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STARGAZING


Kate Glanville


Secrets can drag anyone back to earth…


Three women, connected by one man: Daniel is father to Seren, husband to Nesta and lover to Frankie. When he leaves Nesta and their beautiful home in the middle of the party to celebrate their fortieth wedding anniversary Seren’s world begins to crumble. Only the continuation of the family ideal can make things right. But Nesta isn’t so sure. And for Frankie, Daniel offers hope of a safe and secure future. But all three women are carrying secrets that they’ve kept hidden even from those closest to them. Secrets that might even threaten a life…
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The black BMW moved slowly up the high street in the early-morning traffic. The driver had wound down the tinted windows so that it was easy to see that his sunglasses were expensive and his linen jacket well cut.


Seren didn’t know why she turned to look at the car, or why she noticed the driver, but as she did so the little pot of lavender slipped from her hands and smashed onto the pavement. The car disappeared into the distance while Seren looked down at the earth and shards and broken flowers, and all the memories came flooding back.




Seren


Seren tried to concentrate on the day she’d been planning for months. She tried not to think about the car she’d seen the day before or its driver, and she tried especially hard not to wonder why he had come back after so many years.


She placed the last star on top of the cake – it had taken her a long time to cut them out of fondant with a tiny star-shaped cutter. Each one was brushed with edible gold so that they shimmered and glittered on top of the dark chocolate icing.


She turned the glass stand to check that the ganache was evenly spread and licked a smudge of chocolate from her finger. Finally she placed a single red rose beside the cake and stood back to admire her work.


Seren smiled. The boys at Tremond’s Patisserie had offered to make the cake but she’d wanted to do it herself as an extra-special way of thanking her parents for everything they’d done. She took a picture with her phone and sent it to Trevor.


A text came back almost immediately:


Can see we have some serious competition – Edmond says, ‘All hail the new sugar-craft queen!!!’ xxx


Seren laughed and bent down to check the quiches in the oven. Her hair brushed against her face and she pushed back her wild red curls for the hundredth time that morning. She should have tied it back as she usually did, but at present her hair clip was a vital component in a tee-pee-style den that Griff and the cousins had built in the living room. If it kept them all quiet while she got ready for the party Seren didn’t mind getting hair in her eyes.


She turned down the heat on the oven and stood up. Now all she needed were Ben and Suki to arrive with the present and the champagne – then everything would be perfect. Even the sun had come out, chasing away the morning drizzle and giving them the first warm day of spring. She wished that Tom could have been there to enjoy it. He would have wanted to make the day special for her parents just as much as she did.


‘I miss you, Tom,’ Seren whispered. She thought about the driver of the car. ‘I miss you very much.’


Through the open window Seren could see the little group beside the cherry tree, pink blossom forming a ridiculously beautiful backdrop. Anni, baby balanced on one hip, was pouring generous amounts of Chardonnay into the red goblets that Seren had bought specially from the antiques shop on the high street. Anni laughed as Daniel protested at the quantity of wine in his glass, then turned and said something to Nesta; and Nesta laughed and leaned forward to pat Daniel’s knee. In the kitchen, Seren smiled.


It was rare to see her mother sitting down. Even though Nesta was leaning back in the canvas chair with a serene expression on her face, Seren knew that she was itching to get up and organise the party herself.


To appearances at least, Daniel looked a little less comfortable in the role of guest of honour. Seren noticed how her father ran his fingers around his shirt collar as though it were too tight, frequently crossing and uncrossing his legs.


Earlier that morning he’d appeared at The Wheat House kitchen door, his silver hair and short beard speckled with rain drops, a bowl of eggs in one hand, a fresh-baked loaf of Nesta’s bread in the other. For a while he had leant against the doorframe watching silently as Seren arranged peonies in a vase.


‘They look beautiful,’ he’d said after a few minutes.


Seren had smiled at him. ‘Wasn’t it pink peonies that Mum had in her bouquet?’


Daniel didn’t answer. Instead he stepped into the room and said, ‘I wish you weren’t all making such a fuss.’


Taking the bread and eggs from his hands she’d reached up and kissed his cheek. ‘Indulge us, Dad. It’s not every day our parents get to celebrate their ruby wedding anniversary.’


Seren looked at the clock; Ben was late as usual. She arranged slices of her mother’s bread in a basket and remembered that her father had started to say something else that morning, something he’d said was important. She’d interrupted him, shooing him back to The Windmill, teasing him that he’d better not be wearing his old denim shirt to the party. Now she wondered what it was he’d wanted to say.


‘You’re so dead, squirt!’


‘Not if I kill you first.’


‘I’ll get you, dill brain.’


The shrill voices shattered the silence of the kitchen and suddenly it seemed as though dozens of children were marauding through the room with an armoury of assorted weapons. The den had obviously lost its appeal. Seren flattened herself against the cupboards to avoid being bulldozed by her three nephews and breathed a sigh of relief as they tumbled through the doorway into the garden and headed for The Windmill on the other side of the lawn.


‘Mind Granny’s flower beds,’ she shouted after them. Too late. The pack leader had taken a short cut straight through an island of burgeoning foliage, flattening a path that the other two followed. Seren looked across at the group beside the cherry tree; Anni was stoically ignoring her boys, topping up the glasses, trying to distract Nesta by handing her the baby.


‘Which way did they go, Mum?’ the voice had a familiar wheeze.


‘Hello gorgeous,’ Seren ruffled her son’s auburn curls with one hand, the other was already pulling open the dresser drawer and handing him the inhaler.


He took it gratefully and put it to his mouth. Seren looked away, something about the quiet puff of air always pulled at her heart.


‘Which way did they go?’ he asked again, handing back the plastic pump, gazing up at her with eyes made bigger by thick glasses.


Seren pointed through the open door. ‘I think they’ve gone to Granny and Grandad’s house.’ Griff immediately took off, through the door and across the grass, swerving to avoid the flowerbed.


‘Don’t run,’ Seren called out after him. ‘You’ll bring on another attack.’


He slowed down to a swift stride: his thin legs like matchsticks beneath the baggy shorts he liked to wear all year round, his arms swinging, soldier-style, bright white against the lawn. He turned around and grinned at Seren, she gave a thumbs-up sign and pointed to where she could see his cousins disappearing through the front door of The Windmill. Anni’s children seemed like another species compared to Griff; they looked so tall and strong, golden from the Australian sun.


Seren surveyed Nesta’s lovely garden with its long herbaceous borders and neatly cut lawn. Beyond the mossy wall she could see the chickens pecking in the orchard and a row of white sheets flapping on the washing line between the trees.


In front of her The Windmill rose up like a giant red-brick pepperpot against the sky. Stone steps wound up the outside, ending at a wooden balcony that would once have provided access to the sails. For many years Daniel had debated whether to reinstate the great white sails but had finally decided they would interrupt the light flooding through the balcony doors that led to his and Nesta’s bedroom. Instead he had installed a large brass telescope that perched like an elongated eagle on the balcony rail. He had bought it as a fortieth birthday present for Nesta, ‘to indulge your bizarre obsession with looking at the stars’, he had said as she unwrapped the enormous box.


Seren had taken her first breath in that circular bedroom at the top. She’d spent her childhood running up and down the spiral staircase inside, gazing out from the windows, running her little fingers around and around the curving walls, feeling safe and happy within them. Seren smiled. Despite all the teasing she’d had from Anni and Ben for never leaving home, this was the only place she’d ever really wanted to be. That was why Daniel and Nesta’s wedding present to Seren and Tom had been so wonderful; the old barn at the end of their garden had been perfect for converting into a house and Tom had set about the design and building project with great enthusiasm. It was the first project he’d taken on single-handedly after joining Daniel’s architectural practice. He had loved the challenge and Seren had loved being able to live so close to the house that Daniel had made from the dilapidated tower and the beautiful garden that Nesta had created around it.


In the afternoon sunlight the glass walls of Daniel’s magnificent extension on the side of The Windmill reflected The Wheat House back at Seren. She could see the first wisteria flowers coming out around her door just like the ones that were already blooming on the south door of The Windmill. It was all she’d wanted, to have what they had – a beautiful home, a happy marriage, wisteria flowers around the door. A big tumbling family.


Seren glanced across to the cherry tree again and for a few seconds let herself imagine that Anni’s chubby baby girl was hers. She closed her eyes at the memory of a tiny bundle in her arms, a soft pink cheek, delicate eyelashes, the faintest suggestion of red hair. Then she was thinking of another baby: the skin a soft olive, a smudge of black hair. With a start she opened her eyes, not wanting to remember. She thought about the car she’d seen the day before and hoped she’d been mistaken.


Anni had disappeared from the scene beside the cherry tree and Nesta and Daniel were alone now, sitting side by side; Nesta had the baby on her knee, gently jigging her up and down on her lap, letting her play with the long beads around her neck. Daniel’s face was turned to the sun, his fingers tapping on the arm of his chair in time to the jazz compilation that Seren had put on especially for him.


A light gust of breeze blew the tree so that blossom swirled around Daniel and Nesta like confetti.


‘Hey, where’s my little sister?’ a clinking of bottles heralded the arrival of Ben. ‘I’d give you a big squeeze but I’m laden with champagne.’


‘You’re late,’ Seren tried to sound stern but as usual ended up grinning at her brother’s handsome face. She ran a finger down his cheek. ‘And you haven’t even shaved!’


‘Can’t have Dad thinking I’ve got my act together just yet. He’ll be wanting me to get a proper job and everything.’


‘You have a proper job.’


‘According to Dad, game design isn’t a serious profession.’ He furrowed his brow and put on a solemn voice. ‘Not like architecture.’ He winked at Seren who’d started to relieve him of his bottles; she tried not to laugh.


Once Ben had his arms free he wrapped them around Seren and hugged her. ‘How are you doing?’


‘I’m fine.’ Seren’s voice was muffled by his tight embrace.


He stopped hugging her, stepped back and looked intently at her face.


‘Honestly?’


Seren shrugged. ‘Oh you know – good days bad days. Today’s a good day because I’m busy.’


‘And Griff?’


‘He doesn’t say that much but I know he misses Tom. Dad’s very good – he plays endless games of chess with him, listens to his trumpet practice. I don’t know what either of us would do without Mum and Dad.’


There was a thudding noise and Seren turned to see a gigantic red box trying to get through the kitchen door. The box began to move forward and then became wedged in the door frame.


‘Help,’ it said, and Ben stepped forward giving it a hefty tug. As though Ben had performed a magician’s trick, the pretty face of Suki was revealed. Seren looked at Suki’s short silk tunic and staggeringly high heels and felt immediately dowdy in her linen dress and ballet pumps. She knew she’d lost a lot of weight over the last year and Suki’s petite curves made her aware how scrawny she must look.


‘Thanks a bunch for waiting for me, Ben! I couldn’t see a thing. I’ve been blindly walking into the brick wall feeling for the door like some kind of demented bee buzzing at a window. I felt like a right eejit.’ Suki’s Irish accent still took Seren by surprise. With her delicate features and glossy black hair, Suki looked as if she should have been brought up in some Imperial Ming palace rather than the back of a Chinese takeaway in Cork.


Suki directed a scowl at Ben and then grinned at Seren. ‘I’m so sorry we’re late, your brother is a great one for ignoring the concept of time, especially the concept of the time it takes to get out of London.’ She cast another scowl in Ben’s direction and looked Seren up and down. ‘You look gorgeous. Love the dress, very Grace Kelly.’ Seren felt better.


Ben put the box on the table. ‘I don’t know why you’re blaming me for making us late, Suki. You were the one who missed the diversion sign by Putney Bridge so that I nearly drove into that trench for the water pipes.’


‘I couldn’t see any signs; in fact I couldn’t see anything. I had an enormous box on my knee for two and a half hours; all I could see was that shiny wrapping paper, like some vision from hell. I am so not into red any more!’ Suki made a face at the box and then turned to embrace Seren. ‘How are you doing?’


Seren breathed in Suki’s delicious perfume. ‘I’m OK…’


Suki held her at arm’s length. ‘You know if you ever need to talk I’m a great listener. It would make a change from listening to your brother going on forever about the challenge of getting through the eighth ring of Owldoor and how many high elves make up a skillet.’


‘Hey!’ Ben sounded indignant. ‘I thought you were interested in my work and it’s scrivet not skillet. Anyway I have to listen to you going on about lycra and high-cut legs.’


Suki laughed. ‘You know you love it really, all those scantily clad women.’ She turned back to Seren her face serious again. ‘I’m just saying I’m there if you need me.’


‘Thanks.’ Seren started to whisk salad dressing in a little jug, her hair falling over her face. She didn’t push it away this time, using it to shield her eyes so that Suki couldn’t see her tears. She changed the subject, battling to make her voice sound normal. ‘How is the world of swimwear?’


‘Soggy! Or should I say water-logged! Our biggest client has just gone bust after I spent three months working on next year’s Spring/Summer for them. I’m so pissed off, I’m thinking of going home to take over the business from Mum and Dad. They keep telling me they want to retire.’


‘Oh no, you mustn’t do that,’ Seren looked anxiously at Ben, waiting for his protest but he was busy trying to find spaces for champagne amongst the bowls of salad and strawberries in the fridge. Of all the numerous girlfriends her brother had had Suki was Seren’s favourite. So far they’d been together for three years and that was a record for Ben.


Ben’s head emerged from the fridge. ‘Are you not going to ask what’s in the box?’ he grinned.


‘I thought we’d agreed we were only giving them the tickets,’ said Seren.


Ben’s grin broadened. Seren picked up the box with both hands – something inside the box thudded into the side. ‘It doesn’t feel like tickets. It’s heavy.’


‘Hey, careful! I forgot to get bubblewrap so go easy on the shaking.’


‘What’s in there?’


Ben tapped the side of his nose. ‘Ah ha! Later, little sister. It’s a surprise.’


Seren rolled her eyes and laughed. ‘I’ve had your surprises before. The last one was a goldfish for Griff that was dead by bedtime.’


‘The man in the shop swore it would live for years.’


‘And the surprise before that was the box of dodgy fireworks that spontaneously combusted while we were having pumpkin soup in Mum and Dad’s kitchen. We could have all been killed!’


Ben rearranged the red satin bow on the top of the parcel and smiled. ‘Trust me, Seren, this is guaranteed to impress. Daniel and Nesta will just love it. Where’s Anwen anyway?’


‘Rounding up the boys, I think.’


‘And hopefully tying them up for the duration of the party. I swear they get more feral every time she brings them over.’


‘I heard that, Ben.’


Anni stood in the kitchen doorway, her arms folded across her chest.


‘Sorry Anwen, I just…’


‘Anni,’ she crossed over to the table and pushed the box with one finger. ‘Don’t call me Anwen. What the hell is this? We said just the tickets to Rome. We agreed.’


Ben shrugged.


‘You always have to do your own thing,’ Anni leant down and pressed her ear to the box. ‘My God, it’s ticking.’ She picked it up and gave it a shake. ‘Is it a bomb?’


‘Anwen, don’t!’


‘Call me Anni!’ Anni tipped the box back and forth once more.


‘OK Anni, just don’t shake the box. It’s very delicate,’ Ben took the box from his older sister’s hands and placed it gently down on the table. Seren touched Ben’s arm.


‘Would you move the chairs onto the terrace please? It’s the last thing that needs to be done before lunch.’


‘Happy to help Star Girl. But first I must go and congratulate the happy couple – forty years together, I can’t imagine what that must be like.’


As Ben disappeared into the garden, Anni let out a growl through gritted teeth and Suki laughed.


‘Family dynamics – always a great spectator sport.’


‘Sorry Suki,’ Anni gave her a kiss. ‘Maybe he does something for you but all I can say is thank God I live on the other side of the world.’


Lunch passed in a chaotic blur as serving bowls were passed back and forth, Anni’s boys were prevented from throwing food at each other and the baby was passed along the table to stop her from howling. Daniel and Nesta sat side by side. Nesta smiled and chatted with her assembled family while Daniel, unusually silent, sat back in his seat. Seren noticed that he had hardly touched his food and wondered if the noisy presence of so many grandchildren had exhausted him; his face looked strained, the lines across his forehead deeper. She saw Nesta touch his arm and lip-read the words ‘are you alright?’ He nodded and, as Nesta turned away, Daniel reached into his jacket pocket and looked at something on his mobile phone.


After the main meal had been cleared away, Seren brought out a heart-shaped pavlova, studded with strawberries and white chocolate curls. Ben proposed a toast to Daniel and Nesta and they all raised their glasses and cheered. Anni’s boys got carried away and whooped for far too long. Trying to copy them, Griff started to wheeze. Seren pushed back her chair to fetch his inhaler but stopped. Give him a minute, let him recover by himself, in her head she could hear Tom’s calm voice. Seren counted thirty seconds. Griff’s wheezing stopped and, within a few more seconds, he was laughing with his cousins again.


As the last mouthful of meringue disappeared the boys were released from the table like hounds being let out of a cage.


‘Don’t go near the pond,’ Anni called after them half-heartedly; she was pinioned to the chair by a suckling baby, one hand cradling her child the other checking her phone. ‘Or the staircase up to the balcony.’


‘Come on,’ Suki pulled Ben to his feet. ‘Let’s see if we can engage them in some activity that won’t involve the air ambulance being summoned.’


‘Why are you are always so good?’ Ben sighed, reluctantly following Suki across the grass.


‘There’s a message here from Mike,’ said Anni peering at her screen with difficulty in the bright afternoon sun. ‘He sends his congratulations and wishes he could be with us today instead of getting ready for his conference in Perth.’


‘Poor Mike,’ Nesta smiled benignly. ‘It’s a shame he couldn’t have come over.’ Seren looked at her mother and tried to work out if Nesta really meant that. Anni’s husband had never really fitted in; big and outspoken he had seemed to take up too much space in The Windmill and his opinions had always been at odds with those Daniel expressed.


Daniel suddenly stood up and began to gather up the empty plates and dishes.


‘Leave that to me, Dad,’ protested Seren. She leant across her father to pick up an empty bowl. Jazz music sounded from her father’s pocket and with a sigh he fished out his phone.


‘Work, I’m afraid,’ he said, looking at the screen. He moved away from the table to stand beneath the cherry tree, his back turned away from his wife and daughters.


‘Here, let me take those.’ Nesta took the pile of bowls from Seren’s hands. ‘I can’t sit here twiddling my thumbs. I’ll go mad by tea-time if you don’t let me do something to help.’


In the kitchen Seren and Nesta put tin-foil over leftovers, loaded the dishwasher and washed the larger serving bowls in the sink.


‘Lovely peonies,’ Nesta lightly touched the pale pink flowers in the jug. ‘Are they from the shop?’


Seren nodded, ‘I wanted to use the flowers you had in your wedding bouquet.’


Nesta laughed, ‘Oh Seren, you are so sweet. Only you would remember that.’


Nesta picked up a cloth from the sink and began wiping the table.


‘It must be coming up to wedding season now at work. Will you be needing my help as usual?’


‘Yes please,’ Seren said. It’s gone mad since Ben set up the website for Stems. Six orders this week and loads of enquiries.’


Nesta smiled, ‘That’ll keep your mind off things.’ Seren bit her lip and Nesta squeezed her shoulder. ‘You’re doing really well.’


‘Don’t start me off, Mum.’ Seren warned. ‘Let’s not talk about Tom today.’


‘OK darling,’ Nesta said. She leant against the doorway and nodded towards Daniel. He was still standing under the tree, engaged in what looked like an intense discussion on his phone.


‘How is your father ever going to be able to retire? He’ll hate not working.’


Seren hung a damp tea towel over the Rayburn and went to stand beside her mother. ‘You and Dad will have a lovely time together, gallivanting around the country, days out, trips to London: galleries, the theatre. You could go to Australia and visit Anni and the children.’


Nesta arched one eyebrow and Seren laughed. ‘Well, maybe give that trip a miss until the boys are slightly less crazy.’


‘You think that’s going to happen any time soon? My mother would have called them bechgyn gwyllt, wild boys; she would probably have taken her willow whip to them given half a chance.’


Seren remembered her solid, sharp-tongued grandmother, holding court in the kitchen of her Welsh farmhouse; dark eyes flashing, scolding her grandchildren in a language that Seren couldn’t understand, berating her son-in-law for taking Nesta away to live in England. Daniel used to say that at least he had saved Nesta from the rain and his mother-in-law would swipe him with her chequered tea towel and then he would laugh and pretend to let her chase him around the big oak table in the middle of the room.


As a child Seren never tired of the story of how Nesta and Daniel had met. She would get her parents to tell it to her separately so that she could hear both sides. On her ninth birthday Daniel and Nesta took her on a trip to London and, rather than visiting Hamleys or Madame Tussauds, Seren had asked to be taken to the place where her parents had first laid eyes on each other. They stood on the steps of the V&A while Nesta explained that she had been going up the steps, ‘Three days out of Wales, eager to experience all that London had to offer,’and Daniel had demonstrated how he had been walking out of the revolving doors, his head full of the William Morris furniture he was studying for his thesis.


‘And suddenly, there she was – a vision in purple.’


‘I thought he looked like Robert Redford and Paul Newman all rolled into one,’ said Nesta climbing up a step towards him.


‘She had long golden hair, like a shimmering field of wheat.’


‘He wore a pink paisley shirt, velvet trousers and hair that my mother would have called disgraceful.’


‘She had a tiny suede skirt that showed off her wonderful legs.’


‘We certainly didn’t have men like him in Llangadog.’


‘She had the most beautiful face I’d ever seen, eyes like sapphires, skin like cream.’


‘He looked at me and that was it.’


And standing on the steps their youngest daughter had beamed up at them with joy.


Now, Seren studied her mother in the doorway, still beautiful, still sapphire-eyed with skin like cream though her hair was grey and cut into a neat bob. Despite three children she had retained her girlish figure; straight backed and elegant in a long silk tunic and wide linen trousers.


Daniel appeared beside her. Petals from the cherry blossom scattered over his head.


‘Very pretty,’ Nesta said. He looked confused. ‘Your hair.’ She picked off a petal and showed it to him. ‘The pink goes so beautifully with the grey.’


Daniel brushed his hair ineffectually.


‘Let me,’ said Nesta. He bowed his head and she carefully removed the flowers. When she’d finished she kissed his cheek. Seren smiled at them. They were still such a handsome couple.


A burst of Thelonious Monk suddenly filled the room.


‘Your phone again, Daniel!’ Nesta exclaimed. Daniel slipped his hand into the pocket of his jacket and the music stopped.


After a moment’s pause, he sighed. ‘It’s Odette. She can’t find the plans for the new tourist information building and the meeting with the town council is tomorrow.’


‘She must know we’re in the middle of a family party?’ Nesta still had the petals held delicately in her cupped hand. ‘What’s she doing in the office on a Sunday anyway? She’s as obsessed with work as you are.’


‘Are we having that cake or not?’ Anni’s face appeared at the open window, the baby fast asleep against her shoulder.


Jazz erupted from Daniel’s pocket again.


‘Tell Odette to wait until the morning.’ Nesta was smiling but her voice had a tightness that Seren recognised as irritation. She scrunched up the petals and threw them into the bowl of compost scraps. ‘Or are you as frightened of your PA as everyone else is?’


The ring tone stopped.


‘I’m not frightened of Odette, she’s just a bit…’ Daniel started to protest but stopped mid-sentence as the phone started up again.


Seren watched her mother’s face flush pink. ‘For God’s sake, Daniel, turn it off.’


Daniel took the phone out of his pocket but instead of turning it off he stared at it as though mesmerised by the screen. It stopped and the only sound came from a fly buzzing over the bowl of scraps until it found a strawberry to settle on.


‘OK. Let’s have cake!’ Seren tried her best to sound cheerful.


Nesta started fetching crockery from the cupboard. She didn’t look at Daniel as she stepped out into the garden with a pile of plates.


‘I’ll call the children,’ Anni said and she and the baby disappeared in the direction of The Windmill.


After a brief hesitation Daniel started for the door but stopped at the threshold. He paused and turned around. ‘Seren?’


‘Yes?’


‘There’s something I think you ought to know.’


‘Yes?’


‘I…’ he began, but his voice was cut off by a cacophony of shrieks erupting from the other side of the garden. A hoard of figures, including Ben and Suki (high heels discarded), charged over the lawn towards them.


‘Sorry Dad?’ shouted Seren above the noise. ‘I can’t hear you.’


Daniel shook his head, ‘It doesn’t matter. Here, let me give you a hand with the drinks.’


Seren put two bottles of champagne on the work surface and Daniel started to ease the cork from the top of one of them.


‘Are you OK, Dad?’ Seren said, as she arranged the champagne flutes on a tray. ‘You seem a bit distracted.’


Daniel smiled. ‘I’m fine, darling.’ The cork came out of the bottle with a dull pop. ‘A bit busy trying to tie up all the loose ends at work before I finish.’ As the champagne mist cleared he started to fill the glasses. Seren noticed that his hands were shaking.


‘Don’t wear yourself out. Mum and I have just been talking about all the fun you’ll have together when you retire.’ The champagne frothed in a glass and began to overflow.


‘Damn!’ Daniel turned his back to fetch a cloth.


‘Aren’t you going to give a speech, Dad?’ asked Ben as Seren lifted the knife, poised to cut the cake.


‘I’m a nursing mother, you know,’ Anni stared pointedly at the cake. ‘Low blood sugar is always a risk.’


‘Grandad always gives a speech at parties,’ said Griff. It was true that an occasion never went by without one of Daniel’s witty speeches; they were often the highlight of the whole event.


Everyone looked at Daniel. He shook his head, unsmiling, and Seren noticed his face looked very pale. She wondered if he was ill.


She quickly lifted up her glass. ‘Congratulations to Mum and Dad. May you have many more happy years together.’


‘Hear, hear,’ said Ben.


The adults took a sip of champagne and the children drank their elderflower pressé and jostled for spaces as near to the cake as possible. Daniel downed his drink in one.


‘And now it’s time to give you this.’ Ben bent down, produced the huge gift-wrapped box from under the table and placed it in front of Daniel and Nesta. All the children shunted up the table towards the present.


‘For God’s sake, Ben, can’t we have a bit of cake first?’ protested Anni but Nesta was already on her feet and starting to untie the red ribbon, exclaiming over the size of the box, trying to bat the boys’ small hands away.


‘Come on, darling,’ she smiled down at Daniel. ‘You open the end nearest to you. Whoever wrapped this certainly did a thorough job.’


‘That was me,’ Ben sounded very pleased with himself. ‘Here, Anwen, pass them that cake knife to cut through the sellotape.’


Anni scowled at her brother.


Nesta slit through the wrapping to reveal an envelope on top of a brown cardboard box.


‘I’d just like to say,’ said Anni. ‘The contents of the envelope is your main gift. Seren and I have no idea what’s in that box. Whatever it is it’s totally from Ben.’


‘I’m sure it will be lovely,’ said Nesta smiling at her son. ‘You always find the most interesting presents.’


Anni rolled her eyes.


Nesta picked up the envelope and offered it to Daniel. ‘Do you want to open this, dear?’ Daniel seemed to recoil as he shook his head. Nesta’s mouth tightened briefly before she smiled again, opening the envelope, looking at them all with an exaggerated look of expectation. She slid out the printed sheet inside and let out a delighted cry. ‘Rome! Oh, how wonderful. Look Daniel, a week’s holiday in Rome, flying first class and staying at the Plaza del Majestic where we had our honeymoon. We always said we’d go back one day.’ She looked around the table at her assembled family. ‘You are all very naughty. This must have cost a fortune.’


‘It’s not till July,’ Seren said. ‘So it’s a retirement present for Dad as well.’ She waited for her father to say something but he was still sitting back in his chair, his expression unreadable. A light breeze blew more blossom from the tree and Seren shivered.


‘Come on, look in the box.’ Ben was jumping up and down on his seat like a child.


‘Give your mother a chance,’ Suki said, putting her hand on his arm.


Nesta peered into the box and lifted out the mystery object.


‘Oh my God!’ Anni’s mouth dropped open.


‘Wow, mega cool,’ Anni’s boys were crowding round.


‘Well, well,’ Nesta’s Welsh accent seemed more pronounced as she held the astonishing object in front of her. ‘I don’t know what to say.’


‘I do,’ began Anni. ‘It’s…’


‘I found it on a stall at the Portobello market,’ Ben interrupted his sister. ‘I thought it would be perfect for your anniversary present.’


Suki raised one plucked eyebrow. ‘I was slightly worried that it might not quite fit in with the decor in The Windmill.’


‘I’m sure we’ll find somewhere for it,’ Nesta looked dubious as she stared at the large model of the Colosseum in her hands. The walls were modelled crudely in plaster; at its base sat a little scooter with a couple riding on it; and a bright red enamel clock face was embedded in the walls.


‘It’s Gregory Peck and Audrey Hepburn,’ explained Ben, reaching over to point at the scooter. ‘You know, from the film Roman Holiday. Wait and see what happens every hour. You’ll love it.’


Seren exchanged a glance with Nesta and tried not to laugh.


‘I thought it might look good on Granny’s old dresser,’ Ben’s enthusiasm wasn’t dampened by his mother’s expression.


‘Maybe,’ Nesta nodded slowly. She turned to her husband. ‘What do you think Daniel?’ Daniel didn’t look at Nesta or the clock. He was staring at the plate in front of him. ‘Daniel? Is there something wrong?’


He took the Colosseum clock from Nesta’s hands and appeared to study it for a few moments before gently putting it down in front of him and staring at his wife. ‘I can’t do this anymore,’ his voice sounded as though his throat were being constrained somehow. He stood up.


‘Can’t do what?’ Nesta placed her hand on his arm, her eyes on his face, full of concern.


‘This, all of this,’ Daniel gestured around the table. ‘The cake. The champagne. The presents. The celebration. I can’t go on pretending any more.’


‘What do you mean?’ Nesta’s arm had dropped down to her side.


‘I mean,’ Daniel took a deep breath. ‘I mean that I have something difficult to tell you.’ He gestured around the silent table again. ‘In fact, I have something difficult to tell you all.’


Cancer, the word sprang into Seren’s mind like a knife cutting into flesh; it hurt. She should have known, she should have realised; the way he’d been acting, the way he’d been looking. In her mind she reached for Tom’s hand, wishing so hard that he was really there beside her.


‘Go and play, boys,’ Anni’s voice contained a tone of authority that it usually lacked with her children. ‘Have a race around the garden, check out the chickens, sniff some flowers. You too, Griff.’


Seren was relieved to see Griff follow his cousins across the lawn. She tried to imagine what it was going to be like to tell her son that his grandfather was seriously ill but she couldn’t imagine it and her whole body seemed to be filling with ice. She didn’t think she or Griff had the strength to face death again so soon. Suddenly she realised that Nesta was speaking, spitting out a sentence that didn’t seem suitable at all.


‘What’s her name?’ Nesta’s blue eyes bore into her husband’s face. Daniel turned away, addressing the garden rather than his wife.


‘This isn’t about someone else, Nesta. This is about me and what I need to do for myself.’


‘What’s her name?’ Nesta repeated. Seren saw that her mother was clutching the edge of the chair with one hand, her knuckles white.


‘Nesta, please, does it really matter?’


‘A name? Don’t I deserve that?’


Seren looked from one parent to the other, trying to make sense of what they were saying. She turned to Ben but he was staring intently at the table in front of him.


Daniel was still looking out across the lawn.


‘Why?’ Nesta’s voice wavered. Anni passed the baby to Suki and went to stand beside her mother. ‘Why?’ Nesta repeated. ‘Why are you doing this?’ Seren couldn’t take her eyes off her father.


‘I don’t want…’ Daniel began and then he paused. He turned to Nesta and looked intently at her face. ‘I think we need some time apart.’ Nesta stared back at him, he touched her cheek and didn’t take his hand away, Nesta kept on looking at him, her eyes locked onto his. They seemed to stand like that for ages. ‘You know I love you, don’t you?’ he said. ‘But I need to be true to myself.’ Time passed, maybe minutes, maybe seconds. The whole world seemed to hold its breath.


Nesta’s voice was quiet, just a whisper, but Seren heard it. ‘Bullshit.’ Nesta never swore or cursed. She pushed his hand away from her face. ‘You’re full of bullshit just like my mother always said you were.’


Seren glanced at Ben again; he had picked up the ribbon from his parcel and was winding it very slowly into a coil, concentrating very hard. Beside him Suki rhythmically rocked the baby, her eyes averted from the scene in front of her. The silence seemed as thick as fog. Seren wanted to speak, tried to speak. She longed to find the words to make everything all right again. She couldn’t.


A chime like gunshot rang out. Everyone looked towards its source; three more chimes emitted from the clock as the little scooter began to zoom faster and faster around the foot of the Colosseum as the theme music from Roman Holiday played a little too slowly and slightly out of tune.


‘Shit!’ Ben reached for the clock and desperately tried to make it stop.


‘Well done, Ben!’ Anni tried to snatch the clock from him but Ben stuffed it under the table where the sound was muffled but continued for at least another minute.


Daniel cleared his throat, seemingly oblivious to the tune, ‘I hope you’ll all begin to understand, it’s just that I no longer feel…’


‘Best go now,’ Nesta interrupted him. ‘No point hanging about. I expect she’ll be waiting for you, waiting to hear if you actually managed to do it.’


Daniel put his hand on Nesta’s arm. ‘I’ve been trying to talk to you for weeks but I didn’t know how to start and then I thought this might be the best time, with all the children here to look after you.’


‘I don’t want to be looked after.’ Nesta shrugged Daniel’s hand away from her arm. ‘A name, Daniel. That’s all I want.’


There was another long pause before Daniel spoke again. ‘Frankie.’ Nesta’s eyebrows shot up in surprise.


‘Francesca,’ Daniel hastily added. ‘Frankie is her nickname.’


Nesta gave a brief, tight smile.


‘How long?’


‘Pardon?’


‘How long have you and this Frankie been…’ her voice trailed off.


Daniel sighed. ‘Does it matter?’


‘Yes.’


‘I’ve known her for two years but…’


‘Thank you, Daniel.’ Nesta cleared her throat and turned to Seren. ‘Now. I think we’d better have some of your delicious-looking cake. It will melt if we leave it out here any longer.’


‘Nesta,’ Daniel’s voice wavered.


‘Just go.’ Nesta sat down and pulled the cake stand towards her. ‘What beautiful decorations, Seren. It must have taken you ages.’


‘Nesta,’ Daniel said again. ‘We’ll need to discuss things, the house, our finances.’ Nesta picked up the knife that lay beside her.


‘Who’s going to have a piece?’ She started slicing vigorously through ganache and sponge and golden stars and rose petals. Daniel picked up his jacket and walked towards The Windmill. Nesta shovelled slices onto the plates.


‘Aren’t you going to go after him, Mum?’


‘Sit down and eat your cake, Anwen.’


Anni didn’t sit down. ‘Go and tell him not to be so stupid.’


‘Sit down.’


‘If you’re not going to go after him I will.’ Anni set off across the lawn, her blonde ponytail swinging purposefully against her broad back. She stopped at the sound of a car engine starting up and the crunch of wheels on gravel. From that part of the garden none of them could see the drive, but they all knew it was Daniel’s Jaguar that was heading for the gate and turning onto the main road. Anni marched back to the table. ‘I don’t believe it! He’s gone!’


‘He probably had a bag packed, waiting to go as soon as he could,’ said Nesta.


‘You sound as if you might have been expecting this,’ Suki’s voice was gentle, her eyes soft with concern for Nesta.


Nesta picked up a fork and took a mouthful of cake directly from the cake stand in front of her, chewing slowly, staring blankly into the distance while the rest of the table watched, completely at a loss for what to say. Nesta swallowed finally and wiped the corners of her mouth with the heart-printed napkins that Seren had bought especially from the new gift shop on the high street. She turned to Suki.


‘No, I didn’t expect him to do this today, not on our wedding anniversary, not in front of all of you.’ She paused and looked into the distance again. ‘But if I’m being honest I’ve been expecting this for years.’ Then she stood up, pushed her chair away and started to walk towards The Windmill.


Nesta


Nesta headed for The Windmill. She felt sick. The chocolate cake had tasted horribly sweet in her mouth. She longed for a drink to wash it all away; as soon as she was in her kitchen she’d pour herself a long, cool glass of water – use one of the blue glasses engraved with little birds they’d bought on holiday in India. How long ago was that? Twelve years? Thirteen?


One foot in front of the other, over the grass, over the daisies. She noticed the moss and made a mental note to remember to ask Daniel to rake it over and then another mental note to remember that Daniel wouldn’t be around to ask.


Behind her she could hear Anni telling Seren to sit down. I’ll go, the last thing she needs is a crowd. Nesta’s heart ached for Seren, she wondered what must be going through her mind. Anni would soon be back with Mike on the other side of the world – running in circles after her wild boys and baby. And Ben would be back in London – building his computer fantasies, oblivious to real-life games and dramas. It was Seren who would be left at home, still so raw from Tom’s death, trying to make it all make sense.


Anwen was at her side. Nesta knew she was talking but she couldn’t decipher the words. She found herself distracted by the wide herbaceous borders on either side of her; everything was growing so fast, lush and green and full of life. Aquilegias swayed in the breeze and a patch of giant alliums seemed to hover in mid-air. The geraniums were almost out already and a dark red peony pushed through the thick foliage at the back. Nesta thought she might bring it forward for next year. Next year?


On and on, the drone of Anwen’s voice hurt her head. She wondered where the children were, and hoped they were leaving the chickens alone. She took a deep breath and the ground tipped up in front of her, the whole world suddenly lurching on its axis; the nausea increased, her head spun and her chest hurt. She needed water more than anything else. One foot in front of the other, she forced herself to keep going forward. It would be too easy to stop, to collapse and die in front of Daniel’s tower; that would make it much too simple.


Anwen’s words broke through, ‘He’ll be back by tomorrow, you’ll see, Mum. He doesn’t know what he’s doing. It’s probably a mid-life crisis. I thought that when he bought the car. And you know how men panic about retiring. He’s always been obsessed with work.’


Anwen, please. Nesta wasn’t sure if her words were audible. Please stop, I can’t listen to this…


‘It’ll be some silly infatuation. A woman he thinks will make him feel young again. He’ll soon realise how much he needs you. You’ve always been the only one for him.’


Not now…


‘Mike’s dad left his mum a few years ago, said he needed space to find himself. He was back by supper time – he couldn’t even find a shop selling a pizza, let alone himself.’


Anwen…


‘And my friend from baby club’s husband thought he’d fallen in love with some waitress in Sydney…’


Anwen, just shut up!


Frankie


It was the tenth cup of coffee she’d let go cold that day. Standing in the bay window, Frankie put down the cup and pressed her forehead against the glass. The first star had appeared in the darkening sky. Where was he? She’d heard nothing since the phone call she’d made hours ago. He’d told her they had just finished lunch and that he was definitely going to tell Nesta that afternoon. She’d panicked then and tried to phone him back to say, ‘Don’t do it, it would be too painful for them all.’ He hadn’t answered.


She counted to ten as slowly as she could and searched the street again. She checked her phone and held her arm up in the corner where the signal was stronger, just in case.


He sometimes came round after work. An hour when he’d tell Nesta that he was still at a site meeting. He’d arrive with pastries and cappuccinos and join her in her single bed until he had to tear himself away and go home.


The cat jumped up onto the table and pushed his oriental nose into the small of her back. Frankie picked him up and buried her face in his fur; he vibrated with pleasure.


‘Maybe it’s just going to be you and me forever, Dante.’ Putting him down, she stroked his back while her eyes scoured the street again. A car pulled away from in front of the house and left a perfect parking place for the Jaguar. ‘We were alright on our own before,’ she said to Dante. ‘I’m sure we’ll be alright on our own again.’ She wished she believed this. Once she had longed to be on her own, and never imagined sharing her life again. But ever since she’d found herself sitting beside Daniel Saunders on the 17:35 from St Pancras, she had found it very hard to be alone.




Seren


Seren sat on the edge of the bed undoing the buttons on her dress. Her fingers stopped half way down. ‘You knew, didn’t you?’ The words had been in her mind all evening. She twisted round to face imaginary Tom. He was reading a book, propped up by pillows, his T-shirt illuminated by the lamp, very white. ‘Two years, Dad said. I think you knew he was seeing someone behind Mum’s back and you didn’t tell me.’ Imaginary Tom remained immersed in his book. ‘My God, Tom – two years! How could he do that to Mum!’


Seren continued to undo the buttons and once more stopped. She remembered the coroner trying to explain the accident at the inquest, a momentary lapse of concentration. Seren had wondered and wondered what had been in Tom's mind that day. Had he been distracted by a bird? By a sudden noise? Now she wondered if he had been distracted by something else? A secret he had discovered, a promise he had made? Had he been feeling worried, guilty, anxious? Had he found himself unwittingly duplicitous in his father-in-law’s affair?


‘You were always so loyal to Dad,’ Seren glared at the bed. ‘But what about Nesta, you were so fond of her. What about me!’


In her head she could hear his level reply. It wasn’t any of my business.


Seren stood up, went to the window and pulled aside the curtains. She could see a light illuminating the top floor of The Windmill. Her mother must have woken up. She’d been asleep when Seren had peeped through her door half an hour before.


Seren wondered if she should go to her but thought better of it. Anni and her gang were sleeping on the floor below Nesta. If Seren walked in one of the children would be bound to wake up and all Hell would break lose.


‘Just leave her, let her be on her own tonight,’ said Tom.


‘Supposing she does something terrible.’


‘She’s Nesta! She’s far too pragmatic for that.’


Seren closed the curtains again and undid the rest of her buttons. The dress slipped down from her shoulders and she stepped out of it, wishing the events of the day could be shrugged off so easily.


She tugged her nightdress over her head. The cool cotton temporarily soothed her racing mind but soon her doubts and fears were back. Picking up her hairbrush she tried to brush away the day. But she pulled too hard so that the bristles tangled in her curls. The more she tried to release the brush the more it caught. Imaginary Tom got out of bed and watched her in the mirror for a few moments. Then he gently took the brush from her hands and carefully disentangled it strand by strand. When he had finished he put the brush down on the table, took Seren in his arms and held her tightly as she began to cry.


Nesta


The moon was big and white, slowly rising above the horizon. A milk moon, a hare moon; the full moon in May was a symbol of life and growth and optimism. Nesta swung the telescope away, she didn’t want to see its hopeful face beaming down at her with its promise of everything she didn’t have.


Nesta scanned the sky. Sometimes there were meteor showers in the spring. Last year there had been three nights in a row when Nesta had watched shooting stars crisscrossing the sky for hours. Daniel had grumbled that she was keeping him awake. For God’s sake, leave the heavens alone and get into bed. Nesta couldn’t stop watching, feeling a childish thrill every time one zoomed across the telescope lens. At first she’d wished on them but pretty soon she’d run right out of things she wanted. Life had been too good.


Now the sky was very still. She was weighed down with wishes but not even a plane or satellite moved through the constellations.


Nesta wondered where Daniel was. She doubted he was looking at the stars.


She tried to banish him from her thoughts, concentrating instead on the dark sky. She found Mercury, Jupiter and Capella, Procyon and Polaris and to her left the pale river of the Milky Way. Her eyes settled on the belt of Hercules, from there she tracked downwards to the constellation of Virgo and Libra and finally to Leo.


‘Leo,’ she said the word out loud. Leo had taught her everything she knew about the stars. She took her eye away from the telescope and leant against the balcony rail, looking down at the spot where his caravan had once stood and where she had made her pond. The moon and stars were reflected in it now, a mirror image of the sky. Nesta longed to dive in and let the inky, starry water wash away her misery.
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