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Prologue
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When Edward Halbrook is appointed British Ambassador to Oman, he sees it as a chance to rebuild his fractured family after the tragic loss of his eldest son. But leaving behind their Oxfordshire home and moving into the gilded halls of Muscat’s embassy is only the beginning of a journey that will test them all.

For Edward, the post is both an honour and a crucible: balancing the demands of diplomacy, whispers of scandal, and the unforgiving gaze of London. For Maggie, his wife, Oman thrusts her into a role of unexpected influence, where friendship with the Sultan’s wife gives her a voice she never thought she’d find again. Their children carry their own burdens, James, who embraces Oman’s beaches and freedom with youthful joy, and Clara, whose secret bond with a young Omani prince threatens to ignite into a love that could alter both families’ futures.

As scandal brews in the business world and their private lives collide with the politics of state, the Halbrooks must choose: retreat into grief and division, or stand together as a family. Across desert palaces, embassy receptions, and nights heavy with secrets, they discover what it means to serve not just a nation, but one another.

Sweeping, intimate, and unforgettable, The Ambassador’s Family is a story of love and duty, of loss and renewal and of how, even in the most unlikely of places, a broken family can find its way back to wholeness.
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Chapter One
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The Departure

The house in Oxfordshire had never been so quiet.

For weeks it had been full of strangers: movers carting boxes, embassy officials making notes on clipboards, cleaners scrubbing away the life that had seeped into every room. Now, on the morning they were to leave, silence pressed down like a weight.

Margaret Halbrook stood in the doorway of Daniel’s room. She hadn’t let the movers pack a single thing. The bed was still unmade, the jumper still slung over the chair, the university books still stacked on the desk. She had even dusted around them herself. To clear it out, to box it up, would feel like giving permission for the world to forget him.

Eighteen months had passed since the accident. She still woke sometimes expecting to hear the front door slam, his laugh echoing through the hallway. Grief had hollowed her, but in this room it felt almost bearable, because here he still existed. Leaving this behind was like losing him twice.

Downstairs, her husband’s voice carried, low and commanding. Edward Halbrook had always spoken like that, as though life itself were something to be negotiated. He was in the study with an embassy liaison officer, finalising travel documents and schedules. Edward had folded his grief away with the same neatness he applied to his shirts. Margaret envied him for it, even as she resented him.

“ Mum?”

Clara’s voice pulled her back. Their daughter leaned against the banister, arms folded. At seventeen, Clara had inherited Edward’s height and Margaret’s restless eyes. She was watching her closely, trying to read her mother the way one reads a weather forecast: would today bring storms or silence?

Behind her, James appeared, hair sticking up in every direction, bounding down the stairs two at a time. Thirteen and endlessly restless, he carried the kind of energy the house had not felt since before Daniel’s death.

“ The taxi’s here,” Clara said.

Margaret nodded, brushing her hand against the doorframe once more before she closed it. She wasn’t sure when or if, she would ever open it again.

****
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IN THE KITCHEN, HER mother waited, wrapped in her cardigan despite the warmth of late spring. She had insisted on coming to see them off. Her hands were small, blue-veined, but strong as she clasped Margaret’s tightly.

“Three years will fly,” she whispered, voice trembling. “Write often. And don’t let the desert change you too much.”

Margaret tried to smile, but it wavered. She could not tell her mother the truth: that she was terrified Oman would not change her at all, that it would simply stretch out the same silence, the same distance, under harsher sun.

When the taxi pulled into the drive, the children darted out first. James announced that the car was “massive,” while Clara muttered something about it being “embarrassing.” Edward emerged from the study in his immaculate navy suit, carrying only his briefcase. To look at him, one might think he was already halfway across the Arabian Sea.

“Come along,” he said briskly, kissing his mother-in-law’s cheek with the formality of a man fulfilling an obligation. “We’ll call when we land.”

Margaret lingered, hugging her mother long enough that she could feel her own tears threatening to surface. Then, with a final glance at the house, the ivy climbing the stone walls, the roses she had tended in the garden, the window of Daniel’s room shuttered against the light, she slid into the back seat beside her children.

The drive to Heathrow wound through narrow lanes, past hedgerows already thick with summer green. James chattered about airplanes and beaches, his excitement filling the car. Clara scrolled silently through her phone, earbuds in, pretending not to notice her mother watching her. Edward sat in the front beside the driver, already on a call with London, his voice clipped and sure.

Margaret stared out the window, imprinting each familiar field and stone wall into memory. Every bend of road whispered Daniel’s name: the pub where he had worked summers, the petrol station where he’d once filled the car wrong and laughed about it for days, the bus stop where he had kissed his first girlfriend. Each landmark tugged at her, as though the land itself did not want to let her go.

By the time the M40 gave way to the sprawl of Heathrow, the quiet English countryside seemed like another country altogether.
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AT THE TERMINAL, EMBASSY officials ushered them into a VIP lounge. Edward shook hands, nodded, exchanged brisk words. James pressed his nose to the glass to watch the planes thunder into the sky, vibrating with anticipation. Clara folded herself into a corner with her phone, face illuminated by its pale glow.

Margaret sat very still, her mother’s parting words echoing in her ears. Don’t let the desert change you too much.

But she suspected it already had.

The flight stretched long into night. Edward marked notes into briefing papers, pen scratching steadily across margins. James devoured a film marathon, elbowing Clara every so often to point out something ridiculous. Clara barely responded. She spent hours staring at the ceiling of the cabin, headphones in, though the music had long since stopped.

Margaret sat by the window, gazing out at the cold glitter of the stars. She could not help but wonder if this was a gamble—if Oman would mend the pieces of her family, or expose how hopelessly fractured they already were.
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WHEN THE PLANE DOORS opened in Muscat, the air struck them like a furnace. Thick with salt and dust, tinged faintly with cardamom, it seemed to coat the skin instantly.

James let out a delighted, “It’s like walking into an oven!” Clara frowned, already uncomfortable. Margaret drew her shawl closer, suddenly conscious of every gaze as they stepped onto the tarmac.

A motorcade waited. Soldiers in crisp uniforms stood at attention as Edward descended first, hand extended, smile precise. He slipped into his new role effortlessly: diplomat, representative, statesman. His family followed more tentatively, climbing into the polished black cars that swept them away from the airport.

The drive wound between jagged copper coloured mountains and boulevards lined with palms. Billboards bore smiling faces in flowing white dishdashah’s. Market stalls spilled with fabrics and fruit, the colours almost unreal against the desert backdrop.

Clara pressed her forehead to the window, caught between awe and unease. James shouted at every sight, mosques, camels, a boy balancing a tray of bread on his head, as though he had discovered them himself.

Then the embassy rose before them: a fortress of marble and glass, set back behind high iron gates. The Union Jack fluttered in the heavy breeze, unmistakably British against the desert sky.

Inside, staff waited in immaculate lines, advisors, security officers, housekeepers, a cultural liaison. Each face was polite, but assessing. Margaret’s smile was polite too, though her throat felt dry.

That night, after the children were ushered into their new rooms and Edward had finished his first round of calls, Margaret stepped onto the balcony. The city sprawled below, lights shimmering across the gulf. The stars above seemed impossibly close, as though she could pluck them out of the sky.

Behind her, Edward joined her, his silhouette framed in the doorway. His tie was loosened, his voice softer than usual.

“You did well today,” he said, as though she too had been examined.

Margaret didn’t answer. She leaned on the balcony rail, her gaze fixed on the dark expanse of the desert. She wondered if Oman would prove a cure or if it would strip them bare under its relentless sun.
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Chapter Two 
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A New Court

Morning in Muscat arrived with a blaze of light that seemed to have no beginning. At six o’clock the sky was already white-hot, the mountains etched sharp against the horizon, the air heavy with salt from the Gulf.

James had been up for hours, pressing his face to every window in the residence wing of the embassy. He had discovered the pool, the walled gardens, the tennis courts, and the high perimeter fence patrolled by Omani guards in pressed khaki. It was, to his eyes, a palace of freedom and adventure.

Clara was slower to rise. She unpacked in silence, folding her clothes neatly into the unfamiliar wardrobes, her phone buzzing with messages from friends in England: Can’t believe you’re actually gone. When are you back? She ignored them. The world here seemed too large, too far removed from Oxfordshire’s narrow lanes to explain in a text.

Margaret drifted through the residence with a mixture of curiosity and unease. The embassy was both home and fortress. Marble floors gleamed, thick carpets softened footsteps, and the air-conditioning hummed steadily, drowning out the cicadas. Staff appeared whenever she moved, housekeepers, a chef, a cultural advisor named Leila who introduced herself with a bright smile and the promise, I will help you understand everything you need, Madam.

Margaret was grateful, though she felt strangely diminished by it all. In Oxfordshire, she had run her own household. Here, everything was managed for her. Her hands, once busy, had nothing to do but hover.

Edward, meanwhile, vanished into the political wing almost at once. Aides trailed him through corridors, papers tucked under arms, briefing him on trade agreements and security cooperation. By noon, he was seated in a vast oak-lined office, already preparing for the audience with the Sultan that afternoon.
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