over a few times for short visits, but he keeps sending me flowers because I said I missed the flowers on La Canette. My L-shaped sitting-dining room is full of orchids, calla lilies, cordyline, and other expensive exotic arrangements, all of them imported.
Tonight, he’s staying for dinner for the first time.
We’ve been eating slowly and talking about the Prime Minister who is struggling to maintain his popularity.
“In my opinion, he’s trying too hard. Belligerently saying he has it all under control when he clearly doesn’t. He should be more honest. You know, George Du Montfort has a very good approach to leadership; he asks for help.”
I remember George’s face on the day of his baby’s christening and the hundreds of people gathered outside the church to congratulate him. “Everyone still quotes his investiture speech in which he said, ‘don’t think of me as a governor but as a partner, I put my hand in yours and together we can do this.’” I try to explain to Clive. “It’s the humility that wins him more trust.”
Clive puts his knife and fork on the plate and pushes it away. “I’m not crazy about the guy. He kept me waiting for ten minutes, not even telling me he knew you. I don’t call that humble, he just left me in his office and went off to do something.”
“He went off to call me.” I am stung to defend George. “He asked my permission to tell you I was on the island. You should be happy he was so careful of my security.”
“If I’d been some Joe Journalist from the Daily Scandal.” Clive scoffs. “But I told him who I was. He knew I was the father of your baby. He should have assumed you’d want to see me.”
It’s another point in George’s favour. That he didn’t just assume. I’m touched he respected me enough to ask first.
Clive reaches over and covers my hand with his. “Enough about all that.” He stands up, still holding my hand and tugs me to stand. He moves in closer. “I’ve missed you so much, Alice.”
His breath is hot on my face. I can smell the expensive wine, the truffle oil, and his signature aftershave.
He leans in to kiss me, then pulls back when I stiffen. “What’s wrong?”
“It’s a bit soon.”
“Soon?” His brow furrows. “After dinner, you mean?”
I don’t mean that, but I can hardly tell him my heart is still grieving someone else. “Clive, it’s been so long and too much has happened. I need time to catch up.”
He pulls back instantly. It’s one of the things I always appreciated about Clive, he has never pushed. “Okay. I understand. We’ll wait.”
He goes to the home pod by the sofa. “Hey, Siri, play something romantic.”
No. Malinara is asleep in the next room. I quickly say, “Siri, stop.”
Siri takes no notice of me, probably because she only answers to Clive. She plays some Ed Sheeran, too loud.
“Siri, stop.” I repeat, grabbing the stupid speaker and shaking it looking for the off button.
“All right, all right.” Clive takes the pod from my hands. “Hey, Siri, stop.” Instantly the music dies down. “What’s wrong?”
“That!” I say going to the bedroom where my daughter has started crying.




Chapter Forty-eight

 
Brandon

October
We’re on a short European tour. First stop London for the Mozart Festival.
London. I promised myself not to contact Lessa or try to see her. But since arriving here yesterday, I keep glancing around, expecting to run into her on the streets.
We’re playing at the Royal Albert Hall, and we’ll be joined by a few of our management staff. One of them is Janey, who’s been in London for two months on secondment to the BBC Proms. She’s another thing I need to avoid. Sexual temptation has always been…well, tempting, especially when I have history with someone, it just seems like all the gates are open, lights green. It took me months to learn to be Lessa’s friend and that’s with both of us actively trying not to fall into each other’s arms. But Janey runs at me as soon as I walk into the green room.
“You’re here?” She locks her arms around my neck and lifts her feet off the floor, so I have to hold her up. “I wasn’t sure you were going to take the job.”
Neither was I.
“Hi, Janey.”
“I’m so excited to see you, you have no idea.” She rains kisses on my face and my mouth.
“Janey.” I put her down on the floor. “This is a bit public, and we’re at work.”
We have sound checks all afternoon, then an hour off for dinner before we have to get ready. As soon as we break, I slip outside alone and go in search of a quick bite. Everyone else will be going to High Street Kensington, so I walk in the opposite direction, towards the Natural History Museum and find a small, paved square behind the tube station with various eateries. I choose a table and order something made from chicken. My real reason for choosing to eat alone is that I’ve lost the struggle with myself not to check the press. I brought a couple of news magazines, a weekend paper, and my phone for any online content.
By the time I’ve eaten the something-chicken and paid my bill, I’ve read everything there is about her return to London.
I have to hand it to Clive Smith and his spin team. They have concocted a very believable story. It’s been circulated to all the Sunday papers in one shape or another:
ALICE TRAPPER AND HUSBAND SPLIT UP
 
There’s an old photo of Lessa, when she was blonde; it’s spliced with a stock image of a baby stroller.
Alice Trapper, former political aide to Minister Clive Smith and her long-term common-law husband, Bradley Harewood have called it quits after three years.

 
The deliberate misspelling of my name, not just ‘Bradley’ but also ‘Harewood’ instead of ‘Hazelwood,’ is meant to protect me in case anyone tries to google the name. I suspect it was Lessa who insisted.
 
Bradley, a touring musician, says the demands of both their careers have taken their toll.

 
Touring musician makes me sound like a long-haired, second-rate rock and roll guitarist. Instantly, I remember Lessa talking about the art of subtle communication and creating a false impression without actually lying.
Last year, when they found out they were expecting a baby, Bradley gave her an ultimatum, to leave her job and try to raise a family with him. She confided only in her boss, MP Clive Smith, last summer who told her the job would always be there for her after maternity leave. Unfortunately, the tabloid press having only half the facts went with the wrong story and Alice was forced to resign.

‘I missed politics.’ Trapper said. ‘I always believed in the importance of what we were doing here. But I tried because I owed it to my partner to make a life together despite my doubts. We held it together as long as we could. In the end, it was clear that we were both unhappy.’

The article goes on to describe the deep friendship Alice Trapper had with the MP, now Minister for Sport, who had been a very loyal friend and a shoulder to cry on. There’s even a quote from the man himself.
“Ms Trapper was the sharpest mind on the team, and she left a huge vacuum when she was forced to resign. Much of my success was the result of her hard work and dedication. Both my wife and I consider her a close friend.”

 
But the killer, for me, is a short item from two weeks ago, tucked in the inside page under a picture of a mixed group, men and women laughing outside a pub.
While sports minister Clive Smith is hard at work, wife Vivienne is hundreds of miles away, enjoying an extended holiday with friends at Edinburgh Festival.

 
You have to admire the way this has been stage managed, Clive comes out of this smelling of roses. Everything is being put in place for him to ‘fall in love’ with Lessa when the time is right. The bitter thought makes me wish I hadn’t eaten.
 
I must have been partly in denial. But it really is over between us, time to believe it. It’s the last time I’m going to let myself think about Lessa and Malinara.
I dump the papers in the bin outside the Albert Hall as I walk in through the stage door.
We’re playing Vivaldi’s D minor for two oboes followed by Mozart’s Symphony No 25. I would play with my eyes closed if I didn’t have to watch the conductor. Only the music can blot out the thoughts in my head.
Afterwards, a few musicians suggest going out for drinks in Notting Hill. After a tiny hesitation, I agree because anything is better than going back to an empty room.
But British pubs close at 11 pm, so we barely have time to order one drink before we’re slung out and have to go back to our hotel. As we’re walking down the corridor to our various bedrooms, someone offers. “I have a bottle in my room, why don’t you all come here, and we can order room service?” His eyes go to Janey.
“Maybe later.” She simpers then takes my arm. “Brandon and I need a quick word in private first.” She stops outside her own door.
It’s as awkward as a five-legged dog, but I can hardly refuse in front of everyone.
I know what a ‘private word’ means in this situation. It means sex, practically on the doorstep. Saying no in front of the others would be a humiliating public rejection, so I square my shoulders and follow her in.
“Give me a sec, I have something of yours.” She says as we go into her room and she disappears into the bathroom. Five minutes later, she comes back wearing a man’s shirt over bare legs.
“It’s your shirt, you left it at my place long ago.” She twirls so the unbuttoned shirt flies open to reveal lacy underwear in a colour almost indistinguishable from her skin, it makes her look naked. “Remember?”
Does her question refer to the shirt or what’s under it?
I do remember both, as it happens.
Her eyes scan down my body to my groin and a surprised, slightly hurt look comes into her face. “What’s wrong?”
“Any chance of coffee?”
“I have wine.” She takes a bottle from the minibar and pours two glasses before handing me one.
I move towards an armchair at the other end of the room, it’s the only piece of furniture that isn’t a bed. I have two more weeks of my celibacy to finish. But even without the vow, Janey will always be a reminder of the fight Lessa and I had; the reason we are not together, the reason I couldn’t be sure of myself.
“You looked so sexy tonight.” She walks slowly towards me. “I had trouble focussing on the rest of the conversation,” she purrs, coming to sit on my lap. “I don’t think I can wait.”
The glass in my hand tips too far as I shift to stop her kissing me. Wine spills on us both. “Janey, stop please.”
She has already jumped away looking aghast.
“What’s wrong?” She stands there, one side of the shirt slipping over her arm, and her eyes go again unerringly to the effect, or rather, the lack of effect, of having her on my lap.
“I can’t do this. I’m sorry, I should leave.”
“Yes, you should.” She pivots away from me.
I get up and walk to the door. Then, with my fingers on the handle, I turn to look at her. “It’s not you, it’s–"
“Just go.” She says.
I open the door and walk out.
As soon as the door closes behind me, the memory hits me.
That night in Amsterdam, last April, when she snuggled up to me, my own response had been minimal. I’d been so used to giving in to temptation that I never doubted my body’s answer. I never even thought about it, but I hadn’t ‘risen to the challenge’ then either.




Chapter Forty-nine

 
Brandon

November
Tonight, for the first time, I feel like a prostitute.
Over the last four months, I have made a bit of a name for myself in classical music circles. My dream job has worked out much better than I ever dreamed, a silver lining that came from throwing myself into work to avoid feeling pain. There have been a few good reviews that mentioned me by name, not a common thing for one out of a hundred players. And last week, I was offered a recording contract.
Don’t get me wrong, I do enjoy the music. If I’m honest, the only time I’m close to happy is when I lose myself in playing. The rest of it? Let’s just say that what I gained in reputation I have lost in freedom.
Lessa once said that my oboe made lonely magic. I remember laughing when she said it; now I wish I could ask her something else.
Tell me, Less, does your love for politics, your mission to make a better world, does it get crowded out by obligations to colleagues and the need to schmooze and ‘play the game’?
Tonight, for example, a select few musicians from several top orchestras are at the house of Mr. Jackson Purle, one of our most important donors, a private concert for his mother’s ninetieth birthday. The birthday lady herself sits upfront between her two nurses and I doubt she even knows any of the hundred guests at her party.
Her son, a charming, charismatic billionaire, has chosen the program and it includes a piece especially commissioned for her birthday. It’s a new concerto of the kind we used to call ear-bleed music. I don’t mind new music, but it takes a lot of getting used to. The piece we’re playing tonight, all discordant sounds and clang-bash percussion, is the last thing I would inflict on an elderly woman. I swear she looks frightened by us.
So, why am here?
Because fundraising is a fact of life, a necessary evil as Lessa used to say. Nothing runs in this world without begging.
Some musicians busk outside train stations; we are doing the same but for much more money, and without the need to sit on dirty cold floors. Mr. Purle’s house is a palace with a hundred crystal chandeliers and a river of expensive champagne. Frankly, I think I prefer the dirty floors.
We come to the last notes of the special birthday concerto; loud, enthusiastic applause follows. People always clap loudest when they’re not sure they liked the music because they don’t want to admit they did not ‘get it’.
It’s not over for me or for the old lady. I step forward and accompany opera diva Katherine Bell in a rendition of Happy Birthday. But the song has been rearranged by the same composer, the melody stretched and mangled until it makes no sense.
I can’t wait until we’re finished to make my escape to the changing room. On the stairs someone stops me, wishing to hire me for his daughter’s wedding; he offers an eye-watering fee.
Isn’t there a starving nation you could spend this money on instead of a wedding?
I don’t say this, of course. I thank him politely and promise to give him my answer after I’ve checked with my orchestra leader. He smirks because he knows he can buy me and my orchestra leader any time he likes.
As I said, I feel like a prostitute.
Upstairs in the room where we’re all supposed to leave our instruments before going down to dinner, someone is on the floor behind a rack of coats.
“Wine?” He raises a nearly full bottle of red he no doubt snagged from a passing waiter. “Join me? Unless you’d rather go down to that banquet with the rich and famous.”
For answer, I remove my suit and change into jeans and a t-shirt, then duck under the coats to sit on the floor beside him.
“Peter.” He introduces himself, then passes me the bottle. “I’m with the Philharmonia.”
“Brandon. Concertgebouw.” I take the bottle and drink some before passing it back to him.
A little later, the singer, Katherine Bell, comes in to change out of her sequined gown. Dressing rooms are notoriously relaxed; everyone dresses in front of everyone else. But watching her from behind the coats feels creepy so I cough to let her know she’s not alone, then turn slightly away to give her some privacy while she changes.
Peter, on the floor next to me, raises his eyebrows and widens his eyes at me. “Gay?” he asks in a low voice.
“No.”
“Impotent?”
I snort with laughter, and just miss choking on a mouthful of wine.
“Sorry. It’s just that not many men would look away from the beautiful Katherine Bell.”
“You did?” I point out giving him the bottle back.
He holds up a hand with a wedding ring on his fourth finger.
I used to have one of those, a plain gold band, one of a pair Lessa and I wore while on the island, back when I was happily ‘married’ to her.
“Room for one more?” Katherine, tying the belt of a black wrap dress, squeezes past the coats. Peter and I shift to make room for her between us.
“I enjoyed your singing.” Peter passes her the bottle.
“More than I can say for the poor old lady.” She rolls her eyes.
“I couldn’t even see her,” Peter says. “She was behind that huge flower arrangement.”
The image of that confused, bewildered, slightly frightened face still bothers me. “She was in wheelchair. Do you think she was disabled?”
“No.” Katherine shakes her head sadly. “I’d say advanced dementia. It’s safest to put her in a wheelchair at an event like this so she doesn’t wander away.”
Suddenly, the confused expression, the two nurses, all of it makes sense.
“I’ve seen Alzheimer’s patients like her before, they can’t even relate to people around them.” Katherine says. “This kind of huge concert is the worst thing you could do to them.”
“I caught sight of the nurses wheeling her down the corridor to a private wing.” Peter points towards our dressing room door. “But I was stopped by some man who asked me to play for his daughter’s wedding. I’m hiding here in case he wants an answer.”
“Oh, him? Yes, he asked me, too.” I admit.
“And did you agree?”
I shrug.
“So, what are you hiding from?” Peter asks Katherine Bell.
“All the middle-aged men who asked me to save a dance for them.”
“Good to know. We won’t ask you to dance.”
“I don’t mind dancing with the two of you.” She looks up into my face and smiles. “Are you any good?” She shifts to get comfortable and somehow ends up much closer to me.
The move isn’t lost on Peter who hands me the half-empty bottle and gets to his feet. “I’ll find a waiter and send him over with some more wine and maybe food?”
“Here?” I stare at him.
“Why not? I’ve been to more of these events than I care to count, you can have anything you want.”
“No food for me. Have to watch my calorie intake.” Katherine unfolds the skirt of her dress to show a smooth leg. “But maybe something softer than floor tiles to sit on.”
Peter finds a couple of large cushions and throws them at me with a wink then leaves us alone.
Strictly speaking, my year of abstinence ended a few weeks ago.
And Katherine Bell, as Peter pointed out, is gorgeous. We are alone in a cosy, secret hideaway. I meet her eyes and the message there is unmistakable.
She leans in and I meet her halfway. Her lips are soft and warm, and she smells of expensive perfume. Her hands reach beneath my t-shirt, so I do the same, reaching into the opening of her dress. I am good at this, or at least I used to be, so why do my moves feel rusty and rough like an old, disused machine that hasn’t been oiled in ten years?
Our noses keep clashing the wrong way and our hands get in each other’s way. My shirt gets caught around my neck.
“Sorry.” She laughs, helping me pull it over my head to free my arms.
When I try to undo the tie that holds her dress together, I somehow manage to pull the wrong end and end up knotting it worse and we have to stop while she fiddles with it.
Well done, Brandon, very smooth.
Eventually, we roll back on the floor, but my leg is bent the wrong way and my knee hurts.
“Sorry,” I say this time. “Let me just…” I move away so I can take my shoes off. It all feels like changing at the doctors or the gym.
“Just a sec.” I try to unwedge my foot from one of the coat racks.
“It’s okay,” she whispers. “Let me help.”
When she reaches for my belt buckle, my hand moves almost automatically to cover her fingers, stopping her.
Since losing my virginity, at age fifteen, I’ve done this too many times, in every conceivable location, floors, beds, tables, chairs, on trains and ships. It’s always felt natural. Now, it feels so wrong, nothing has ever felt wronger.
Katherine senses this and pulls away.
“I’m sorry.”
“No need.” She smiles good naturedly. “I don’t think we fit.”
I push up from the floor and search around for the rest of my clothes.
Liam, it seems, has ruined casual sex for me. Now I’m free to shag everyone in sight, I find that even the memory of holding Lessa’s hand excites me more. Her voice when she called my name, the feel of her body even beneath thick winter clothes when we hugged, a whiff of her natural smell when she passed me on the stairs.
By comparison, a quick and easy fumble with a beautiful stranger feels like drinking from the sea. It might look like water but ultimately leaves you thirstier than before. Having tasted real intimacy, nothing else compares.
“You’re in love, aren’t you?” Katherine moves to the other side of the room and starts packing away her performance clothes. “That’s why it...” She glances towards the floor where we tried – and failed – to have sex.
I perch on the windowsill and watch her fold her sparkly gown into a zip bag. “Yes.” It feels like such relief to admit it out loud.
“Where is she?”
“I lost her.”
I find my oboe case and place it on the floor next to the suit carrier where I packed my tux.
“The thing is,” I find myself saying, needing to confess, even to a stranger. “I can’t seem to forget her. Not even the smallest detail of our life together, what little there was of it. Too little.”
Katherine, when I finally look at her, is staring at the floor. Her hands rub along her arms.
I rush to explain. “No, no, she’s alive. I mean. I lost my chance. I let her go and didn’t fight for her.”
“Oh.” Katherine sounds relieved, but her face is still troubled.
There is some pain there. A year ago, I’d have minded my own business and avoided anything to do with pain.
I go to stand in front of her and wait for her to meet my eyes. Her lashes are wet. I take her hand and squeeze it. “You can tell me if you want to.”
“Do you know why I agreed to sing for that man’s wedding?” Her voice shakes.
The question takes me by surprise. “Why?”
“I was in love once. We met at the Guildhall; both of us were students. Then I got my big break and left without him. We agreed to wait, and I always promised to go back to him after the next season. Or the next. But there was always a reason, a new job, a tour, a festival. We never knew…” She sniffs. “He had a weak heart and he died. I…I waited too long. So now when someone offers me a gig like that, I say yes and donate the fee to research into heart disease.”
We all donate to charity. But I remember Liam’s words: Do something to help someone in trouble. And no, I don’t mean give money to charity. Give your time, a part of yourself. It’s what Katherine does, giving up her time, saying yes to obnoxious performances for the sake of heart disease.
“Thank you for being so sweet.” She rises on her tiptoes and kisses my cheek.
Lessa did that the first night I met her. Lessa who tried so hard to develop a scheme to help people in need.
And what have I done tonight? I played half an hour of music that scared an old woman.
The confused look on her face when we played Happy Birthday that sounded more like yawling foxes. It gives me an idea.
I tug Katherine’s hand. “Do you want to break the rules and do something fun?”
“What?” She narrows her eyes at me.
“Come with me.” I grab my oboe and lead her into the hallway. Now, where did Peter say the nurses went?
There is a velvet rope halfway down the corridor with a sign saying ‘Private.’ Beyond it, a trolly with a water jug and some folded towels stands outside a large, closed door.
“Come.” We hurry towards it before anyone can stop us.
A nurse opens the door to my knock.
“We’d like to meet the birthday lady.”
The nurse steps aside. “I’m afraid she might not remember you.” She waves a hand towards the back of the room.
She’s in a high-backed armchair in the corner.
“Good evening.” We say together.
She doesn’t even meet our eyes.
I walk closer but not too close, a few yards away, then take the reed between my lips. Katherine, guessing what I’m about to do, stands near me and waits.
I start with a soft, slow Happy Birthday, the traditional version. After a couple of bars, Katherine joins me, singing quietly.
The old lady doesn’t take any notice. When we finish the tune, I go on to play another tune that she must know, London Bridge is Falling Down. After that we move on to, Catch A Falling Star. Katherine, whose voice can be huge and operatic, keeps her singing simple and sweet.
By the time we get to Que Sera Sera, the old lady is watching us and swaying gently with the tune.
We stay for nearly an hour and play her every old song we can think of. Gradually, her eyes shine, and she starts to clap along with the songs. When one of her nurses offers to dance with her, the lady even agrees to a gentle waltz as we play Good Night Sweetheart.
We only stop when another nurse brings in a cup of hot chocolate and some pills. It’s her bedtime. We say good night, and she shakes my hand. “Thank you, dear,” she says in a surprisingly clear voice.
When we’re back in our dressing room, Katherine is grinning widely. “I can’t believe she talked to us. How did you know she would respond?”
“I didn’t know, but I hoped.” I tell her about Doris and Lou and the garden concerts.
“Makes me wonder about music therapy.” She finds her phone and scrolls to find something, then reads out. “There’s been significant research into the effects of music in treating depression, dementia, PTSD, and anxiety.”
Her face is thoughtful. “I might look at doing a few concerts for the Alzheimer society.”
“You look far happier than you did singing downstairs.” I tell her.
She looks at me for a long moment. “You know what? So do you.”
“Must be because I’m looking forward to that party downstairs, mingling with all those important people.” I do a theatrical shudder which makes her laugh.
“I could do with an early night, myself.” She yawns. “I have a recital in Paris the day after tomorrow.”
“How about we find a limo and skip the party?”
“What?” She looks shocked. “And miss out on meeting the composer of that strangled cat concerto? Surely not.”
We’re still laughing as we sneak downstairs.
Outside, there are a few people wrapped in furs enjoying the vast garden. We hurry past them towards the limo, and I help Katherine into the backseat then get in after her. As I reach to close the door, I see Janey, standing by an ornamental hedge, she’s frozen still, watching us, her face furious.




Chapter Fifty

 
Brandon

New Year’s Eve
Walking down the lane, I stop in front of Blue Catch, in the same spot I stood more than a year ago. The blue shutters look pretty in the stone exterior, the orange-glow hedge against the fence. The grass has been trimmed around the stone path leading up to the front door. The climbing roses trail over the garden swing and frames the windows. Clearly, Doris has been working hard because the flowerbeds are well kept and tidy, waiting for spring.
It took a lot longer than I expected to be able to manage this holiday. We normally get a few days off here and there but nothing long enough to come here. And what I want to do will take more than a weekend.
Philomena Hill, the at the Lady Isobel Centre jumped at the idea of setting up a music therapy centre. So, I’m here to work out the finer details. My idea is to set up something small and wait to see if it takes off. Lessa always said they had links to an organisation in England that sent them women who needed to ‘hide.’ Perhaps if music therapy works here, we could use it as a springboard to hold similar workshops elsewhere.
I’m also relieved to have a break from the awkward atmosphere at the Concertgebouw. Janey has made it very clear that she’s hurt and pointedly walks out of every room as soon as I walk in. She’s also developed a talent for dropping snide comments and barbed double-entendres in front of others.
You see? That’s why I never had long relationships, to avoid messy breakups.
But Liam did want me to allow myself to experience pain, so I put up with Janey. To be honest, it’s not that hard, nothing compared to teaching myself not to think about Lessa.
I insert my key into the door and open it. Almost instantly that scent of wood and forest hits me. The smell that has always meant ‘home’.
Blue Catch is clean and tidy, exactly as we left it. At the time, I was so sure I wouldn’t come back. I told Lessa it was hers. But that was when I thought she might change her mind. Not anymore. Last time I allowed myself to check the papers, there was an article about the two of them being seen increasingly together. I’m happy for her. She deserves her happy ending.
The kitchen warms up quickly once I start the Aga. Half an hour later, my things un packed in my bedroom, I come down and put the kettle on to make a hot drink. I’ll need a trip to the village for some groceries. For now, no milk, so it’ll have to be black coffee.
The kitchen cupboards still have coloured sheets, the lists of things we needed to do.
Which reminds me.
I take out the envelope in my pocket and unfold Liam’s list.
One – Take over my cottage, make it yours anyway you like and live here…

Done. Blue Catch became my home and now nothing else lives up to it, not even 5-Star Hotels.

Two – Try a different job. I know you love your career but try something else for at least a year.

That one eluded me for a long time, but I think the music therapy workshops might be a side-line for much longer than a year.
Three – Do something to help someone in trouble. And, no, I don’t mean give money to charity. Give your time, a little part of your life.

I hope the old lady at her birthday party last month agrees. I hope there will be many more in future. There’s something very rewarding about helping others, feeling like you’ve made a difference to someone’s life even for a day.
Four – Take a vow of celibacy for at least one whole year.

A smile tugs at my mouth, mocking, sarcastic, painful and funny. I’m still celibate, ‘nough said!
Five - Make a gift for someone who will not know it’s a gift, nor be able to thank you.

I’m not going to answer this. I don’t allow myself to think about them. They got their happy ending. Nothing more to say.
Six - Help someone do something they thought impossible or out of their reach.

Making Doris laugh. That’s worth everything.
Seven - Allow yourself to feel pain.

I think anyone who’s witnessed the tension around the musicians’ lounge  the last month, Janey’s constant digs and remarks, will agree that I have more than allowed myself to feel pain. I take it, I don’t retaliate. And yes, it’s bloody painful; a year ago I’d have put a stop to it, or left the job
Eight - Change your diet, your eating habits. Trust me, this will make sense

Yes, it only made sense after I moved to Amsterdam. It was never about being vegan or macrobiotic. It’s the cooking at home for someone like me who used to eat out all the time.
Nine – Meet a young woman who doesn’t want to sleep with you and become her best friend.

Done, but I’m not going to talk about this, anymore.
Ten - When you have completed all the above, make a new wish list for yourself, for the life you want to have and put something on it that you think impossible.

So, this is now. Let’s see.
I open the drawer and find more coloured paper. Choosing a blue one to go with the colour of the walls, I try to write.
What do I want?
That Lessa and Clive will break up?
I don’t think Liam wanted me to wish for someone else to be unhappy.
Come on there must be something I want that is impossible. To turn the clock back, and have my life again without the mistakes? Although, going through school again is no fun. Maybe a selective rewind.
To spend more time with Liam before he died. No. Find a cure for cancer so Liam doesn’t have to die.
To be young and virile forever. And get my old sexual habits back? Otherwise, what’s the point of youth and virility?
To be a billionaire so I can help millions of people…
I keep writing even if none of them feel right. In fact, even my hand feels heavy and clumsy, and I keep having to cross out words.
Coffee. I need coffee.
I’m even clumsier than ever; I stir the spoon too fast knocking the cup over and spilling coffee on the counter.
Bollocks.
I reach for a jay cloth, and the memory is just waiting for me of that time I used a wet cloth to hold a baking dish and burnt my hand.
Coffee drips off the counter, onto the floor. Cursing again, I get down on one knee to wipe the floor and under the cabinet. There is something far back. I reach under with the cloth to swipe it over.
It’s a baby rattle, the yellow one with the bee design which Malinara used to love. The one she threw down that day, crying and hungry while I tried to warm up her milk. The day she weed on me.
For some reason, I can’t get up. My eyes fix on the yellow rattle until it goes blurry.
Tears.
For the first time since I was five or six.
I slide down to sit on the floor shaking with silent sobs. Raw sobs I never knew I had inside me.
I was wrong about pain, I’d never felt it before. because this is what Liam must have meant. Pain that bends me in half and takes my breath away.
Letting myself feel it? Ha! I can hardly stop it.
I close my hand on the rattle. Minutes pass with me sitting on the floor, legs bent, my elbows on my knees, my head back against the cabinet behind me until the storm passes.
Is this what people call, having a good cry? The source of the pain hasn’t gone, but there’s an easing, a clarity that comes in the wake of crying.
I get up, make another coffee, and sit at the kitchen table. Pulling a new blue sheet of paper towards me, I uncap the pen and write the one and only impossible wish for my future life:
I want my family back.
◆◆◆
 
In the village, I’m surprised to find the entire island there. It’s the New Year’s Eve Bazaar, of course.
It helps a little, the welcome of friends, the surprise and hugs and laughter. But it also makes it worse because everyone in the market asks about my ‘wife and daughter’ which feels like a fishhook in my diaphragm.
I explain again and again that I’m only here to meet with Philomena Hill and it’s too long a journey for the baby, yada, yada.
Millie finally rescues me. “Let the man catch his breath.” She leads me away to the Municipalité where there is a large conferencing hall set up with tea and coffee. She then summons Philomena to sit with me and we talk business all afternoon.
“Come to the house for dinner,” Millie says when I am finished. “Everyone will be there.”
I’m not sure that’s a good idea, all things considered. “Don’t worry. They know.” She pats my arm. “Not everyone, but our friends. They won’t bring it up.”
“Thank you.”
It would be good to spend the evening with them all.
But in the end, I don’t go. Even after a shower and change of clothes. Even after repeating the advice to myself about how wonderful it would be seeing Pierre and Gabriel, Hal, George, all of them. I can’t because it’s New Year’s Eve and at midnight they will all be kissing and all that. I don’t feel strong enough to withstand all that lovey-dovey displays of affections. Not when I’m so empty inside. Better have an early night and find some alcohol to take to bed with me.
The smell is the first thing that alerts me when I go down to the kitchen, a subtle hint of something … I don’t know, something that makes the painful hooks in my chest feel better and worse at the same time. I push open the kitchen door and stop, blinking over and over to make sure I see what I think I see.
Lessa, holding Malinara over one shoulder, stands in front of the fridge reading the list I stuck there earlier that afternoon.
My impossible wish.
Is this a hallucination? I haven’t even started drinking yet.
She looks a little different, her maple curls are smooth and glossy and twisted back in a low chignon. And she’s in city clothes, a slim black dress that comes to just above her knees and shiny, high-heels. She turns and sees me; her eyes are the same. Exactly the same… except for the tears.
“It’s not the same.” She gulps, wiping at her cheeks. “It’s not the same at all.”




Chapter Fifty-one

 
Lessa

It all happens quickly. One minute I’m in the limo, all dressed up for the New Year’s Eve lunch, then I’m not.
We’ve been invited for a weekend party in the New Forest. Clive is coming by helicopter from some important meeting and will meet us there. This weekend is supposed to mark the start of our official relationship. There will be an accidentally-on-purpose run-in with some journalist to snap us together holding hands.
I got tired of all the pretending and living a lie and put my foot down on at least one thing. Clive couldn’t spend the night in my home if it’s a secret. So, he’s been pushing for our relationship to come out into the open, now that he and Viv are divorced.
If only he’d push as hard for the Phoenix Bill. The last five months have seen nothing but delays. He says it’s political suicide.
It was just as much political suicide two years ago when we started working on it. But back then he didn’t have as much to lose. Now he’s in the cabinet and tipped for further promotion, he’s anxious not to ruffle feathers. Now he says he has to wait to make a deal with others, a quid-pro-quo, ‘support my bill and I’ll support yours’ kind of thing. And it takes time. Waiting for the right moment, the right conditions to call in favours.
How have I never seen this before? When political wheels turn, if they turn at all, they do so with grinding slowness.
So, the only change has been in our private lives.
Both Clive and Sir Alan insisted we hire a nanny to look after ‘the baby’ and free me to be available when Clive needs me. Even going to a weekend party, the nanny comes with me because God forbid we should miss out on the fun while looking after ‘the baby.’
He never calls her Malinara. “That’s just a weird name. You’re not on that island now. We can change it.”
Right on cue, I get a text message from him. More suggestions.
CLIVE: How about Marianne or Madelaine. Or Melanie.

 
The phone is still in my hand as I look out of the window. Our limo is speeding towards the New Forest, signs for various destinations swooping past us: Basingstoke, Winchester, Southampton.
Southampton.
The next minute, I’m pressing the comms button to speak to the driver. “Can you take the next exit please?”
That’s it. No doubts, no hesitation.
When I made my decision to move back to London, I agonised for weeks, sleepless night after sleepless night, weighing up the options and consequences. But my move back to La Canette is as natural as taking my next breath. From the moment we turned off the M3, everything fell into place as if by magic. We get to the port in time to catch the last ferry for Saint Malo, stopping at La Canette.
The sea is as calm as glass, no seasickness at all. The passengers are friendly and one of them helps me with the two small suitcases as we disembark at 7pm.
No waiting outside the ferry terminal in the cold and dark, not this time.
The Harbourmaster recognises me and calls Du Montfort Hall. Within fifteen minutes, the carriage turns up to take me to Blue Catch.
Home.
Brandon said it could be my home if I wanted it, didn’t he? And it is home. The moment I walk in, the faint smell of oranges welcomes us like a hug.
◆◆◆
 
“It’s not the same.” I say when Brandon comes into the kitchen and finds me reading his wish.
I can’t help crying because it all suddenly seems so, so obvious.
“What?” He walks towards me very carefully as if scared to wake up and find it was all a dream.
“It’s not the same, loving you.” I try to explain. “When I came here it was October, I loved Clive, but my need for him faded gradually. By December, I only thought of him when something happened to remind me.
Loving you... It’s been five months, and I still miss you every single day, several times a day. It never faded, the pain, the longing, the need to tell you things .It hurt as much yesterday as it did when you hugged me goodbye in t Southampton.”
He finally shakes himself and seems to believe his eyes. Then he’s at my side, curling an arm around me, wiping my tears with his thumb. “My fault. I should have told you before you left, I should have said I was in love with you.” His voice is thick with emotion.
“Me too. I was always in love with you and only knew it the night I fell on the stairs and found myself calling your name.” It feels so good to be able to say this.
Very tenderly he takes Malinara from me. “Hello, little pomegranate.” He presses his lips to her head, takes a long, slow sniff of her hair, and his eyes close. We stand like that, the three of us for I don’t know how long until there’s a ding from Brandon’s phone.
Almost at the same time, the doorbell rings.
He raises his eyebrows in a question. “Are you expecting anyone to follow you?”
“No.” I slide out of his arms and go to check the door.
Evans, the carriage driver is here again. He dropped me off less than fifteen minutes ago.
“Sorry to disturb. They sent this from the Hall.” He carries in a huge hamper and puts it on the console in the entrance. “Happy New Year.” And he climbs back onto his cart and flicks the reins, moving off down the lane.
I carry the hamper back to the kitchen.
“Let me guess.” Brandon grins widely. “Food.”
I place it on the table and open the lid, then stare.
“What did they send us?” He comes over, still carrying Malinara close to his chest, her head nestled under his chin.
I rummage among the packages. “Tea, coffee, milk, baby food, biscuits, cheese puffs, fruit pies, paté, champagne, cakes and, oh look, sausage rolls, still warm. What is this?”
He hands me his phone to read the message.
MILLIE:  You might prefer to see in the New Year with your own family.

 
Brandon is smiling, but there’s a wet shine in his eyes.
“Is this us? Are we a family?” I feel lightheaded.
He takes me in his other arm, pulling me into a tight hug. “Oh yes, you are my family.”




Epilogue

 
Lessa

We didn’t sleep together that night.
Or rather, we did, sort of.
After putting Malinara down in her old cot and switching off the lights, we lay on my bed to talk and watch her sleep. He spooned me into his body, warm as a furnace, and folded his arms around me. We fell asleep like that.
The best sleep ever.
The next night we did the same thing. Both of us enveloped in each other, safe and warm and loved, so very loved.
Until the night after that, I turned around in his arms and faced him, touched his cheeks with my hands and kissed his mouth softly. His arm tightened around me, and we kissed again and again until morning. Nothing else. Just enjoying each other’s taste and smell. He said he’d waited a year and a half; he could wait a little longer.
Our physical relationship wasn’t about reaching a conclusion, not about moving on to the ‘next stage.’ Our love life together didn’t end with – or even start with – sex. Instead, it has been a continuous smooth journey into intimacy. Every day is a new step, exploring each other’s bodies and hearts, getting closer and more passionate all the time.
We did get married. For real.
A small ceremony at the registry office in Guernsey, with Laura and Adam as witnesses. There was no need for a big event when almost the entire island thought us married already. We used the same gold bands we had before, but Brandon insisted on buying me an engagement ring. Two brilliant diamonds with a dark garnet between them because he said it reminded him of the colour of my hair.
Now, it’s summer again and the island is hot. Thank God for the garden. I put Malinara in the push chair; she loves to walk, but it’s a long way down the hill to Hope Terrace and she’ll get tired.
My breakup with Clive was smooth and easy. I think by the time I took that unexpected turning off the M3, he knew it wasn’t working, either. I emailed him that first night, before midnight because I wanted to start the new year with a clean slate.
As I might have guessed, he and Sir Alan insisted on setting up a trust fund. In my name. He couldn’t even bring himself to say Malinara’s name on any official paperwork.
And it was over.
Brandon’s breakup with the Concertgebouw was much harder. They were not happy to let him go, but in the end, they worked out a compromise.
He will go back to perform for one short season a year, and he signed an exclusive three-year contract to record with them. That’s the part of being a musician that he loves and doesn’t want to give up. And his dream of having his name on the cover of an album is now a reality. The rest of the year he spends here on La Canette.
All our time has gone into establishing the Liam Hazelwood Hope Therapy Centre. Brandon has developed twin projects.
One teaching and developing new techniques in the uses of music to treat dementia, PTSD, depression, or other mental health challenges. He runs workshops and sometimes gets invited to run workshops at similar organisations in the UK.
The second part of his project is a music therapy retreat where patients can come and stay during their treatment. Elodie helps by running beekeeping work experience days. Working with bees helps patients out of their depression and encourages them to take responsibility and engage in a positive rewarding activity.
We commissioned a smart wooden building, designed by Hal, a collection of hexagonal rooms made to look like the cells in a honeycomb. They include treatment rooms, a learning centre, and enough accommodation for up to sixteen residents. Some of the accommodation is in camping pods donated by Hal Hemingway. He also helped design our extended garden in return for us giving up nearly half the hill that has Elodie’s beehives and protected bush enclaves.
So now we have a beautiful, decked walkway down the hill with stairs and little platforms, lots of pretty water features, and flowers. I contributed a large part of the money Sir Alan gave me to pay for the extensive building and the cost of hiring staff to help run the retreat.
The Learning Room is my own domain. Many of those coming for music therapy are women escaping domestic violence and needing to start over. I’ve set up a partnership with the Lady Isobel Centre and we run training and rehabilitation programs. Women centres in England and France, even Ireland, send us women and children who need help.
Today, as I manoeuvre the baby stroller down the sloping walkway between two trees, it occurs to me how much we have achieved. In one short year, Brandon and I, along with Hal, Elodie, and Philomena Hill, have made a greater difference and helped more people than I ever managed in my ten years in Parliament.
Malinara shouts excited as we come down the last set of steps into the sunshine, and wriggles be let out of her stroller. She wants to run to Brandon, who is standing by the cliff’s edge surrounded by a few students.
Catcher Hill comes to a sheer cliff edge which no one ever bothered to fence because the forest of deadly pricks had been enough to stop anyone wondering too close to be in danger of falling.
Now it has a sturdy, and rather handsome, iron railing along the entire edge of the cliff with a stunning sea view. We also created a wide, wooden terrace stretching all the way from the Liam Hazelwood Hope Centre to the Hemingway House of Hope. So of course, we call it the Hope Terrace. It’s surrounded by fountains, rock pools and cascades of flowering vines.
Malinara shouts, making Brandon look up from the papers someone is showing him. His face lights up.
“Excuse me.” He steps away from the student. “I have to go look after my daughter.”
The End




A Note from Rose Amberly

 
Dear Reader,
 
Thanks so much for choosing to read A Wishlist of Impossible Things. If you enjoyed it, please take a moment to write an Amazon/Bookbub review. A couple of sentences would be really helpful.
 
If you’d like to listen to some of the music mentioned here, please join me at La Canette Stories.
 
I love to interact with readers, so please feel free to get in touch either via my website www.roseamberly.com or my social media La Canette Stories. You can also follow me on Amazon here to be notified of future books.
 
The next book will be Secret Christmas in the Woodcutters Hut which will be available on Amazon, autumn 2023.  For an early excerpt and exclusive prequel, please sign up here.
 




The English Channel Series

 
The inspiration for this series came from a random internet search a few years ago. I cannot even remember what I’d been looking for, but a picture of this charming pretty island in the English Chanel caught my attention. I lost myself for a couple of hours, reading about their unusual laws, their dark sky full of stars and their complex history. It just took hold on my imagination. Later that same day, I posted the picture to my Facebook page with the caption “One day I’m going to write a story and set it here.”

It’s now a 5-book series, and the most fun I’ve ever had.

 




About the Author

 
Rose Amberly was born in London and travelled widely. After fifteen years as a playwright with works on stage in London, New York, Paris and on international tours, Rose decided to make the move into novel writing. Nowadays, she lives mostly in London and travels in her imagination. Her favourite stories are about brave, flawed but wonderful people trying to overcome difficult life challenges to find happiness without losing their sense of humour.
 
To join my readers’ newsletter or contact me, please click here.
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Books By This Author

Plain Jane Wanted

 
Wanted: unattractive woman for a job on a tiny island.
It's the perfect job for heart-broken Millie who just lost everything, including her confidence. She desperately needs a new start. With nothing but a little courage, she sails to the English Channel. The beautiful little island, full of unique wild flowers, soon awakens Millie's long-lost dreams of a wild herb café by the sea. 

★★★★★: “An incredible story, couldn’t put it down. The perfect romantic comedy and New Start romance. A story of courage, hope, and healing – guaranteed to tug at the heartstrings." BestReads Book Club


The Unwanted Bride

 
Talented bridal designer Laura knows she is doomed to never walk down the aisle herself. Her last failed engagement has left her heart and her career in pieces. She desperately needs one high profile design commission to rescue her reputation, it's the only reason she came to La Canette island.

Six weeks to make the perfect wedding gown, no time for love, no time for another heartbreak. But as Laura has already discovered, the universe can have an evil sense of humour and La Canette is a beautiful place where lives can take unexpected turns.

★★★★★ "Rose Amberly has a very warm feelgood style and characters that leap off the page... occasionally a laugh out loud wit."
Dream Catcher Wanted

 
There are a million reasons why she should stay away from him.

Pierre is a free spirit who makes her own way in life, changing hair colours to go with her vibrant skirts and hand painted wellies. She has the perfect job designing greeting cards with honest-funny-wise messages.
But she would give anything not to be falling in Love right now. Because he is the wrong man and he no matter how wonderful, honest, amazing, he doesnt belong to her. 

***** Must read. Fantastic. Made me laugh and cry. The characters and scenery made me fall in love. Cannot wait for the next book
***** Wonderful. Another brilliant book in this series, I enjoyed every word and it is always a pleasure to spend time on the island. Wonderful writing, I can't wait for the next book in the series!
The Secret House of Honey and Hope

 
Elodie has this one chance to prove she can succeed but rescuing her grandad’s failing honey shop might end up proving her a failure. 

She might have the creative vision but she knows nothing about bees, the business is drowning in debt, and the gorgeous man next door hates her.
And if this weren't enough, an old secret threatens to ruin everything, unless she finds the long buried answers that might finally allow her to have her happy ending.

***** I loved the story – I couldn’t stop reading

***** Such a lovely story. Gave me goose pimples. I thoroughly enjoyed it!!!!
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