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CHAPTER ONE


The first time I met my uncle Lucas I tried to steal something from him. It’s ironic, really, considering what he would ask me to do twenty-six years later.


I was seven, on a visit to London with my mother and my father, Lucas’s younger brother. We’d been travelling through my father’s native England on holiday from our home in Australia. I was too young to realise the trip was a last-ditch effort to keep my parents’ marriage afloat. Perhaps I should have guessed. Since we’d flown from Melbourne airport two weeks earlier, they hadn’t stopped fighting.


Lucas lived in a three-storey terrace house in west London, not far from Paddington Station, two blocks in from the Bays-water Road and close to Hyde Park. Not that I knew any of those landmarks then. I remember wondering who had to mow all the grass I could see through the park gates, and thinking the houses looked like wedding cakes. I also remember running up and down the steps outside Lucas’s house while we waited for him to answer our knock.


I was an only child at that stage, and was used to adult attention, but I was also used to living in the shadow of my parents’ arguments. I think they were fighting when Lucas opened the door. Not physically, just the usual exchange of well-crafted, well-spoken insults. I remember Lucas running a hand through his thick mop of brown curls and saying in his lovely deep voice, ‘Still at it, you two?’ before getting down on his haunches, looking me right in the eye and saying with a big smile, ‘Hello. You must be Arabella.’


‘Ella,’ I said firmly. Even at that age, I hated my full name.


‘Ella,’ he said. ‘Much nicer. Do you know what that is back-wards?’


I nodded. ‘Alle.’


He held out his hand. ‘Hello, Alle. I’m Sacul.’


We followed him in, Dad and Lucas already in conversation, my mother trailing behind and complaining about her aching feet, caused by the high heels she’d insisted on wearing, though we were having a sightseeing-around-London-on-foot day. That might have been what she and my father were fighting about on the doorstep. Or it could have been any of a thousand other things. I was ignoring the adults by now, in any case. I was too busy looking around.


My parents had been here the previous year, visiting Lucas while on one of my father’s many business trips abroad. I’d not gone on that trip, remaining in Australia in the care of a family friend. My father worked in the mining industry – as an accountant, not underground – often travelling to the various locations owned by his multinational employer. Sometimes during school holidays Mum and I travelled with him. So I was used to staying in big hotels and luxurious apartments. But no place I’d seen compared to this house.


It wasn’t the high ceilings, the long hall, the staircase, the many doors, the fabric wallpaper or the books everywhere that grabbed my attention. It was the mess. The place was filthy. Not only that, there wasn’t a bare surface to be seen. Boxes overflowing with paper littered the hallway, producing a kind of maze effect. One long wall was lined with bookshelves reaching from floor to ceiling. Each shelf was so jammed it would have been difficult to slide in a pamphlet, let alone another book. Perhaps it smelt musty and unclean in reality, but in my memory it smelt of paper and old books and even wood smoke. A barbecue? I wondered. No. I could see there was an open fire in a room off the hallway. A fire in summertime!


Just before Uncle Lucas ushered my parents into what he jokingly called the withdrawing room, he turned and handed me the key of freedom.


‘Go wherever you like, Ella. Touch whatever you want. Just try not to break anything.’


I took off. He barely had time to offer my parents a cup of tea before I was back.


‘There’s someone in that room,’ I said, pointing across the hallway.


‘Male? Red hair? Glasses?’


I nodded.


‘That’s Bill. One of my students.’


‘Is this a school?’ I asked. ‘Are you a teacher?’


‘Two excellent questions, Ella. No, not exactly. And no, not exactly.’


My father explained it more later, on the way back to our hotel in a taxi. (My mother had complained so much about her feet that we’d given up the plan to go walking and sightseeing.) Lucas was the brainbox of the family, my father told me. Honours in history at Cambridge. Groundbreaking research since. He was working on a new academic study, but in the meantime, he’d also thrown open his house to bright but impoverished students to live and study in.


‘His house?’ my mother sniffed. ‘It should have been your house too.’


‘His godfather left it to him, Meredith, not me, as I’ve told you a thousand times. And as I’ve also told you, I never wanted it, or needed it.’


‘It’s not about needing it. It’s the principle. It should have been divided between you. But no, you just let him have it. Because your problem is you’ll do anything to avoid confrontation.’


My father ignored her and looked out the window.


‘It’s the waste of it that gets me,’ my mother continued. ‘He’s sitting on a real estate fortune, and what does he turn it into? A commune for pointy-heads.’


I didn’t know any of this as I first walked around the house that morning. All I got was a little jolt of excitement each time I opened a door to discover a student in a room. There was one in the kitchen, one in the front room, two upstairs and one on a kind of balcony at the back of the house, overlooking a small, overgrown garden. I counted five students, male and female, all either reading or scribbling or, in one case, measuring out liquid from one glass jar into another in the bathroom. If my memory serves me right, that particular student went on to work for NASA. All of them pretty much ignored me.


‘I’m Lucas’s niece,’ I said each time.


‘Hi, niece,’ was about as interactive as one of them got.


I did as I’d been told and roamed everywhere, through all three storeys. At the very top of the house I found the best room of all. It was a converted attic, with a sloping roof, bookshelves everywhere, and a kind of alcove in the corner where I could see an unmade bed, a lamp and more books. On the floor, a pile of notebooks with Lucas’s name scrawled on the covers confirmed that this was his part of the house. In the centre of the room, not pushed against the wall like my father’s desk was in our Melbourne home, was his desk. It was as large as a dining table. And it was – like the rest of the house – covered in stuff: bundles of paper, folders, boxes, books. And more books. Every surface in the room was covered in books. And in any of the gaps left, there were foxes. Dozens of foxes.


My full name back then was Arabella Louisa Fox. Mum and Dad were Meredith and Richard Fox. Which meant, of course, that my uncle was Lucas Fox. He must love his surname as much as I do, I remember thinking. I ignored the books and started counting the foxes. There were seven framed paintings of foxes on the sloping walls. Five little statues of foxes on top of the cupboards and tucked into the bookshelves. A fox pattern on a lampshade. What looked like a candle holder with a brass fox at the base. And on the desk, right at my eye level, was a real fox. A real, baby fox.


There wasn’t much light in the attic. None of the lamps was on, and the overhead light was turned off. The only light came in through the roof window. It seemed to shine directly on the golden-brown fur of the baby fox, highlighting the glorious reds of its tail, sending a spotlight onto its little face and a gleam into its small, bright eyes. Eyes that were looking right at me.


‘It’s all right,’ I remember saying, edging towards it. ‘I won’t hurt you.’


I reached out and patted it gingerly, waiting for the snap of teeth, even while I hoped for a kind of purring sound. Did foxes purr? I wondered. The second I touched it I knew that it wasn’t real. Or at least, it was real, it had been alive, but it wasn’t any more. Its head was cold and still. Its back cold and hard. I ran my fingers along the fur. Several strands came off. I looked into its eyes. And whether it was because I was tired, or because my mum and dad fighting had left me jittery as it always did, I don’t know; suddenly that small dead fox on the desk made me sadder thanI had ever been in my life.


‘You poor little thing,’ I whispered to it. ‘You shouldn’t be here.’


There was a piece of material on the floor, a length of curtain or an old dust sheet. I picked it up. I wrapped the baby fox in it. I put the bundle under my arm. I don’t know what I thought I was going to do with it, or how I’d slip out of the house without my parents and uncle noticing. It was summer and I was in a light dress, so I couldn’t even hide it under my coat. But I just remember feeling so protective and so sad, all at once. I was on a mission now. I was Ella Fox, Fox Rescuer.


I heard raised voices as I came down the stairs. My mother, then my father asking her to please mind her own business, then Lucas saying something I couldn’t hear, then my mother again. I’d thought this was a friendly visit. Perhaps it had started that way. I didn’t stand there, as I often did at home, eavesdropping. I slipped out through the front door. I wasn’t running away, not really. I think I only wanted to give the little fox some fresh air, a brief taste of freedom.


But Uncle Lucas didn’t know that as he looked out the front window. All he saw was his seven-year-old niece heading down his steps with a fabric-wrapped bundle under her left arm, the tail of a fox sticking out of it.


Afterwards, Mum told me they’d thought it was very funny.


‘You certainly broke the tension, Ella,’ she’d said.


Lucas appeared at the front door just as I reached the bottom step. ‘Ella?’ I stopped at the sudden sound of his voice, low and calm. ‘Are you stealing my fox?’


‘No, not exactly,’ I said, unconsciously echoing his own words from earlier.


‘No? Then what, exactly?’


‘It looked lonely up there,’ I said. ‘I was taking it for a walk.’


My father appeared beside his brother. ‘It’s dead, Ella. It’s a stuffed fox.’


‘It looked lonely,’ I repeated.


‘Inside, Ella. Now,’ my mother said, appearing at Lucas’s other side. ‘Give Lucas back his fox.’


There was no more fuss made than that. In retrospect, they probably wanted to get back to their argument. I returned the fox to its home in the attic and patted it goodbye. I was about to kiss its little snout too, but then I caught sight of its tiny sharp teeth. I still felt sorry for it, but it had also started to give me the creeps.


We said goodbye to Uncle Lucas soon after.


‘Well, that was pointless,’ I remember my mother saying as our taxi pulled away.


‘What was pointless?’ I asked.


‘Never mind,’ my parents said as one.


I thought they meant Lucas was pointless, and I didn’t think that was nice. ‘I liked him,’ I said, turning to gaze out the window, more wedding-cake houses on one side, the big park on the other. ‘Him and his foxes.’


A month later, back home in Australia, I’d received a parcel in the mail, postmarked Paddington, London. Inside was a letter from Uncle Lucas, complete with a footnote.


My dear FLN*


I’m so sorry I couldn’t let you keep the fox that day. It’s very precious to me. But I hope this little one will give you some pleasure. It’s also a bit easier to smuggle out of people’s houses.


Love from your London uncle,


Lucas


*Fox-Liberating Niece


It was a tiny gold fox on a key ring, just an inch long, but beautifully made, the detail of the fur and the fox’s features delicately done. I called it Foxy. Foxy the Fox. At first I carried it in my pocket as a good-luck charm, whispering to it whenever I was upset or if Mum told me off about something. Once I was old enough to have keys, it turned back into a key ring. Over the years, it had held keys for many houses, in different cities of Australia, in London and in Bath. The last time I had seen it was in Canberra nearly two years ago. I’d left it, with the apartment keys, on the kitchen table beside my farewell note to Aidan —


Stop!


Change your thoughts.


Look forward.


It’s always easier said than done. I’ve tried everything in the past twenty months – snapping an elastic band around my wrist, inhaling essential oils, meditation. I tried concentrating on my surroundings now instead, a suggestion I’d recently read in a book on managing difficult memories. Focus. Notice. Distract. Observe. I mentally listed everything I could see around me, forcing myself to take note of my surroundings, to be fully aware of where I was and what I was doing at this exact moment.


I was on the Heathrow Express. I had just flown twenty-two hours from Australia to London. My handbag was on my lap. The seat in front of me had a blue fabric cover. The carriage was packed with fellow travellers, some with eyes shut, others yawning, each of us recovering from our flights in different ways. I looked over at the luggage rack, checking if my red case was still there. It was. I stared up at the small TV screen on the far wall of the carriage. It flickered from the news headlines to a weather update. The forecast for London was a cold, breezy February day. The ticket collector appeared beside me. Good, another distraction. I handed my ticket across, watched him briskly stamp it and then move on to the next passenger. I turned back to the TV. ‘We are now approaching London Paddington,’ a bright English-accented presenter announced on-screen. ‘Thank you for travelling with Heathrow Express.’


I’d arranged to visit Lucas at two p.m., the earliest I thought I’d be able to make my way from Heathrow to his house. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d seen him since the day of the fox liberation, of course. The letter he’d sent with Foxy was also just the first of hundreds – literally hundreds – of letters, faxes and emails he’d sent me in the years since. From the moment we’d met, without either of us realising it, Lucas had become the most reliable adult in my life.


Three months after that first visit to London, my mother and father told me they were getting divorced. Irreconcilable differences. I’d had to learn how to say and spell irreconcilable. It was a nasty divorce. They’d fought through their marriage and they fought through their divorce: over the division of their assets, over who got the house and who got me. After legal action that lasted more than a year, Mum won most of it, our small house in East Melbourne and me included. The last time I saw Dad was the day he came to tell me that he’d been offered a job in Canada and had decided to take it.


Eight months after the divorce became final, my mother married again, to a German businessman called Walter she’d met at a garden centre. They’d both reached for a large terracotta pot at the same time. When she would retell the story in the many magazine articles about her in later years, she would say it was Cupid at work – Walter’s surname was Baum, the German for tree, and they’d met in a garden centre! That terracotta pot led to coffee and on to a series of secret dates – she’d told me she was going to night classes. ‘I didn’t want to get your hopes up until I knew for sure myself,’ she said. I hadn’t had any hopes. I was still getting used to Dad being gone, not wishing for a new father.


They had a small wedding. It was my stepfather Walter’s second marriage too, so neither of them wanted a big fuss, they said. Walter came complete with a large bank account, his own stockbroking business, a lot of silver hair, a beard, a big house in Richmond and a son, my instant stepbrother, Charlie. (Full name Charlemagne. Truly.) He was two years older than me, eleven to my nine. Charlie’s mother had gone back to Germany to live after the marriage ended. She wasn’t well, my mother told me. Certainly not well enough to look after Charlie. Mum tapped her head and did a kind of rolling thing with her eyes as she told me. It took me a while to realise she meant Walter’s wife wasn’t well in her head. It was years later before I learned more about her. Neither Charlie nor Walter mentioned her much in the early days.


And so the two of us joined the two of them and we became four. Less than two years later, three weeks after my eleventh birthday, four turned into five, with the arrival of a baby girl called Jessica Eloise Faith Baum.


‘We’re a proper family now,’ my mother said. I remember wondering what we’d been before.


She also told me that she was changing my name by deed poll to Baum. ‘It’s too confusing otherwise,’ she said. ‘And we should all have the same surname.’


‘But I like being Ella Fox,’ I told her.


‘You can keep it as a middle name,’ Mum said. ‘You might as well have some reminder of your father. It’s not as if he goes to much trouble to keep in touch any other way.’


She was right, unfortunately. Dad rang only occasionally from Canada. He sent me Christmas presents and birthday cards that mentioned me visiting him in his new home, but the visits never happened. Mum didn’t speak of him at all if she could help it. When she was with her friends, she referred to her first wedding day as The Big Mistake Day. None of their wedding photos was in the house. They’d somehow been left behind when we moved in with Walter and Charlie. So had all the other photos of Dad. If it hadn’t been for Uncle Lucas sending me a replacement set of photos (at my request), I’d have forgotten what my father looked like. Lucas and I had become occasional penpals since we met that day in London. I liked having a penpal on the other side of the world, especially one who was related to me.


A month after I turned twelve, it was Lucas who rang with the news that my father had been killed in a light-plane crash in Ontario. He wrote to me afterwards. My dear Ella, he said. I know you hadn’t seen your father in some time, and I also know he was sad about that. And I know that you have a new father and indeed a whole new family now and I hope all is well. But if you ever need some advice from your Wily Old Fox of an uncle, please send me a letter or a fax (I have just installed a very smart-looking fax machine) and I’ll get back to you as quickly as I can.


I wonder whether Lucas had any idea what he might have unleashed with that simple, kind note? From that day on, he became my combination agony uncle, imaginary friend and sounding board, all via the wonders of a fax machine.


My stepfather worked from home sometimes, and he had all the basic office equipment in his study. I’d watched him send a fax one day and thought it was the most amazing thing. He noticed my interest and let me send the next one for him, instructing me in his exact, near-perfect English. That was always when Walter and I got on best, when he was teaching me something and I was being obedient in return. Outside of those times, I think we did our best to ignore each other. It was easy enough to do without any feelings being hurt – my mother kept up such a constant stream of chatter and opinions that she papered over any silences or gaps in our relationship. And of course Walter had Charlie to talk to, in English and German, and then baby Jess as well. His real children. Looking back now, I realise it was hard for him too, and for my mum, with not only a new baby, but a new stepchild to get used to. But back then, I just felt lonely and sad a lot of the time. Like that baby fox in Lucas’s office.


Two nights after I got Lucas’s letter, while Mum and Walter were out at a work dinner and Charlie, Jess and I were being babysat by our middle-aged neighbour (who always turned on the TV as soon as my mother and Walter left), I tiptoed into the office and switched on the fax machine.


I decided to copy Lucas’s straight-to-the-point style of communication.


Dear Uncle Lucas,


I need your advise. (Spelling wasn’t my strong point back then.) I don’t feel virry happy. I have a new baby sister but she crys all the time and Mum likes her more than she likes me.


What should I do?


Your neice,


Ella


I carefully keyed in the long fax number Lucas had included with his letter, fed in the paper and watched it go, holding my breath. I sent it a second time just to be sure. And a third time. Five minutes later, I was sitting in Walter’s chair, chewing the end of my ponytail and swinging my legs, when the fax machine began to make a new noise. I watched, wide-eyed, as a piece of paper started to move of its own accord, go through the roller and appear in the tray. I picked it up.


Dear Ella,


She’s a baby. Babies cry. That’s their job. Give her time to grow up and get interesting, then decide if you like her or not. And I’m sure your mum loves you both. That’s her job.


He’d not signed it, but underneath the writing was a little drawing of a fox. A cheeky fox, with a glint in its eye.


I took out a fresh piece of paper from Walter’s stationery drawer.


Thank you. I will wait.


I signed mine with a little drawing of a fox too, except my fox looked more like a skunk. I fed it into the machine and carefully pressed all the numbers again. Off it went. A few minutes later, another whirr of the machine and a new piece of paper appeared.


You’re welcome. Underneath it, another fox. This one was winking.


I took all the faxes into my bedroom and read them once more before I went to sleep, feeling much better. In the morning, I put them away carefully in my treasure box.


The next day after school, Mum called me into the kitchen. ‘You really shouldn’t use Walter’s fax machine without asking, Ella.’ Before I had a chance to speak, she went on. ‘There’s no need to look so cross. Lucas wasn’t telling tales. He rang to ask permission to send you faxes occasionally. Walter and I have discussed it. As Walter said, he is your only uncle. So as long as you don’t get too carried away, you can fax Lucas now and again and he says he’ll get back to you as soon as he can. But don’t annoy him, will you? He’s a very busy man.’


That surprised me. ‘Is he? Doing what?’ All I could picture Lucas doing in that big London house of his was making a mess.


‘I don’t know exactly, Ella. Professor-y things.’


‘But what kind of things?’


Mum waved her hands in a ‘I can’t even begin to explain’ motion. ‘Ask him next time you fax him.’


So I did. Lucas faxed back the very next day.


Dear Ella,


This week I am busy studying the following subjects:


Political allegiances in post-war Britain


Trends in liberal versus conservative educational policy


The rise in pro-monarchist sentiment between WWI and WWII


I also need to get the plumbing in the downstairs bathroom fixed.


I faxed back. Thank you, Lucas. You are very busy.


As a bee, he said in return. Or a fox. He signed it with that winking fox again.


It was like having a hotline to heaven. I faxed Lucas at least twice weekly and he always faxed me back. Except of course we called it foxing, not faxing. They weren’t long letters. Questions or minor complaints from me, usually. Quick answers or snippets of information from Lucas, or one-liners that he called Astounding Facts of a Fox Nature. Did you know that baby foxes are called kits, cubs or pups? Did you know that a female fox is called a vixen? Did you know that a fox’s tail makes up one-third of its total length?


Occasionally a present would arrive in the post. Not at birthdays or Christmases, but out of the blue. Always something to do with a fox, of course. A T-shirt with a fox on the front. Fox notepaper. A fox brooch once. I either used, lost or grew out of everything, except the fox key ring.


He sent books too. I am a crime aficionado, he said in one note, and you seem like an inquisitive young lady, so I hope you will enjoy this genre too. I did, reading every one that he sent – from Enid Blyton’s Secret Seven, Famous Five and Five Find-Outers series, to Nancy Drew and The Hardy Boys, to Agatha Christie’s novels. As I got older, Lucas sent books by Raymond Chandler, Dashiell Hammett and Arthur Conan Doyle. An Astounding Fact accompanied every one: Did you know Enid Blyton wrote eight hundred books in just forty years? That Agatha Christie also wrote romances under the name Mary Westmacott? That Raymond Chandler only started writing detective fiction in his mid-forties?


Jess was too young to care then, but Charlie was always curious about my faraway uncle. Not jealous. Even back then, Charlie was the most even-tempered, laidback person I knew.


‘Any new facts from the fox?’ he’d ask.


I’d go to my Lucas folder and read out the latest fax. Charlie was always very impressed.


I didn’t send Lucas any astounding facts in return, but I did send him regular updates on school results or any academic prizes I happened to win.


Your father would be proud of you. I’m proud of you, he’d fax back.


We didn’t meet in person again until I was twenty-two. After finishing an Arts degree, I’d decided to take a gap year. I’d studied English literature, my father was English, I had a British passport – I headed straight for London. When I emailed Lucas (we’d progressed from faxes) to tell him I was coming, he insisted I stay with him until I found my feet. He was still in the same house, which was still full of bright but financially impoverished student lodgers, but he was now more than their innkeeper. He’d become their employer, setting up a discreet, high-level pool of personal tutors. It worked in everyone’s favour, he told me. His lodgers always needed extra money. Struggling school students always needed extra tuition. Well-off parents were always happy to pay. A win-win-win situation.


I stayed for a month that first time and loved every minute – his house, the tutors, the city, Lucas himself. The following year, I returned and stayed for six weeks. After that, I visited as often as I could. I’d pay my own airfare after saving every cent I could from my new, full-time job in a Melbourne publishing house, supplemented by my evening job as an English tutor. Lucas’s tutors had given me the idea. I steadily rose through the ranks at the publisher, from editorial assistant to copyeditor to editor. At the age of twenty-eight, single and restless, I resigned from my job, packed up my flat, said farewell to my friends and family and flew to London, yet again. I worked for Lucas as his cook and housekeeper for two months before I found a short-term job as a badly paid editor with a literary magazine in Bath. I still travelled back to London most weekends and stayed in Lucas’s house each time, going to the theatre or, more often, staying in and cooking dinner for him and whichever of the tutors happened to be in the house. Which was how, where and when I first met Aidan.


Two years later, on a sunny Canberra afternoon, Lucas was the witness at my registry-office wedding to Aidan Joseph O’Hanlon, originally of Carlow, Ireland, lately of London and now of Australia. Aidan and I had moved to Canberra a year after we met, when he was offered an interpreting and translating position with the trade commission there. He was fluent in French, Italian, Spanish and German. I’d gone freelance, able to work as an editor from anywhere.


It was important to us both that Lucas was at our wedding. He’d brought us together, after all. My mother was vaguely friendly to Lucas, I think. Marriage to Walter had softened her or at least helped her forget how annoyed she’d once been with my dad and, by extension, Lucas. Walter made stilted conversation with him, as Walter tended to do with everyone. Jess pretty much ignored him. Aged nineteen, she was too busy flirting with the young guitarist we’d hired to provide background music at the reception. Charlie was living in Boston by then, happily married and about to become a father for the fourth time. I knew he was sorry to miss meeting Lucas and Aidan, and especially sorry to miss our wedding.


Aidan and I didn’t go on honeymoon until Lucas returned to England. We spent the week after our wedding playing tour guide with him, visiting the galleries and museums in Canberra, driving up to Sydney and down to Melbourne. Lucas and I had been close before my wedding. We became even closer afterwards. After Lucas went home, Aidan and I headed off on our official honeymoon – two weeks in the US, spending several days, of course, with Charlie and his family, including his new baby son. Aidan and Charlie liked each other immediately. They were both clever, gentle men, so I’d hoped and expected it, but I was still relieved.


Back home in Canberra, work and everyday life took over from weddings and travel. I emailed Lucas as regularly as ever, about authors I was working with, or asking his advice about points of grammar. I told him about Aidan’s job. Lucas told me he had a full house – six lodgers, the most ever. More clients than he could supply tutors to, as well. I fear for the future of this once great country, but rejoice in my rising bank account, he said.


Less than six months after the wedding, the news that Aidan and I were having a baby unleashed a torrent of one-line Astounding Fact emails from him. He continued to send them all the way through my pregnancy. Did you know that the first sense a baby develops is hearing? That a baby is born around the world every three seconds? That a baby is born without kneecaps?


When I emailed five hours after the birth (long and painful, both facts immediately forgotten) to tell him we’d decided to call our newborn son (big, healthy, so so beautiful) Felix Lucas Fox O’Hanlon, I heard nothing back. I was too exhausted and too dizzy with love to mind, I think. Perhaps he was away. Two days later, there was a knock at our Canberra apartment door. Aidan told me the postman could barely carry the parcel inside, it was so huge. It was a five-foot-high toy fox. Thank you, Lucas’s handwritten note said. I am overjoyed for so many reasons.


After that, Lucas started writing to Felix more than me. I pretended to be hurt, but I loved it.


Dear Felix, he would email, How is the sleeping going? Have you been told that Felix is the Latin word for lucky or happy?


Felix wrote back to him too, of course, channelled through me or Aidan. He was very articulate for a baby and very appreciative of the new series of Astounding Facts for Infants.


Dear Lucas,


Yes, I am sleeping and also feeding very well, thank you for asking – I have already put on 800 grams. Thank you also for the link to the Large Hadron Collider website. I look forward to seeing it for myself one day.


Love for now from your grand-nephew, Felix.


We sent Lucas dozens of photos of Felix. Lucas sent Felix books. Boxes of them. Not just picture books, either. He sent Dickens, Tolstoy, Austen, Homer . . . His goal, he told us, was for Felix to have a complete library of the classics by the time he started school. At the rate the books were arriving, Felix would have had a full library of the classics by the time he started kindergarten. For Felix’s first birthday, Lucas sent him another five-foot-high toy fox. To keep the other fellow company, he said.


A month after that, Lucas surprised us – delighted us – with a spur-of-the-moment visit to Canberra. He stayed for less than a week, too short, but enough time for us to take dozens of photographs of him and Felix together. Serendipitously, his visit coincided with one of Charlie’s trips back to Australia. The two of them met for the first time. They clicked immediately.


I can still picture one afternoon in particular. We were having an informal lunch at our apartment, the balcony doors wide open, the sun streaming in, a light breeze in the air. There in our small living room were my four favourite people in the world – Aidan, Lucas, Charlie and Felix. There was a moment, a beautiful, sweet moment, when I took a photograph with perfect timing: Charlie making a corny joke, Lucas throwing back his head and laughing, Aidan smiling and shaking his head, and there, in Aidan’s arms, Felix, giving his big, gummy, delighted smile and kicking his legs at the same time, as if the smile alone wasn’t enough to signify how much fun he was having. In the photograph, his legs are just a blur. At the time, I remember a feeling, like a dart of something, that felt like light, a warm feeling, a rush of it. I realised afterwards it was joy.


After Lucas went home again, the emails between him and Felix increased. There were intense discussions about communism versus capitalism and the merits of cricket compared to football. The books kept arriving. Poetry from Byron, Yeats and Wordsworth. The Spot books. The Mr Men tales. Lucas was no literary snob. Aidan had to put up another bookshelf in Felix’s room. Felix emailed Lucas to say thank you and to remark that his bedroom looked more like a library these days.


Wonderful! Lucas emailed back. A boy can never have too many books. Wait till you see what I’m sending you for your second birthday . . .


But then —


 


When —


 


Afterwards —


 


After it happened, as soon as Lucas got my message in the middle of his night, he wrote to me. On paper, not by email. It arrived by courier. One line of writing, on thick parchment paper, with the fox drawing on the letterhead.


My dearest Ella, I am devastated for you both. I am here if you need me. Lucas.


It said everything I needed to hear. It made me cry for hours.


I had already been crying for hours.


Almost twenty months had passed since that day. I wasn’t arriving in London unannounced. Lucas had emailed a fortnight earlier: Where are you now, Ella?


I was in Margaret River, in Western Australia. My contract as a casual worker at one of the largest wineries in the area was up. I’d been offered an extension but I was ready to move. Since it happened, I hadn’t stayed anywhere for long. I’d left Canberra within weeks. I’d moved to Melbourne, then Sydney, before I’d heard about the winery job. I’d been there since.


I’d like to see you, Lucas had written. Please let me buy your airfare.


I wanted to see Lucas too, but I didn’t need his help with the airfare. I’d saved every cent I’d earned. There was nothing I wanted or needed beyond the basics. I booked my ticket the next day. It felt exactly the right thing to do, after months of feeling like I was living in fog.


Even flying into London that morning had felt right. Because I thought being here again might help? Because I had loved it once, and had been happy here? I think I hoped that being back would help me or force me to feel something other than despair.


Come and see me as soon as you get here, would you? Come straight from the airport.


Lucas wasn’t being mysterious. He was always matter-of-fact like that.


You do know you are welcome to stay for as long as you need to? Mi casa es su casa.


My house is your house. He had said that to me many times over the years. To his many student lodgers as well, I knew. Aidan had always laughed at his terrible Spanish pronunciation. Lucas was a genius historian but a bad linguist. Thank you, Lucas, I wrote back.


I walked the short distance from Paddington Station to his street. Twenty-seven years had passed since my first visit to Lucas’s house. He’d been in his mid-thirties then. He was in his early sixties now. Yet he always looked the same to me. I was the one who’d changed most over the years, from that seven-year-old fox-stealing curly-haired child to the thirty-four-year-old woman I now was. I’d been a tall, skinny child. I was still skinny, still taller than average. My dark-brown hair had been long until a year ago. I’d cut it two days after I arrived in Margaret River and kept it short since.


The houses on his street still reminded me of wedding cakes. His blue door was still in need of painting. There was a new door knocker, in the shape of a fox. I only had to knock once. The door opened and there he was, smiling at me. His hair was still a big mop of unruly curls, a Fox family trait. He still wore glasses that could have come from a museum. His baggy, grubby clothes might have belonged to a gardener. Seeing him standing there, so familiar and so solid, I couldn’t help myself. I started to cry.


‘Ella.’ He held me tight, waited until my tears slowed, then took a step back. ‘Come in.’


If he was my aunt rather than my uncle, it would have been different, I’m sure. It would have been all talk, no silences. I’m so sad for you, Ella. You poor thing. How can you even begin to get over something like that? All the words I’d heard from so many people in the past twenty months, heard so many times that I couldn’t hear them any more. I hadn’t told the people around me in the winery in Margaret River what had happened, why I was there. I didn’t tell them that I was an editor, not a vineyard assistant turned restaurant kitchenhand. I could have got work in my own industry. I’d had many offers after word got around, but I needed everything to change. I couldn’t have any reminders of what my life had once been like.


Time and again, people who did know what had happened suggested that keeping busy would help the healing process. It’s not true, you know. Nothing helps. Because whatever I do with my body, my brain keeps ticking away, going over and over every second of that day, trying to find a new way of remembering, another way of changing what happened, winding itself into knots. That was – that is – the torture of it. Because it doesn’t matter how many times I examine it, how often I try to rewrite that day in my mind, the ending is the same. And no amount of physical work helps: outside pruning grapevines, rod-tying, picking grapes, or the work I did once I moved into the winery complex itself: washing floors, doing dishes, waitressing, being a kitchen assistant, working any shift on offer, doing overtime uncomplainingly, working the longest hours I could and spending any free time I had walking to tire myself out, to try to exhaust my body so my brain would have no choice but to sleep as well . . . Nothing works.


‘You look well,’ Lucas said.


He was being kind. I knew I looked exhausted. I probably had mascara all over my face now too. I tried to smile. ‘You too. Have you been working out?’


It was an old joke between us – Lucas would sooner fly to the moon than go to a gym. He grinned, running his fingers through his curls, ruffling them more than usual. He always did that when attention turned to him. I imagined he was like that at the university too, tousling his hair during his lectures, getting closer to the image of a mad history professor with every sentence.


‘I like the jumper,’ I said. It was a jumper I’d knitted – tried to knit for him – twenty-one years ago, when I was thirteen.


I’d found the pattern in an old magazine and got our next-door neighbour to teach me how to make it. It was supposed to have a design of a fox – of course – on the front. I made a mess of it, unpicking and reknitting it so many times that each strand of wool was covered in grime from my increasingly sweaty fingers. I had trouble with the sleeves and the turn-down collar, and as for the fox design . . . By the time I finished, the creature on the front looked more like E. T. than a fox. But I proudly sent it off, wrapped in Christmas paper. In return, Lucas not only sent me a fax telling me how much he loved it and how warm it was, he also sent a photo of himself wearing it. Charlie had taken a great interest in the photo. He kindly said nothing about the jumper’s design, but focused on Lucas himself. It was the first time he’d seen a photo of him. ‘Does he look like your dad? Like your dad would if he was alive, I mean.’


Lucas and my dad had been very alike. Charlie was right, I realised. I now had an idea of what my dad would have looked like if he hadn’t gone off to Canada and got killed.


I noticed Mum picking up the photo too, but she didn’t say anything to me about Lucas’s similarity to Dad. She did say something to me about the fox resembling an alien, though.


‘Never mind. Practice makes perfect,’ Walter said. ‘You could try to do a jumper for Jess next.’


‘No thanks,’ I’d said. My knitting days were over.


‘I get offers for it every day,’ Lucas said now. ‘It’s a work of art.’


‘Art? That’s one word for it.’


I followed Lucas into his withdrawing room off the hallway. It was messier than ever.


‘Drink?’ he asked. ‘It’s night-time for you and your body clock, isn’t it?’


I shook my head. I’d stopped drinking alcohol. ‘But tea would be great, thanks.’


We went into the kitchen. It was filthy, every surface covered in dirty dishes, saucepans and plates. I tried not to react, or wince, when he pulled out two grubby cups from the crowded sink. When he reached for a milk jug that I could see had something like gravy on the side, I couldn’t stop myself.


‘Sorry, Lucas.’ I took the cups from him and washed them out, followed by the jug, followed by the kettle, and then, for good measure, I washed out the sink too. Lucas watched it all with a half smile. He’d never taken offence when I expressed disgust or astonishment at the squalor he and his students lived in. He just took a seat at the cluttered, dirty kitchen table – my fingers itched to clean it as well – watching me with his usual amused, affectionate expression.


‘It’s lovely to see you, Ella. I did miss having a maid.’


‘This house needs a bulldozer, not a maid.’


‘Speaking of which, how is your mother?’


‘Very well, thank you,’ I said, trying not to smile as I searched for a biscuit in one of the tins and found a few mouldy crumbs instead.


‘Still mad as ever, I suppose?’


I nodded.


‘And still famous?’


‘Getting more famous every day too.’ It was true. In the past six years, after a chance encounter with a TV crew in a Melbourne shopping centre, my mother had somehow become a household name in Australia. Walter was now her full-time manager. It was unfathomable to me. My mother had barely boiled an egg during my childhood. Now she was a celebrity TV chef.


‘Charlie seems as happy as ever in Boston.’


I nodded again. Charlie the happy house-husband, father of four and adored/adoring husband of Lucy, a sales representative for a medical company. They’d met when Charlie was seventeen and in the US as a Rotary exchange student. After becoming penpals, they’d met again when they were both in their mid-twenties and Lucy was visiting Australia. They’d fallen in love, married and immediately begun having children. Their youngest was four years old, the oldest nearly eleven. Lucy worked fulltime while Charlie stayed at home, in an arrangement that suited them both.


‘I do enjoy his family reports,’ Lucas said. ‘Thank you for adding me to his mailing list. The one about the children at the dentist was like a comedy sketch.’


I couldn’t think of anything to say to that. I’d stopped reading Charlie’s weekly emails about his family. I was still in touch with Charlie about other things, of course. We emailed often, both of us carefully choosing our words, avoiding certain subjects. Charlie did all his communicating via computer, late at night, once the kids and Lucy were in bed. His family reports were only emailed to a few people – Walter, Mum, Jess, Lucas and me. They were his way of staying sane, he’d confessed to me once. They always had the same subject line, a play on words from Garrison Keillor’s Lake Wobegon stories. The original began: It’s been a quiet week in Lake Wobegon. Charlie’s was: It’s been a noisy week in Boston. I missed his stories of family life. But I couldn’t read them any more.


‘And Jess?’ Lucas asked. ‘How is she?’


At the sink, midway through pouring the boiling water, I stiffened.


He must have noticed. He waited a moment, then repeated his question.


I turned. ‘Lucas, I’m sorry. I can’t —’


He spoke again in the same calm tone. ‘Is she still writing her autobiography?’


I knew that piece of news about Jess years earlier had amused him. Jess had been writing her life story – in diary form – for the past six years, since she was sixteen years old. She’d always been convinced she’d be a musical theatre star one day. ‘I’ll be too busy when I’m famous to write anything, so I’m doing it now to save time,’ she’d told us all. She’d never been secretive about it, either. Other teenage girls probably hid their diaries from their families. Jess did formal readings from hers. They were written as she spoke, in a stream of consciousness. The title was the first line of each day’s diary entry: Hi, it’s Jess!


‘I don’t know,’ I said, not looking at him. It was the truth. I had no idea where Jess was or what she was doing. I’d asked my mother not to mention her. She’d eventually, reluctantly, agreed.


Lucas didn’t ask any more questions about her. Another reason to love him. An aunt might have kept on at me, as my mother had, many times. Please, Ella, she’s your little sister. Your family. You have to find a way to forgive her. You have to be able to move on somehow.


But how could I move on? Where was there for me to go?


There was one other person for Lucas to ask about. As I brought over the tea, I waited for him to mention Aidan. He didn’t. Not yet. But he would, I knew. I could almost feel Aidan’s presence in the kitchen between us. We’d met for the first time in here.


Lucas took a sip, pulled a face and put down his cup. ‘Ella, it’s terrible. The cup’s too clean.’


I swatted his arm affectionately, glad of the change in topic. Our conversation turned to general subjects, my flight, the London weather, his own work. Yes, he was very busy, as always, he told me. Yes, the house was still full of lodgers. Four at present, with a waiting list. Yes, they were all double-jobbing: PhD students by day, tutors by night. Geniuses in the making, all four of them.


One was a literature student, he said. ‘You’ll like her. Very cheerful girl. She has the most extraordinary hair. Bright pink one week, blue the next. You’ll have lots in common too, books, words, grammar —’


It wasn’t the time to tell him I’d given up editing. ‘She sounds great,’ I said.


‘And you and work, Ella? Any plans yet?’


It didn’t matter that I’d just stepped off a long flight. Lucas was always to the point like this. Another thing I loved about him. ‘No, not yet. I’ll register with some temp agencies tomorrow.’


‘Don’t.’


‘Don’t?’


‘Come and work for me again. You already know I pay well. Promptly, too.’


‘You don’t need to pay me. As soon as I finish this tea I’m going to scrub this place from top to bottom as a service to society.’


He smiled. ‘That’s not the kind of work I meant. And that’s not why I asked you to come to see me.’ He stood up, walked across the room and shut the door. When he returned and sat down opposite me, his expression was serious.


‘Ella, I need your help.’






CHAPTER TWO


From: Charlie Baum


To: undisclosed recipients


Subject: It’s Been a Noisy Week in Boston


The weekly report from the Baum trenches is as follows:


Sophie (10): Planning eleventh birthday party. Still. The invite list has changed twenty times. She’s having more fun than a nightclub doorman.


Ed (8): Maths homework last night. He counted all the way to 100 and on to 200 and beyond. He reached 253 and sighed. ‘Counting never stops, does it?’


Reilly (6): Teacher reported discussion in class today about religious ceremonies around the world. She asked why Easter is celebrated. Reilly’s answer: ‘Jesus died at Easter, right? And he was on a cross. And the cross was made of wood. And the wood was brown. And chocolate is brown. So that’s why we eat chocolate. And the reason the chocolate is given out by the Easter Bunny and we have chocolate bunnies is because Jesus was up on the cross, right? And below him, on the ground, running around everywhere, were rabbits. Lots and lots of rabbits.’


It appears Lucy and I may need to rethink our ‘no religious education’ policy.


Tim (4): Bathtime. Emptied entire contents of Lucy’s henna shampoo into water while my back was turned for seconds. We now have one very brown son.


Lucy (36): Reaching new levels of overtime. Tired. Tired but happy. I hope.


Charlie (36): Current weight ninety-five kilos. Diet producing extraordinary results of an invisible nature. Meals cooked for the family this week: spaghetti bolognaise, spaghetti carbonara, pizza, boeuf bourguignon. Meals eaten by cook this week: salad, salad, salad, salad. Odds on cook falling asleep in next salad he is forced to eat: excellent.


Snip the cat (kitten age): Slept, played, slept, chased fly. Caught one mouse. Ate one mouse, excluding tail. Tail left on kitchen table. Children still retching. Father also.


Until next week, everyone please stay sane.


Charlie xx


 


From: Charlie Baum


To: Lucy Baum


Subject: re: Modern Couples


Yes, aren’t we modern, sending each other emails rather than leaving notes on the fridge? Thank you for your probing questions. Yes, I remembered Reilly’s doctor appointment, tomorrow at four p.m. Yes, I will book Sophie in for eye test. I wonder will she be able to find her own way there? (Hahaha. It was my sense of humour that first attracted you to me, wasn’t it? Wasn’t it??)


Two questions for you now:


Q1. Do you know how much I love you?


Answer: Lots.


Q2. Do I appreciate how hard you work?


Answer: Yes, I do.


See you tonight. I’ll be the fat guy in the kitchen with all the kids.


C xx


 


From: Charlie Baum


To: Ella O’Hanlon


Subject: You and flight


Dear Ellamentary,


How was the flight? How is London? How is Lucas? Thinking of you.


Charlemagne


xx


 


From: Charlie Baum To:


Lucas Fox


Subject: Ella


Thanks for the update. Yes, it’s definitely worth a try. Good luck.


C


 


From: Charlie Baum


To: Aidan O’Hanlon


Subject: Next week


Aidan, I’ll take the eleven a.m. train, arriving Washington five-thirty p.m. See you at the hotel bar at six? My cell is +1 9173236740.


Charlie






CHAPTER THREE


Dear Diary,


Hi, it’s Jess!


What an incredible day it’s been! I’m sure that in years to come I’ll look back at my life and be able to pinpoint today as the day it all really began. It had been a reasonably normal day (if you can call any day of my crazy life normal!!). I’d gone to the studio with Mum and Dad. Mum was taping the last of her new series of MerryMakers (it really is such a clever name for a fun cooking show, isn’t it?? Merry, as in short for Meredith, her name, and she makes things to eat!!) And it was so exciting. They’d given me another cameo appearance, just at the end as usual, but it was a really funny one. Mum and I had written it together last week. We taped it – in one take, as usual. That’s one of the reasons the director loves me so much, he told me. He said he’s worked with other girls my age (twenty-one, but I’m nearly twenty-two) and they were nightmares but I was a DREAM! So anyway, I was sitting in the green room watching clips from musicals on my iPhone when Mum came out and said, ‘Sorry, Jess, we need to tape that segment again.’


‘But I did it perfectly,’ I said.


‘I know, darling, but there was a technical hitch – the sound dropped out. Can you come and do it again?’


So I went back onto the set. It was a skit at the end of the cooking segment, as usual. Mum had joked and cooked her way through a few recipes and then I had to turn up, make a few jokes myself and have a taste. So we went through it all again, taking the cake out of the oven, etc. etc. – luckily Mum’s assistant had made several versions of the cake in question, as I really had eaten a slice of the cake in my first take! We ran through all the lines again too.


‘Hi, Mum!’


‘Hi, darling!’


‘Wow, that smells good. What is it?’


‘My perfume!’ Hahaha from the canned laughter. Then me in close-up making a show of biting into the cake and really enjoying the taste of it. We’d had a letter the previous week complaining that I was being made to be too sexy. ‘Oh, der,’ as I said to Mum. That was the whole idea of me being on the program. Mum wore her tight tops and said saucy things (food joke!! – saucy as in cooking sauces and she’s a TV chef!) to lure in the older guy viewers. I was there to bring in the younger guys. It wasn’t exploitation. It was good business. And also, the recipes work and they are nutritionally sound.


Anyway, I was there, doing the take again, licking the cream off the cake, and I took a bite and nearly choked. There was something inside the cake. A small envelope. What the heck, I said. (I would have said ‘what the you-know-what’ but we still aim for family ratings.) ‘Stop tape!’ I called as I took the envelope out of my mouth and wiped off the cream. I looked at Mum. She was grinning. Dad stepped in from the side of the set. He had a big smile on his face too. The camera guys were laughing as well. I opened the envelope. Inside, all folded up, was a voucher for a plane ticket. A ticket to LONDON!!!!!!!!!!!!!


‘Surprise!’ a voice sounded over the studio PA. It was the director from upstairs. I reckon my squeal nearly burst the studio lights!


I’d been begging and begging Mum and Dad for my airfare to London for YEARS. Just give me a CHANCE to make it on the West End, I’d said. I’m the right age. I’ve been doing all the right classes for years. I’ve been in youth theatre since I was a little kid and done every performance class possible, tap and mime and singing and even interpretative dance. I’d been offered a couple of professional chorus roles in the past few months but I’d turned them down. They would have meant giving up work on Mum’s show and what was the point? To do a six-week run in Melbourne or Sydney or Adelaide or Canberra, backwaters as far as musical theatre is concerned. The West End (and Broadway of course!!) is where it’s at. I have an EU passport courtesy of my German dad, so it makes sense to go to Europe – or, more specifically, London – first. That’s how I always put my argument. But Mum and Dad kept saying I was too young, it was too soon, blah blah blah, you’d be there on your own, in a big strange city. I wouldn’t be on my own. As soon as I get a role, the theatre company would be my family.


‘Why now?’ I asked when we were on our way home. ‘What changed your minds?’


‘Because we won’t be far away ourselves,’ Mum said.


And I said, ‘You’re coming to London too?’ To be honest, Diary, the idea of it appalled me!! How would I get to live my dream if I had to be home early each night to stop Mum and Dad from worrying? On the bright side, if they were there in London too, they’d be paying for all my food and rent, so I quickly hid my dismay and saw the sunny side of it (another of my positive personality traits, according to Mum). ‘Great!’ I said, using my best acting skills. ‘We can all live together.’


‘Oh, aren’t you a sweetie,’ Mum said. ‘I thought you’d hate it if we were there too.’


That will teach me to wear my feelings on my face!


Before I had to deny it, she went on. It turned out she meant that she and Dad would be near me in Europe, not London, and not the whole time, just for a few weeks, and not until later in the year. They’d got word that the cable channel had given the green light to a new series of MerryMakers. Basically it would be Mum wisecracking her way around Europe, cooking national dishes, but on the ground rather than in a studio. She was really excited about it, and started listing off all the places they’d be going: Spain, France, Italy . . . ‘We’ll only ever be a few hours from you, darling, and if you’re not working yourself, you can fly in to us for your cameos as well. Isn’t it perfect!’


I was only half-listening by that stage, to tell you the truth. I’d already taken out my iPhone and started googling info on the current season of West End musicals and any calls for auditions. Also, of COURSE I’d be working by then and I’d hardly give up a season on the West End to play a cameo on Mum’s series, even though it was very nice of her to offer, of course.


‘You’ll give me the money I need to set myself up, won’t you?’ I suddenly asked. It came out a bit bluntly, I know, but the fact was that even though I still lived at home and got paid to do Mum’s show (pretty well too!!!), I didn’t have any savings, and one thing I had heard many times from my singing and dance teachers was that London is very expensive.


‘Of course, darling,’ Dad said. ‘We will be your devils.’


It took a while to work out he meant my angels, as in my theatrical sponsors. Dad’s English is very good (apart from his problem with the letter ‘r’ which he says as ‘v’ sometimes, but that’s a kind of speech impediment thing, not because of him being German and I think it’s cute anyway) but it does let him down sometimes. So we had a great chat for the rest of the drive home about all the ways he and Mum could support me. It’s SO exciting!! I’m going to leave as soon as I can, I’ve decided. No point hanging around wasting time in Australia when the real theatre world awaits in London.


So, what a great day! In a few weeks’ time (maybe more, maybe less, it will depend on flight availability, Dad says – he’s going to take care of all of that for me too, thank you, Dad!!!!!!!), look out West End. Here comes Jessica Baum!


Love till next time!!


Jess xxxxoooo






CHAPTER FOUR


It was after lunch by the time I came down for breakfast. Outside, London was bathed in soft February mist. Inside, the house was quiet and calm. Perhaps it was the mess acting as a kind of insulation. I checked in all the downstairs rooms. Empty. I stood on the first landing again and listened. No sound from any of the other bedrooms. Everyone must have gone to their lectures or tutoring jobs. I had the house to myself. I was glad of it – for now, at least.


I’d had one of the longest, deepest sleeps I could remember having. Perhaps that’s all I should have been doing over the past twenty months to stop the night horrors. Kept myself permanently jet-lagged.


After our conversation the previous day, after I said I’d think about his job offer, Lucas showed me to the bedroom on the second floor that he knew was my favourite. It was luck that it happened to be empty. If my contract in Australia had ended a week earlier or a week later, I might have had to book into a local hotel or sleep on a mattress on the attic floor.


‘Are you hungry, Ella? I’m sure there’s probably something in one of the cupboards.’


I smiled. Lucas never had a clue whether there was food in the house or not. On the positive side, he did always have plenty of good-quality stationery. ‘I’m fine, Lucas, thanks. And you don’t need to look after me. I’m sure you’ve got work to do.’


There was just a brief hesitation. ‘Actually, I am in the middle of an important paper.’


Again, I felt the relief of being in his company. All the space I needed, no pressure to talk. ‘I can look after myself, I promise.’


‘Make yourself at home. There are spare keys on the hall table. And there’s no rush about the job. Take your time thinking it over. The room is yours for as long as you want it, whether you take up my offer or not.’ He stood there for a moment. ‘You’ve got your laptop with you?’


I nodded.


‘There’s wi-fi throughout the house. High-speed. Free, too.’


I smiled. ‘Thanks, Lucas.’


‘Welcome back, Ella,’ he said, then quietly left the room.


I showered, changed and went outside. I walked all the way down Lucas’s street, across Bayswater Road and into Hyde Park. I needed to stretch my limbs, breathe fresh air and try to let it sink in that I was now in London, that I wasn’t in Margaret River or Australia any more.


The last time I had taken this path had been with Aidan. We’d come here for a final walk before we left for Australia. We’d talked about all we had to look forward to, his new job, our wedding in a few months’ time, a new city to get to know. How we’d be going from winter to summer. We’d felt so lucky, so —


Don’t.


Observe.


Distract.


I concentrated. I looked around me. I made a mental list of the most English things I could see. Squirrels. Chestnut trees. Black taxis and red double-decker buses visible through the railings. People in scarves, boots and hats, in February . . .


I kept walking, along the path towards Marble Arch. As I came out onto Oxford Street, the crowds grew around me: tourists, shoppers, officeworkers, women in full burqa, teenagers in miniskirts. I passed clothes shops, department stores, newspaper-sellers tidying piles of The Times, The Guardian and other papers, tourist shops selling Union Jack mugs and souvenirs of the royal wedding. I walked as far as Regent Street, up one side and down the other. Back at Marble Arch, I noticed the cinema. I went in and bought a ticket for the next film showing. I didn’t mind what it was. I was just happy to have something to distract my thoughts.


It was dark by the time I returned to Lucas’s house. I let myself in, hoping I wouldn’t meet any of the lodgers yet. I didn’t feel ready. The door to Lucas’s withdrawing room on the ground floor was shut, his signal that he was reading or marking papers. I quietly went up the stairs and got to my room without seeing anyone. I fell asleep easily, for once.


 


The kitchen was empty, the dirty dishes on the table proof that Lucas and the tutors had been and gone. I put on some coffee, then went upstairs to fetch my laptop. The door to the bedroom on the first landing was open. I didn’t look too closely. It had been Aidan’s room when we both lived here. If I thought of Aidan, I would think of Felix, and if I thought of Felix —


Back in the kitchen, I poured a coffee and set up my laptop. I was online in minutes. Lucas was right – there was excellent wi-fi in the house.


There were two emails from Charlie. One was his weekly report, It’s Been a Noisy Week in Boston in the subject line. As usual, I moved it without reading it into the folder marked Charlie. I opened the second one, subject You and flight, read it, then quickly typed a reply.


Dear Charleston. Since we were kids, we’d played around with each other’s names for fun. Over the years he’d called me everything from Ellaphant, Ellavator, Ellaquent . . . Thanks for your email. Yes, I’m here safe and sound with Lucas.


I did a quick calculation of the time difference. Too early in Boston for Charlie to be online. But he’d worry if that was all I said, I knew that.


He’s great, as ever. Very welcoming, as ever.


A new email came in as I decided what to write next. It was from my mother’s account. I clicked on it. It wasn’t from Mum herself. It was a general mailout from one of her production staff.


Missed out on MerryMakers this week?? Fear not! All the highlights are here, and remember, whatever you do and whenever you can – eat, drink and be merry!


I wondered whether I was the only daughter in the world who kept up with her mother’s whereabouts via group email. I moved that into my For later folder and went back to my email to Charlie.


Lucas has made me an interesting job offer. I’m thinking about it. I’ll keep you posted.


Lots of love for now,


E xxx


The Ella of old wouldn’t have signed off like that or written such a brief email. I’d have asked him about each of his four children in turn, asked about Lucy, wanted all the family stories and photographs. I’d have been planning a visit too. Before . . . before everything, I’d visited Boston as often as I could afford it. I loved seeing Charlie. I loved the chaos of his house and life. I loved seeing him so happy with Lucy. I loved seeing him with his children, the way they clambered all over him, how patient he was with them, the fun he brought into their lives, the love they had for him and he had for them —


Do something else.


Quickly.


I finished my coffee and ate a small bowl of cereal. I didn’t eat much these days. I’d lost my appetite that day and it had never really come back. I’d lost interest in everything except wishing and thinking and —


Keep busy.


I washed the dishes. There were a lot of them. The table was covered in newspapers and crumbs as well. Possibly that was one of Lucas’s criteria before inviting any of his tutors to come to live and work with him. I imagined the ad pinned up at the university: Must be clever, have a gift for teaching and love making a mess.


I cleaned out the fridge. I swept the kitchen floor. I moved into the hall and swept that too. Next was Lucas’s withdrawing room. It was hard to know where to start. I knew from experience not to touch any of the surfaces. Not that I could see any of the surfaces. They were all covered in books, papers, magazines . . . I cleaned out the fire and emptied the ashes into the almost-full bucket. As I stood and turned around, I saw it. I hadn’t noticed it the night before, too jet-lagged or sitting in the wrong seat. I dropped the bucket. Ashes went everywhere. I ignored them and walked towards the wall, holding my breath.


It was a photographic shrine to Felix.


Every photo I’d sent Lucas was here on the wall, framed. Me with Felix, minutes after he was born. Aidan with Felix. The three of us together. Felix in his babygro. Laughing Felix. Crying Felix. Sleeping Felix. Crawling Felix. Aidan and I laughing together at him, making him wave at the camera, wave to Great-Uncle Lucas in London. Everywhere I looked, there was my Felix’s face, that beautiful face staring out at me, his blue-green eyes, his big, beautiful smile – the most beautiful I’ve ever seen. I couldn’t bear to look, but I couldn’t look away. Felix in the bath. Felix on a swing. Felix with Mum, with Walter. With Jess. There was a framed trio of photos of Felix with Charlie, the two of them laughing in one shot, yawning in another and, finally, both sleeping. Felix had loved sleeping on Charlie’s belly. ‘It’s a hammock built for kids,’ Charlie had said, patting it proudly. There was photo after photo of Aidan and Felix together, all taken by me. Aidan and Felix nose to nose. Aidan and Felix gazing up at the camera, the likeness astonishing, the same-shaped face, steady gaze, same-coloured eyes. Felix on Aidan’s shoulders. Felix reading Great Expectations, Aidan’s hands clearly in shot, holding the book in place. Felix in a green jumpsuit on Aidan’s lap, in honour of St Patrick’s Day. Felix and Aidan both wearing Santa hats, for Felix’s first Christmas.


The punch came then. The hurt. Felix’s first Christmas. Felix’s only Christmas.


Stop.


Quick.


Keep busy.


I swept up the spilt ash, with my back turned to the photos, wishing I hadn’t seen them, wishing they weren’t there.


Think of something else.


Charlie. Think of Charlie. Get out of this room and think about Charlie instead. I made it up the stairs, breathing deeply, thankful I had the house to myself.


Think of Charlie, not Felix.


Breathe.


Breathe.


I sat on my bed and I breathed, and I clenched my fists and breathed some more, forcing my thoughts in another direction. Towards Charlie.


Quickly.


Charlie was my safe haven. In the early months, when there seemed only to be sounds of terror in my mind, sounds of anguish – or even worse, silence, bleakness, like a whiteout in my mind – thinking of Charlie would give me some respite, even just for a moment.


Quickly.


Fill your head with Charlie, I told myself. Go back to when you met him. Think of him. Not Felix. Not Felix, or Aidan. Or Jess. Only Charlie. Go back to the start. Right back.


Quickly.






CHAPTER FIVE


I think if I’d been told before we met that Charlie, my about-to-be stepbrother, would become my best friend, I wouldn’t have believed it. My mother had kept the details of her new boyfriend’s son sketchy.


‘He’s a year or two older than you, and he’s very bright, I believe. Walter is very proud of him.’


They didn’t introduce us to each other until they were sure it was serious between them. Mum told me later that was best practice in terms of blended-family harmony. Walter was textbook like that. The German in him, Mum told me with a laugh. All she seemed to have done since she’d met Walter was laugh.
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