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Unexpected





Resting back on her pillow, Ellie wondered how it had come to this. How could something that had been so good, so beautiful, be evil or ugly? Had it really been that evil? She didn’t have to close her eyes to see his face. She’d never forget it? The dimples in her cheeks deepened as she recalled that first day. A day when all would change. A day that would herald a tectonic shift in her perspective. 

The day had begun a tense one, not helped by the restless night preceding it. Glistening dawn discovered her in the drawing room, watching as it gradually drove the dark of night from the scene. The cool air tickled her nostrils as she sought to calm herself. Could she make it a success? What would people think? More important, would Mummy approve? Why couldn’t she be here? Why had she to go so early? Ellie winced, the stinging pain making her conscious of having bitten her lip. This was so unlike her. Normally confident in all she did, not accustomed to feeling undermined. But this was different. This was for Mummy. Her hand instinctively rested on her abdomen. She’d only known such turmoil once before. Then, she’d been younger and unable to think of a life without her loving mummy. Why, Why, had she gone? Where had she gone? The thoughts that had sat heavily that awful day. Daddy had done his best to explain, but she’d remained confused and bewildered. Shaking her head, Ellie dismissed the thoughts. This wasn’t a time to allow such melancholy. She had to make this a success, for Mummy!

‘You’re up early darling.’ The click of her spine was almost audible, the sudden intrusion into her thoughts having made her jump. ‘Good morning, Daddy.’ ‘What’s troubling you?’, noting the tired tension in her normally fresh features, ‘You’re not worried about today? Are you? There’s no need to be. You’re great at organising things.’ ‘Thank you, Daddy, but this is different to anything I’ve done before. This is for Mummy. I don’t want to let her down.’ Wiping a tear from the corner of one eye. ‘You’d never do that, darling. Come here.’ Cradling her in the warmth of his arms. ‘I miss her so much.’ The tears no longer restrained. ‘So do I darling, so do I.’ The depressing burden on his heart revealing itself. ‘Sorry Daddy. I didn’t mean to stir all that up today.’ ‘It was inevitable. Today’s the first time without her. We’re both bound to feel it. But you’re going to make her proud. I’ve been watching you prepare. You’re doing great. I know how pleased she’d be. Is.’ ‘Do you really think she can see us?’ ‘I like to think so.’ Giving her a reassuring smile. ‘Well, I’d better be getting on then. Otherwise, guests will arrive before we’re ready. That’d never do.’, wiping the tears from her cheeks. ‘Okay. I’ll just check all’s well with the livestock. They don’t understand anything about having a day off.’ Finally managing to bring a smile to her face.

Glancing sidewards, Ellie was pleased to find her reflection didn’t portray the restless night. The soothing warmth brushing her arms and the brilliant blue sky promised much. It was time. Time to accept her mother’s mantel. Subconsciously lifting her right hand to her heart, Ellie again acknowledged the promise she’d made long ago. A promise made in the quiet of her heart. A promise to fulfil, to the best of her ability, all her mother’s wishes and desires. Her silent prayer for help ascended. Calming her tumultuous stomach with a further deep intake of air, she stepped through the French doors. The pleasant, sweet yet sharp green leaf scent of freshly mowed grass swept up from the immaculately manicured lawn. An aroma she’d always enjoyed. Cheerful chirping along with angelic song enlivened the atmosphere. As did the bubble of conversations and loud encouragements coming from the front of the house. It all added to the promise of an excellent day.

Allowing the warmth of the rising sun to caress her delicate, uplifted features, Ellie permitted herself a few extra personal moments. The day would be hectic. This would probably be her only opportunity for time alone. Again, her silent prayer rose to the heavens, ‘For you Mummy. For you.’. Intentionally prohibiting further tears, she straitened her back and lifted her shoulders. Time to take on her duties. Time to do the best she could. An oozing sensation in her stomach reminded her of how nervous she was. As if she need reminding. 

The crunching of gravel beneath her feet announced her arrival into the melee. Standing centre stage, feet firmly planted, Arnold, the estate manager, fired out instructions in timely fashion. They’d spent the best part of the previous month going over and over the arrangements. Her mother had been master of such events and she’d wanted to ensure all would meet her expectations. Thankfully, Arnold had been involved before and could therefore provide some guidance. Heartfelt greetings and smiles were exchanged as each member of staff rushed to fulfil their part of the arrangements. They were, in truth, her extended family. Her parents had always made a point of everyone understanding that. They may be paid, but they were far more than employees. They were a big, happy family.

Taking care not to get in the way or hinder anyone’s progress, Ellie cast a discerning eye over the preparations. She was glad to see they had placed the tables under the sprawling branches of the magnificent cedars, as she and Arnold had agreed. The shade would be welcome later. Coming to one of the already operational barbecue pits, she noted the bored youngster as he dutifully rotated the spit. The corners of her mouth and eyes lifted as she recalled how younger children, including herself once upon a time, considered it a privilege, a grown up privilege, to be allowed to turn the spit. Each soon learnt it didn’t provide the expected fun, and how tedious a task it could be. Glancing into the ever brightening sky, she saw there was yet plenty of time. Arnold appeared to have everything under control, so she could afford to give the poor soul a brief break. His beaming face and straitening of back and shoulders, dejectedly bent beforehand, obviated any need for a verbal response. The grasp of a handy pillar prevented any disaster as, in his enthusiasm, he rushed past her. Calling out to his retreating back to return in half-an-hour, he acknowledged with a high wave of his hand. He then disappeared round the side of the large barn, from which she could hear the voices of children laughing and playing.

Appreciating the awning the men had erected over the pit, realising its shelter would be needed once the blazing sun had risen to its highest point, Ellie mindlessly rotated the spit as her thoughts returned to the past. It’d been some years since they’d last done this. Neither she nor her father had been up to entertaining people. They’d thought they never would be again. However, both eventually realised how unhappy it’d make Mummy if they didn’t carry on with it. She’d cared about the people and had always sought ways to make life more pleasant. It would sadden her for it not to continue. Both struggled at first, but after deep heartfelt discussions knew it was what darling Mummy would want. Years! Felt more like centuries! As the deepening etchings on father’s face attested. But, here they were, once again hopefully delighting the local populace. Under her mother’s caring, watchful eye, this had become one of the most anticipated events of the year. Most villagers, and many from the surrounding district would attend. Though people had been careful not to be insensitive, or to cause upset or offence, it’d been clear how much they missed the occasion. She recalled how she herself had enjoyed the celebrations, but then she’d not had any responsibility for any of it. Today was a very different matter. Again, she felt the weight. ‘Please help me, Mummy.’, another heartfelt, under-breath prayer.

She wiped the dripping water from her face and arms. The boy had returned on time, as promised. That was better. Now to get ready. Picking a more suitable dress, the green one with the sunflower design, she quickly glanced in the mirror, returning a loose strand of her auburn hair to its proper place. Her thoughts immediately returned to the times when she and Mummy would stand before the mirror together. She could see it in her mind’s eye. Her mummy standing just behind her with her loving hands rested on her little shoulders. Why? Why? Brushing the tears away, she knew this wasn’t the time for them. With such memories still occupying her, she descended the stairs, ready as she ever would be, to fulfil her duties. A confident, robust knock at the door made her jump. She’d almost tripped, but managed to clutch the balustrade in time. Everyone knew, on open days like this, there was never any need to knock. The door was always kept unlocked on these days. Or had it been so long? Her astonishment and surprise were further enhanced by the discovery of her uncle on the doorstep. He rarely visited and there’d been no expectation of seeing him today. While embracing him and kissing his cheek, she noticed her aunt standing a little back, next to a man she didn’t recognise. She immediately went over and gave her a warm hug. Her visits were even rarer than her husbands. When finished, her aunt turned toward the young man and asked Ellie if she didn’t recognise him. A shake of her head confirmed she didn’t. ‘Don’t you recognise your own cousin?’ Laughing as she asked. ‘Goodness Daniel, I’m sorry, but it’s been years.’ They’d been very young when he and his family had moved. ‘It has, but I still recognise that smile and those curls.’ A faint tingling scurried through her belly. ‘Excuse my manners.’, recalling her responsibility as the woman of the house. ‘Please come in. Daddy will be thrilled to see you. I’ll fetch him in a moment.’ Standing back to wave them into the entrance hall. ‘No, no, dear.’, Ellie’s aunt noting her husband’s glance toward the library, where he knew they kept the good cognac. That can definitely wait for later. ‘Looks like you’re ready to get things going. We can catch up with your father over lunch.’ Bowing to her desire, Ellie led the way to the celebrations. They discovered a large gathering already assembled, prompting the customary greetings and inquiries. Aware that her duties as hostess obliged her to circulate, her uncle, aunt, and cousin left her to welcome the guests while they went to find her father. There’d been no mistaking when they had. The pleasurable tones of her father’s exclamations ringing through.

As the afternoon progressed, red faces and damp patches attested the inevitable rise in temperature. Everyone gratefully moved to the shade of the large cedars under which lunch was to be enjoyed. The nicely chilled local wines and fresh spring water also helped alleviate the impact of the heat. Ellie, still busy with her hostess duties, was pleased to see her father, with his brother and family, settled round a table. Other than herself, they were the only family he had. She knew how much he missed his brother. They’d always been the best of pals when young. When responsibilities permitted, she would sweep by and drop a word or two into the conversation with a warm, gentle squeeze of one or the other’s shoulder.

A fountain of warm breath parted the intense atmosphere as Ellie finally allowed herself to relax. Bright smiles and infectious, resounding laughter had filled the air all day. As the sea ebbs at its appointed time, so had her tension. A light touch to her tummy revealed it now soft and pliable. The tight knot nowhere to be found. Another silent prayer of gratitude penetrated the heavens, followed by a barely audible ‘If only you were here’. A thought never far from her soul that day, but one she kept to herself. A quick flick banished her tears to the ground. ‘Congratulations Ellie, you’ve done wonders.’ ‘Thank you Cathy. I hope Mummy will be pleased.’ ‘Of course she will be. You couldn’t have made this any better.’ ‘I agree.’ ‘Thank you Rosemary. You’re all too kind.’ ‘Nonsense, everyone is loving it. They, we, have all missed these gatherings. So good of you and your dad to continue with them.’ Ellie couldn’t help a slightly tearful smile. ‘Sorry my dear, we didn’t mean to upset you.’ She dismissed their concern with a sweep of her hand. ‘It’s just brought back so many memories. But Daddy and I realised how unhappy Mummy would be if we had abandoned these events altogether. I’m just sorry you had to wait so long.’ ‘It was worth the wait. You really have done your mama proud.’ Further congratulations and words of appreciation followed as people prepared for the evening's entertainment.

Ellie had got a group of the local musicians together, who now, in response to an almost imperceptible nod of her head, started up. Her primary responsibilities now fulfilled, she could relax. It was now just a matter of ensuring a steady supply of refreshments, and Arnold had that well in hand. With a much lighter step, she joined her gathered family, what there was of it. It was now just the five of them.

Hardly had she sat when Daniel stood and offered his hand, politely waiting for her to respond. A few moments to rest her tired feet would have been welcome, but how could she refuse that broad smile? Besides, she was still hostess. Taking a moment to inhale a breath of the evening air, she took a proper look. There hadn’t really been time before. With his slightly twisted nose, broad mouth, and less than six foot slender frame, he was not classically handsome, and yet there was something about him. Recovering her manners, she gave him a smile and, resting her hand in his, allowed him to gently and politely lift her from her seat.

There was a rhythm in his body she hadn’t expected. She could feel it spiralling through him. It demanded a cohesive response, to which she was well matched, though conscious it might be seen as too provocative for their society. The heavy tiredness in her legs and feet vanished as they spun round the dance floor. She gratefully noted others were equally engaged and therefore oblivious to how close Daniel held her. A closeness she was aware she shouldn’t allow, but felt incapable of resisting. When the musicians struck up a slower, more intimate tune, Ellie regained her equilibrium and decided it time to rejoin their parents. ‘Thank you Daniel. I must say you’re a good dancer.’ ‘So are you.’ ‘Mummy wanted me to learn all the social graces.’, shyly dismissing his compliment. ‘It’s more than that. You and the music are almost as one.’ The glint in his eye bringing a rosy sheen to her cheeks.

‘You two look great together.’, her aunt beaming at them both.

It seemed no one wanted to leave, but in the end, some had started to wilt and decided to call it a day. Each parted with warm words of appreciation, especially telling Ellie what a fantastic job she’d done. ‘Your mama would have been very proud.’

When the last guest departed, the five of them withdrew to the drawing room, where Ellie had had the foresight to have the cognac ready. A sigh of satisfaction as she sunk into the soothing softness of the sofa had the others again complimenting her on a successful day. Not waving it away this time, she thanked them, saying how grateful she was they’d enjoyed it. ‘Such a shame we have to leave tomorrow. I suppose I should say today.’ ‘Do you have to, Uncle?’, disappointed, ‘I’ve hardly had any time with you.’ ‘I’m afraid so dear. The business won’t run itself.’ ‘Never mind that for now. Let’s enjoy a cognac, Brother.’ Ellie’s father pouring a generous measure of the golden liquid into each of the five waiting glasses.

‘Please don’t leave it so long again.’, all standing by the open door. ‘I agree. It’s been far too long.’ Ellie’s father reinforcing his daughter’s request. ‘We’re getting on. Who knows how much more time we have.’ ‘Daddy! Please.’ The idea of losing him still too sore to contemplate. ‘I’m sorry, dear, but it’s the truth. It’d be a shame not to see more of each other before the inevitable.’ Clapping him on the back, his brother countermanded with, ‘Come on, we’re not that old yet. But, you’re right, it has been too long.’ With that, he embraced his brother. Ellie and her aunt did likewise and then each their respective in-law and relative. Unsure when it came to Daniel, she offered her hand, but he leant in and with a peck on her cheek bade her an, ‘Au revoir, until we see each other again.’, with an unmistakable twinkle in his eye. She smiled.

‘There dear, I told you there was nothing to worry about. I knew you’d make it a success.’ ‘Do you really think it was, or were people just being kind?’ ‘Come on, you know as well as me when people are being genuine or false.’ ‘Yes, you’re right. I hope Mummy could see.’ ‘I’m sure she could and will be very happy with what you achieved today.’ ‘I hope so.’ ‘Time for bed, I think. Not that there’s much of the night left.’ ‘Goodnight Daddy.’, kissing him with all the love she felt.

Sitting at her dressing table, watching as she brushed the tangled stands straight, Ellie thought back over the day. It had been a success, hadn’t it? ‘Thank you, Mummy.’ Her thoughts then turned to the unexpected visit and the joy of having seen them. Daniel, in particular, unsure why he’d left such an impression.
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