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About the Book

When the eccentric genius Professor Miles Scott-Forbes suddenly dies, Lucinda, the daughter he ignored all his life, finds she must enter a bizarre treasure hunt before she can claim a penny of her inheritance.

At the centre of the mystery lie six pieces of jewellery, each one inextricably linked to a shocking family secret. Five pieces must be disposed of – the sixth Lucinda can keep for herself. Should it be the most valuable of the six, she stands to inherit a vast fortune, which will enable her to give up her stressful job and spend more time with her two children. But there’s a catch: Lucinda’s forbidden to have the jewellery valued. Furious to be the object of yet another of her father’s twisted games, she reluctantly follows the trail . . . only to realise that the true prize lies not in financial gain but in the discovery of the man behind her father’s cruel and capricious exterior.
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One

They always made love on Sunday mornings. Hurriedly, almost furtively, Lucinda arching her back, Julian’s breathing becoming laboured as they moved together, faster and faster . . .

‘That looks fun! Can I join in?’ piped a small voice from the doorway. Lucinda sneaked a peep over Julian’s shoulder and saw Daisy, who had just turned six, watching them with undisguised interest. Julian lay absolutely still on top of her until his diminishing manhood allowed him to extricate himself and slide onto his side of the bed, where he lay, eyes tightly shut.

‘You’re up very early, darling,’ Lucinda remarked weakly, pushing the pillow under her head.

‘Jamie said you and Daddy are taking us swimming,’ Daisy announced, clambering onto the bed, her feet emerging pink and chubby from the legs of her Peter Rabbit pyjamas.

‘Yes . . . but later,’ Lucinda pointed out.

‘Why can’t we go after breakfast?’

‘Well, yes we will, but not just yet.’

‘Come on, Daisy! I told you they’d be having S.E.X.,’ admonished Jamie from the doorway. He was glaring at his younger sister who was bouncing blithely on her mother’s legs. She turned to look at Lucinda, blue eyes round and trusting, golden curls framing her small face.

‘Mummy, what’s S.E.X.?’ she asked, confused.

Julian opened his eyes and hauled himself into a sitting position. He looked exhausted. ‘It’s time we all got up,’ he announced, trying to sound brisk. ‘Who’s going to have scrambled eggs for breakfast?’

‘Yuck!’ Daisy wrinkled her face in disgust. ‘Daddy, what’s S.E.X.?’

Jamie strode into their room. He was an amazingly good-looking eight-year-old, with clean-cut features, unwavering blue eyes like his sister, and a thatch of golden hair.

‘It’s what you do to have babies, stupid,’ he announced with authority. ‘Mothers and fathers have to have S.E.X. whether they want to or not. If you want children, Daisy, you’ll have to have S.E.X. one day, too.’

‘I don’t think so,’ she said politely, getting down from the bed. ‘Daddy, can I have a boiled egg?’

‘Kids asleep?’ Julian enquired that evening without looking up from his position along the length of the living-room sofa, where he lay immersed in the Sunday Times holiday section.

Lucinda dropped into the deep armchair by the fireplace. Her long dark hair was scooped back into a ponytail, her jeans were stained with Ribena down one leg, her T-shirt was crumpled and her lightly tanned face was devoid of make-up.

‘Yes. Bathed, fed, read to and now out for the count.’

It was eight o’clock and a feeling of languor had spread itself through their little terraced house in Fulham. They’d had a lovely day, and it had been wonderful having the place to themselves, as Delia, their au pair, had gone home to her family for the weekend. After swimming they’d taken a picnic to Richmond Park, lazing on rugs on the soft springy grass, and watching the brightly coloured parakeets, now breeding in the wild, fluttering from tree to tree. Then Julian had produced some rackets and balls from the boot of the car and they’d played until it was time to go home.

Julian was almost looking forward to work the next morning. For the past twelve years he’d been with Heanage Antiques, an emporium just off the King’s Road which sold everything from Empire beds to George II fire irons, and it seemed like a rest cure compared to entertaining two active children. But Lucinda had a cold sick feeling in the pit of her stomach, reminiscent of the days when she’d been small and the holidays were coming to an end and she’d had to go back to school. She wanted every day to be like today. She wanted to watch her children grow, spend all her time with them, be a real mother. They were fine; it was she who felt deprived. The need to earn money was robbing her of days like today and at times she felt resentful.

So what had changed her from being a seriously career-minded young woman? Eleven years ago, just before she’d met Julian, she’d joined D’Aussoire, the giant French cosmetic company. Determined to get to the top, she’d worked a twelve-or thirteen-hour day at the beginning. Marriage and then the birth of Jamie had slowed her down, but she still continued to work an average of ten hours a day. Her reward was to be made head of market research for D’Aussoire and the seven other cosmetic companies in the group.

And now it was Sunday evening, and tomorrow morning she’d have to be up at six thirty to wash her hair and apply her makeup to look like a perfectly groomed walking advertisement for D’Aussoire, and then don a neat dark suit and fashionable shoes in order to go to work.

She sighed deeply, fed up with always being tired and stressed. She was beginning to feel like a juggler, trying to keep all the balls in the air, and ending up with the dreadful thought that she was spreading herself too thinly, and wasn’t doing anything well.

‘All right, Bun?’ Julian had lowered the newspaper and was looking intently at her.

She smiled quickly. It wasn’t his fault she had to work. They were too financially stretched for her not to.

But Julian knew how she felt and it made him feel guilty. He, too, was working round the clock, driving to auction sales all round the country in his search for suitable furniture and objets d’art for Heanage Antiques. But if they were going to pay for Jamie and Daisy’s education, plus all the other hundred and one hidden costs of family life, they needed Lucinda’s salary as well as his.

‘I’m fine,’ she replied lightly, reaching for the Mail on Sunday but knowing she ought to be doing something about supper.

Julian rose to his feet. ‘Shall I open a bottle?’

Her smile broadened, became genuine. That’s what she loved about him. He could sense her feelings and he always knew what to say or do that would lift her spirits again.

As they drank the delicious red Bordeaux he’d bought through the wine club he belonged to, Lucinda felt herself mellowing. God, she was lucky to be married to Julian, she reflected, putting her feet up. While many of her friends were still going through the agonies of wondering if they’d ever find the right man at all, or, alternatively, going through nasty divorces, here she was, happily married with two adorable . . . well, most of the time . . . children, and a nice house.

And she had her grandmother to thank for it all.

Sarah Wells, now eighty-two but still as active as someone twenty years younger, had always played a large part in Lucinda’s life. She’d been on hand throughout their childhood to help with Lucinda and her elder brothers, Tom and Harry. Trips to museums and art galleries had been turned into fun occasions when Lucinda had been as young as six, and as she grew older Sarah had taken her to places like Claridges for lunch and the Ritz for tea.

‘Lucinda must know the ropes,’ Sarah had said, thinking of her own youth in the thirties, ‘so that when young men take her out, she’s confident. There’s nothing worse than a girl who dithers when faced with a menu, and who doesn’t know where the loos are.’

It remained an unspoken fact in the family that Lucinda was Sarah’s favourite.

When Lucinda was twenty-two, Sarah, who still entertained several times a week with the help of a housekeeper, invited her to a dinner party in her first-floor flat in Rutland Gate, Knightsbridge. Sarah’s guest lists were omnifarious and might include a bishop, an actor, a foreign ambassador, a dowager duchess or a Rastafarian poet. It was as if she collected people at random; if they were interesting she invited them. If they proved to be amusing as well, then she invited them again. On this occasion she decided to invite some of ‘the young’, as she described anyone under thirty-five.

When Lucinda arrived, late from work and somewhat breathless, she received a warm welcome and a chilled glass of champagne.

‘Come and meet a charming young man, darling. His aunt is a friend of mine and I needed an extra man to make up the numbers tonight,’ Sarah whispered ingenuously, leading Lucinda by the hand until she was face to face with a tall, rangy man not much older than she was herself, with broad shoulders, untidy brown hair and a fan of laughter lines on his lean tanned face.

His hazel eyes seemed to brim with amusement as he looked down at Lucinda. ‘So you’re the granddaughter Sarah’s always going on about?’ he asked, smiling. ‘I’ve heard so much about you I feel as if I already know you.’

‘There you have the advantage over me,’ she replied, trying desperately hard to look as if she wasn’t particularly interested, and then hoping she hadn’t sounded too crisp. ‘I don’t think I’ve met your aunt; who is she?’

‘Maria Manners.’

‘The actress?’

He nodded.

‘Granny knows some amazing people, but I didn’t realise she knew Maria Manners,’ Lucinda said with genuine interest. ‘She was wonderful in The Lion in Winter. Are you in the theatre too?’

As soon as she’d said it she hoped he wasn’t a famous actor she should have heard of. There were moments, she reflected in panic, when she only seemed to open her mouth to move her feet.

‘Lord, no!’ He was laughing now and she let out a little sigh of relief. ‘I’m with Heanage Antiques. I’m just a dogsbody at the moment, really, but I love the business,’ he added with disarming honesty.

This she could cope with. He seemed easy-going and quite laid back. It would require no great intellectual effort on her part to keep the conversation going. And for once she wouldn’t have to make an effort. All the young men she’d met recently had been pompous, arrogant, and out to impress. As a result she’d instantly backed off, feeling disturbed and unnerved, only realising afterwards it was because they reminded her of her father.

But in those first moments she realised Julian Cotterell was different. He was intelligent, amusing and very attractive, and there was a warmth about him which made her feel utterly comfortable in his company. In fact she had the strangest feeling that she already knew him. It was almost like looking in a mirror and recognising a part of her own reflection.

Afterwards he gave her a lift back to the flat she shared with two other girls in Gloucester Road. ‘I’ll give you a call,’ he said, smiling down at her as he walked with her to her front door. Lucinda thanked him for the lift and then turned away swiftly so that he’d not see the look of hope in her eyes.

That night she hardly slept at all. She longed to ask Sarah all about him. Was he as nice as he seemed? What did his famous aunt have to say about him? What sort of track record did he have with women?

The next day, Lucinda was on the point of phoning Sarah when Julian himself rang.

‘How did you get this number?’ Lucinda blurted out in shocked delight.

‘You did mention you worked at D’Aussoire,’ he said mildly.

‘Oh, yes. Of course.’ She felt confused and excited.

‘I wondered if you were doing anything tomorrow?’ he continued. ‘I thought we might take in a film and then have something to eat afterwards.’

‘Yeah. That would be great.’ Lucinda was desperately trying to get her head round the fact that Julian was actually asking her for a date.

‘What would you like to see?’ he asked. ‘There’s a new Bond movie?’

‘I’d love to see that,’ she said quickly. It would be safer than going to a romantic film which might make her weep with emotion; that would be too embarrassing.

‘Excellent. I’ll get the tickets. Shall we meet in the foyer of the Kensington Odeon at about seven twenty?’

She was so absorbed in listening to the rich timbre of his voice that she was barely paying attention to what he was actually saying. ‘Yeah. Fine,’ she said, quickly recovering herself.

And so began a whirlwind romance. They fell instantly and desperately in love. Soon they were spending every spare moment together and then Julian suggested she move into his tiny flat in Victoria. Without hesitation she agreed. After all she was twenty-two, she argued when her mother demurred. A year later Julian proposed with touching formality, although they both knew where they were heading. For ever after Julian joked about theirs being ‘an arranged marriage’ because Sarah had set them up to meet each other.

The only person to object was Miles Scott-Forbes, Lucinda’s father. He’d scoffed at the fuss and expense of the wedding, and said that anyway Lucinda was far too young to get married and Julian would never make anything of himself and he just hoped they wouldn’t come running to him for money when they got into financial difficulties, which they undoubtedly would.

Now, looking back at that time, Lucinda had the satisfaction of knowing they’d never had to go to her father for anything. And soon they’d be celebrating their tenth wedding anniversary.

The maddening shrill tones of the alarm clock woke her up at six thirty the next morning. The week had begun and Lucinda knew she’d be on a helter-skelter for the next five days. As she showered she could hear Delia getting the children up, pacifying them as they wailed for lost shoes or satchels, a missing hairbrush or a clean shirt.

‘They’re on the chair, Daisy,’ Delia kept saying in a low patient voice, or: ‘They’re under your nose, Jamie!’

By the time Lucinda had slipped into a white lace bra and pants, sheer tights and a navy blue sleeveless dress with a matching jacket, she could smell the toast being made in the kitchen downstairs, and then the tantalisingly delicious aroma of freshly brewed coffee.

‘Have you seen my keys anywhere?’ Julian asked. He was casually dressed today in moleskin trousers, open neck shirt and a pale blue sweater because he was off to a house sale in Wiltshire.

Lucinda paused in making up her face long enough to glance around the bedroom. ‘You had them last night so they must be somewhere,’ she said, a touch irritably. What was it with men and keys, she thought, turning back to the mirror again.

‘Could they be on the hall table?’ Julian asked rather helplessly.

‘If you looked you’d find out,’ she replied tartly.

He slouched out of the bedroom moodily. Really, he was no better in the mornings than she was, she reflected.

By the time she got downstairs, Daisy and Jamie were fighting over whose turn it was to sit on the red stool at the breakfast bar in the kitchen.

‘You had it yesterday,’ Jamie shouted angrily, trying to tug it away from under Daisy’s bottom.

She hung on to the bar with the tenacity of someone clinging to a rail of the Titanic. ‘I didn’t!’ she screamed, scarlet in the face. ‘It’s my turn today!’

‘No, it’s not, you tart! It’s my turn!’ Jamie yelled back.

This battle happened every single morning and Lucinda had had enough.

‘That’s it!’ she snapped, lifting Daisy off the stool with one arm, whilst removing the stool altogether with the other. ‘I’m putting this seat in the broom cupboard and neither of you is going to have it.’

‘That’s not fair,’ cried Daisy, bursting into tears.

‘It’s all your fault,’ Jamie shouted at his sister. ‘It was my turn, anyway.’

‘And you are not to call Daisy a tart,’ Lucinda shouted above the din. Then she grabbed herself a cup of coffee, which she stood drinking, leaning against the Welsh dresser.

Julian came shambling into the kitchen, a bigger but no less agitated version of his son. ‘Delia, have you seen my keys? I’ve looked everywhere and I can’t find them and I’ve got to be in Salisbury by ten.’

Delia looked at him with an amused expression. ‘They’re by the draining board.’

‘So there!’ Lucinda chuckled, catching Delia’s eye. Two sensible women having to cope with two fractious males, their expressions seemed to say.

Daisy, now seated on the green stool, was sobbing quietly into her bowl of cereal. Lucinda put her arms round her and hugged her close. ‘Cheer up, sweetheart,’ she whispered.

Daisy clung to her, smearing her milky mouth against her mother’s pristine jacket. ‘I don’t want you to go to work, Mummy,’ she wept. ‘Jamie’s so nasty to me.’

Lucinda reached out and included Jamie in her embrace. ‘He wasn’t being nasty if it was his turn for the red stool,’ she said reasonably. Then she kissed them both and for a terrible moment felt like weeping herself. What was she doing with her life? Working for some stupid cosmetic company when she should be bringing up her children?

Forty-five minutes later she arrived at the UK headquarters of the D’Aussoire Group. They occupied a block of purpose-built offices in the Gray’s Inn Road, near the ITN building. Seemingly made of acres of glass, and mostly open plan, with glass lifts swooping up and down to the various floors at one end of the building, it was the last word in modern minimalism. Sometimes Lucinda felt she was floating in mid-air as she sat at her curved desk, in a padded swivel chair, surrounded by a stunning view of London under a sky of scudding clouds.

In the lift, already packed with a dozen or so other employees, she was whizzed up smoothly and silently to Market Research on the ninth floor, gliding through Artemis, Bagatelle, Galactée, Tazée, Mazeray, Idole and Archée, each a cosmetic company owned by D’Aussoire, each with its own division within the group. Between them all they produced 48 per cent of the world’s cosmetics. And at the head of the far-reaching billion-dollar empire was its president, Jean-Paul Pruedom, who was due to fly in from Paris today.

There were moments when Lucinda felt enormously proud to be working in such a vast and successful company, but this morning wasn’t one of them.

They hadn’t planned to give a party. Just a few friends for drinks, Julian had insisted. She’d agreed. They were both working too hard to organise a big bash, he continued, adding: ‘Anyway the house isn’t big enough. A dozen or so people. That’s enough.’

At that point Lucinda decided it wouldn’t be tactful to tell him that what with his family and hers, plus close friends and work colleagues, that was already twenty guests. A glance at her address book made her realise that number would have to be doubled. At least. There were people they simply had to ask; friends who’d given them huge hospitality over the years, like Rachel and Ian Compton, who had even invited them all for weekends to their house in Sunningdale.

This was going to require discreet management, but she knew Julian would enjoy the party when it came to the point. He always did. It was also going to take careful planning. Most of the drawing-room furniture was going to have to be moved, and the double door that led to the small dining room left open, with the table pushed to one side for drinks.

In a casual voice she said: ‘I’ll get the champagne delivered, sale or return from Oddbins, if you like.’ She’d pay for it herself and that way Julian wouldn’t know they were going to need four or five cases.

‘Excellent,’ Julian replied. ‘Better get some designer water, too. What about offering Pimms, if it’s a warm night?’

Lucinda could tell he was already enjoying the prospect of the party. She studied the list again. She supposed her father would have to be invited because her mother would be terribly upset if he wasn’t. The thought filled her with dread. Tom and Harry would almost certainly refuse to come if he was there and Julian wasn’t going to be exactly thrilled either, but what was she supposed to do? Miles Scott-Forbes, professor of mathmatics and a recognised genius, was her father, and Anne, her mother, worshipped the ground he walked on. But she was, Lucinda reflected sadly, about the only person who did.

Miles threw the old-fashioned cream Bakelite phone forcefully onto the floor. There was a sickening crash.

‘Stupid buggers!’ he stormed through clenched teeth. ‘Damned inefficient! Why can’t they tell me when they’re coming? How are we expected to do anything without hot water?’ His dark eyes blazed with fury.

Anne sat at the kitchen table, drinking coffee and pretending to read the Financial Times, the only newspaper he would allow in the house. She was used to her husband’s tantrums, tried hard to appear indifferent to his yells of rage, usually over something trivial, but still, after nearly forty years, found them unnerving.

‘What the hell are we supposed to do now?’ he demanded, pacing around as if the expected time of arrival of the plumbers was a matter of life or death. He swung on her venomously. ‘For God’s sake, why didn’t you get the boiler serviced? You never do anything right. I’m sick to death of living with your stupidity.’

Tall, very thin and stooping, he gave off an edgy nervous energy that threatened to explode at any time. Now was one of those moments.

Professor Miles Scott-Forbes’s entry in Who’s Who was impressive. Born in 1927, the only son of Colin and Mary Scott-Forbes, of Ripon, Yorkshire, it covered several inches as it listed his achievements in his illustrious career as a professor of mathematical statistics. Educated at Harrow and Queen’s College, Oxford, he’d become a Fellow of Magdalen College, Oxford, before becoming a lecturer on a worldwide scale. Honours were heaped on him from Princeton to Jiaotong University, Xi’an. He had also published several books on higher mathematics and statistical science, which were now required reading for university students.

None could doubt his genius. In the scholastic world his was a revered name, spoken with awe. His grasp of mathematical statistics was phenomenal, but in the eyes of Lucinda his priorities were summed up in just one line in Who’s Who, one small line among the dozens that spelled out his brilliant achievements.

M. 1958, Anne Judith Wells, two s one d.

Not even a capital D for daughter, she reflected indignantly when she first read the entry. Aware that personal details were kept to the minimum in Who’s Who, she was nevertheless miffed, because it so aptly summed up her father and what he cared for most.

‘What are you doing, sitting there, in that half-witted way?’ Miles stormed at Anne now. ‘God knows, I don’t ask for much but I cannot abide inefficiency. You know I need a hot bath in the morning before I can function. It ruins my day if I can’t start off with a hot bath.’

Anne smiled nervously. Her hands shook. ‘I know, dearest. But these things happen. I expect the plumbers will be here soon. Why not have another cup of coffee?’

‘I don’t want another cup of bloody coffee. Christ, do I have to do everything myself round here? How am I supposed to cope, living in this bloody house?’

With that he turned and charged out of the kitchen, walloping the door shut behind him. Then Anne heard him go upstairs. Five minutes later the front door slammed and she could hear his feet stumping down the steps. Miles would be gone for several hours. She knew not where, but that didn’t matter. He always came back eventually. And he’d been right about one thing. It was her fault. She’d meant to have the boiler serviced and she’d forgotten.

Never mind, she’d make up for it by cooking his favourite supper. It was better not to answer him back. She’d done that a couple of times when they’d first been married, but it had made things much worse. On one occasion he hadn’t spoken to her for two months, only acknowledging her existence if there was someone else in the room, and she swore never to stand up to him again. She couldn’t bear being punished by someone she loved as deeply and obsessively as she loved Miles. She was proud of his dazzling brilliance and the fact that a man like him should have married her in the first place; that still thrilled and amazed her.

When she first met Miles, he was the handsomest young man she’d ever seen. His hair was black as a raven’s wing and so were his strong eyebrows. His jaw and sharp cheekbones were like carved ivory, and his eyes, to her romantic mind, seemed to burn darkly with fierce passion. Fierce, certainly, but over the years she realised the passion was mostly anger, directed at the stupidity of others.

Admitting she was stupid herself, she sympathised with his intolerance. For a brilliant man like Miles, anything less than acute intelligence could only be met with derision. How lonely and frustrated he must be, she thought, so intellectually isolated, on a high plane all by himself.

Nevertheless, her love for Miles had not diminished and she supposed it was because she’d never really had him. He’d never been hers, never belonged to her. That was why she’d always felt a desperate sense of unrequited love. And had he been happy with her? Had she satisfied him?

It was something she didn’t want to dwell on. The answers might be painful. It would be terrible to know she’d never really made him happy.

Sarah was deeply worried about her daughter. Anne seemed to be getting more swamped and crushed as the years went by, and recently, probably because he was getting old, Miles’s behaviour was becoming increasingly irascible. Anne, never a strong woman, seemed to be no more than a frail husk now, like someone in a faded sepia print: everything beige, the hair that had once been chestnut, the freckles on her pale face, her eyes, once blue, now a washed-out shade of ash. And for some reason she always chose to wear beige or cream, too.

Sarah hated Miles Scott-Forbes with a deep loathing for what he’d done to Anne, and the way he’d treated Tom and Harry. In fact she couldn’t bear to set eyes on him, could hardly mention his name without bitterness, and never ceased to regret the day her only child had become bewitched and besotted by a man Sarah believed to have a great brain but who hovered dangerously on the brink of insanity.

Anne had been a pretty young woman full of high spirits and confidence until she had fallen under the deeply destructive spell of Miles when she’d been eighteen. He’d broken their eldest son’s spirit, too, but their second son, Harry, had been more resilient. But he was badly damaged, and very immature, always chasing pie in the sky. Extraordinarily, only Lucinda seemed to have escaped her father’s volcanic anger and sarcasm, although Miles’s negative treatment of her was a form of abuse in itself.

Sarah thanked God for Lucinda’s relative immunity, but was troubled by the fact that Anne had never done anything to protect her children from their father’s cruelty. She’d stood silently by while he’d bullied them, taunted them and made their lives a misery.

There seemed only one explanation. Anne must still be in love with Miles. If her greatest fear was of losing him, no wonder she continued to turn a blind eye to what he was doing to their children.


Two

Julian’s face gleamed with sweat. ‘We’ve overdone it a bit, haven’t we?’ he gasped, struggling through the crush of people blocking the doorway into the kitchen, where Lucinda was frantically opening more bottles of champagne. She was surrounded by what resembled a tip of empty bottles, dirty glasses, and a stack of dishes that had once been piled high with canapés.

‘You can’t move in the drawing room or dining room,’ he continued, plonking more empty bottles on the floor. ‘How many people did we ask, for God’s sake? Sarah and Aunt Maria are squashed up against the fireplace and can’t move, and Delia is having to fight her way round, trying to top up people’s glasses.’

‘I didn’t think they’d all come,’ Lucinda replied, flustered, ‘at least not all at the same time.’ She was stuffing more bottles of champagne into the deep freeze, in an effort to chill them quickly. ‘God, I wish we had a bigger fridge.’

‘I wish we had fewer friends,’ Julian retorted good-humouredly. ‘Can you come and control Miles? He’s insulting everyone, which I suppose is one way of ending up with fewer guests but not necessarily the way I’d choose.’

‘I can’t be everywhere at once,’ she retorted in agitation. ‘The chipolatas are burning. I’ve got to take them out of the oven before they get like cinders. Give those bottles on the table to Delia, will you?’

‘That won’t help those who haven’t already got a glass,’ Julian pointed out reasonably.

At that moment the front door bell rang again.

Lucinda pushed her hair back from her face and wished she had time to repair her make-up. ‘Oh my God . . . who can that be?’

‘Let’s hope the person nearest to the front door will open it,’ Julian shouted cheerfully over his shoulder, as he pushed his way back into the drawing room, clutching the bottles and some glasses, in search of Delia.

The sound of prattling voices in the low-ceilinged rooms had become a roar. Conversation was impossible. Lucinda, squeezing along the narrow hall past people holding their glasses aloft to prevent spilling, found herself shouting: ‘Sorry about the crush. More drink is coming round. It’s so lovely to see you.’

What she really longed for now was for the party to be over. The house quiet. Her stilettos kicked off. A hot bath. And bed. Then she spotted Jamie and Daisy looking well scrubbed and adorable in their pyjamas, peering down over the banisters from the floor above.

‘You’re supposed to be in bed,’ she called up, knowing she might as well tell the wind to stop blowing for all the attention they’d pay.

‘We just want to watch, Mummy,’ Daisy pleaded, putting on her most angelic expression.

‘Yes, we want to see everyone, especially Granny Sarah,’ Jamie added with diplomatic craftiness.

Lucinda smiled, her heart melting at the sight of them. Maternal pride welled up inside her. Why shouldn’t they stay for a while, providing they remained on the stairs? She actually rather wanted all their friends to see how beautiful her children were.

‘All right,’ she told them, ‘as long as you stay there. Promise?’ They nodded solemnly.

More guests were arriving.

‘Darling, this is such fun! Here’s a tiny anniversary prezzie . . .’ Her best friend Carina Somerset squeezed in through the front door, kissing her on the cheek and thrusting a gift-wrapped package into her hand. ‘My dear, everyone’s here!’ she exclaimed, twisting her head this way and that.

Lucinda looked at Carina affectionately. She always looked chic and immaculate, as if she’d stepped out of the pages of Vogue. Tonight she wore a sapphire blue silk cocktail suit, with matching strappy shoes, and her short blonde hair was styled in a fashionably casual way. By comparison, Lucinda felt slightly plump and definitely not out of Vogue. More like Nursery World, she reflected ruefully, with the stains down the side of her dress where Daisy had spilt her yogurt just before the party began.

Lucinda had first met Carina twelve years ago when they’d both been staying at Ascot with some mutual friends. The Needhams had two daughters, Alison who was the same age as Carina, and Rachel who was six years younger and a contemporary of Lucinda. Rachel and Lucinda were still single at that time but Carina had already married Alex Somerset and had a baby called Charles. On that particular weekend, Alex had flown to Antwerp on business and the baby had been left with his nanny, and so Carina was on her own, and she and Lucinda had realised they got on extremely well. They had a similar sense of humour, loved the same films, adored clothes, and they both lived in London. It was the beginning of a lasting friendship and they’d remained in close touch, in spite of the differences in their lifestyles.

Alex had become fabulously rich; the Somersets lived in a mansion in Holland Park with nannies to look after their three children and a cook, housemaid and butler to look after them. Carina had never worked in her life and was on the A-list for all the best parties. Her rampant extravagance amused Lucinda, who found Carina immensely entertaining. At the same time Carina admired Lucinda’s honest charm and kindness. She was also amazed that anyone could have a demanding career, as well as a husband and two children, and still remain cheerful.

‘Darling, I must go and congratulate Maria Manners. She gave a riveting performance in Relative Values . . .’ Carina plunged into the crowd and, stunned by her beauty, everyone made way for her, like the parting of the waters.

Minutes later, Julian’s parents Jane and William Cotterell arrived. They’d flown over from their house in France, just for the party. Suddenly panic seized Lucinda. Practically all the food had been eaten, as if a plague of locusts had swept through the house, and they were getting low on drink. Should she send Julian to the off-licence for some sparkling white wine and a few packets of peanuts? Maybe not. Her in-laws lived unostentatiously but well. Dashing back into the kitchen, Lucinda grabbed one of the remaining bottles of good champagne, opened it quickly, took two of their best wedding-present glasses out of the cupboard and squeezed her way back up the hall.

‘Ah! Champers!’ exclaimed Edmund Wilcox, one of Julian’s colleagues, seeing the bottle and glasses and reaching for them.

Lucinda hugged them to her chest, embarrassed. ‘Sorry, these are for my in-laws,’ she said apologetically. ‘More supplies are on the way.’

‘Where?’ Edmund wailed. ‘We’ve been here ages and we haven’t had anything to drink at all yet.’

‘I’ll find Julian,’ she replied hopefully, dodging and diving round Edmund’s wife, a particularly large lady in a daisy-patterned dress.

‘This is a complete farce. I’m going,’ bellowed a voice at that moment. It was Miles, barging his way through the guests, shouting rudely as he elbowed past them. ‘Why d’you ask such dreadful people, Lucinda? Cluttering up the place so that no one can move! It’s absolutely ridiculous!’ He glanced balefully at Carina who was laughing loudly amongst a group of people.

Anne followed, squeezing her way past other guests and smiling apologetically, as if to suggest Miles was really only joking.

‘I’m sorry . . . excuse me . . . I’m so sorry,’ she murmured, to which no one paid the slightest attention.

Miles swung furiously on Anne. ‘What are you sorry for? Why are you apologising, you stupid woman? Come on! Come now or you can bloody well stay behind.’

‘Anne was merely being polite,’ Alex pointed out coldly.

Lucinda flushed with anger and embarrassment. ‘Then go, Dad, and stop making such a scene,’ she hissed in his ear.

‘Why are you whispering?’ Miles shouted. Then he looked over his shoulder at his wife again. ‘What’s the matter with you, for God’s sake? Always lagging behind. Come on.’

Everyone had stopped talking, appalled by the way Miles had spoken to Anne, who looked very fragile.

‘I’m sorry, sweetheart,’ she whispered to Lucinda. ‘You know how Daddy hates a crush. It’s been a lovely party and thank you for inviting us.’

‘Oh, Mum, I wish you could stay,’ Lucinda murmured regretfully. ‘Julian’s parents have just arrived and they’re hardly ever in England.’

Anne edged closer. ‘You know Daddy can’t stand them. He says they—’

‘Anne! Are you coming or not?’ Miles shouted, standing by the front door. ‘Goddamn blasted cocktail parties! Who bloody needs them?’

‘Such language!’ Daisy exclaimed disapprovingly as she leaned over the banisters, her fat little arms folded across her chest.

Jamie nudged her. ‘Be quiet.’

‘I’ll phone you tomorrow.’ Anne gave her daughter a quick understanding smile as if they shared a secret, and turned to hurry after Miles.

Lucinda stood watching their receding figures for a moment, wishing with all her heart that her mother would stand up to her father. His rudeness, the way he’d spoken to Anne, was outrageous.

Behind her, in the packed room, she heard a buzz of scandalised whispers as the guests asked each other how Anne could stand being married to such an obnoxious bully.

‘Everything OK?’ Julian asked, on his way to the kitchen to fetch more drink.

‘Apart from the fact that my father has insulted all our friends en masse, everything’s fine,’ she replied drily. On impulse she reached up and kissed him quickly on the corner of his mouth.

‘What’s that for, Bun?’ he asked, pleased.

‘For not being like my father.’

He pinched her bottom as he squeezed past. She gave a delighted little scream. Then the front door bell rang again.

‘Oh, for heaven’s sake . . .’

When the last stragglers finally left, Jane and William Cotterell insisted on taking Julian and Lucinda to dinner at the Mirabelle, while Delia finally got Jamie and Daisy into bed.

There were times when Lucinda envied Julian his parents, a happily married couple, who were easy-going and charming and not given to domestic dramas. It was not surprising Miles didn’t get on with them, having once labelled them as ‘boring . . . vapid . . . and appallingly bourgeois’.

William, who was in his sixties, was tall and pleasant-looking with blue eyes, thinning white hair and a rich tan from spending so much time in his garden in the Dordogne. Anywhere in the world he would have stood out as an archetypal Englishman, with his quiet manners and reserved way of dressing.

Jane was the absolute opposite of Anne Scott-Forbes, in every way. Strong and gregarious, her tanned, finely boned face was a network of lines, but her eyes were still a dazzling shade of blue and she had a wide enthusiastic smile and a warm confident personality. She also dressed with stylish chic in a very understated French way which accentuated her slender figure. Having no daughters of her own, she adored Lucinda and had welcomed her into the family from the beginning. And of course Jamie and Daisy came in for their share of spoiling as they were the only grandchildren she’d ever have.

‘We’ve got to fix dates for you all to come and stay again,’ she said eagerly, as soon as they were settled at their table.

‘Let’s order first,’ William suggested. ‘How about a champagne cocktail to start with?’

With expertise born of years of experience, he ordered the drinks and the food. ‘I’ve been coming here for forty years and I must say it’s kept up with the times,’ he remarked, looking round admiringly. ‘I’m glad we booked. We’ve never have got a table otherwise.’

‘I’m longing to show you what we’ve done in the garden,’ Jane said, sounding as excited as a girl. ‘William and Jacques have been planting borders of lavender on either side of all the paths and it looks – and smells – heavenly. And we’ve built an arbour, by the side of the house, which will be perfect for eating out of doors when we need a bit of shade.’

‘Jacques must be ninety by now,’ Julian remarked. ‘I’m surprised he can still lift a spade.’

Jacques had been the gardener at the Château St Laurent for the past fifty years. The Cotterells had inherited him from the previous owners when they’d moved to the area fifteen years ago, and his daughter and daughter-in-law helped Jane in the house.

‘Seventy-eight to be precise,’ William said, smiling. ‘And he’s fitter than me. He can out-garden me any day. God knows what we’ll do when he drops off the perch.’

‘He’ll probably outlive both of us,’ Jane joked, ‘so I wouldn’t worry. Now, dates. When can you both get away for a couple of weeks?’

Lucinda and Julian exchanged smiles. Knowing his parents were expecting them all during the summer, they’d already managed to arrange to take their holidays at the same time, although it meant taking the children out of school for two weeks.

Julian leaned forward, elbows on the table, his expression eager. ‘Would May the sixth be all right? It’s a Saturday, and if we leave at dawn we could be with you by the late afternoon.’

William thumped his fist on the table in delight. ‘Perfect. Isn’t that perfect, Jane? And you’ll be staying a fortnight, won’t you?’ The hope in his voice was touching.

‘Of course,’ Lucinda rejoined warmly. ‘That is if you can bear us all for as long as that.’

‘My darlings . . .!’ Jane’s eyes filled with emotional tears. ‘You’ve no idea how much we’re looking forward to your staying. Daddy has a surprise for the children, too,’ she added mysteriously.

William beamed. ‘You bet I have. I can’t wait to see their faces when they see what we’ve fixed up for them.’

‘What is it?’

‘Do tell them, darling,’ Jane urged.

He took a deep breath, obviously enjoying the moment. Then he said, ‘We’ve fixed up a playground for them, with a slide, a couple of swings, a see-saw and a climbing frame. Don’t say a word, though. I want it to be a surprise for them.’

Lucinda’s jaw dropped and all she could think was: my father never even gives Jamie or Daisy a Christmas present, or a birthday present either, and here are Julian’s parents going to all this expense and trouble.

‘That is so kind,’ she burst out impulsively. ‘We won’t say a word, but my goodness, they’re going to be thrilled.’

Julian looked at his parents, his eyes, so like his father’s, filled with gratitude. ‘Lucky children. Thanks, Mum and Dad,’ he said softly. ‘They’re going to be over the moon.’

‘We love to try and make it special when you come to stay,’ Jane replied.

Living in France was something she and William had promised themselves years ago, and it was a perfect existence as far as she was concerned, except that they didn’t see Julian and his family as much as they’d have liked.

‘That’s settled, then,’ William said, raising his glass. ‘Here’s to May the sixth and a happy holiday to everyone!’


Three

It was 5 May and Lucinda was frantically trying to clear her desk before going on holiday. Their cases were packed, she’d stocked up on books to read, she’d bought masses of factor 15 sun lotion, and Julian was organising as a present for his parents a hamper filled with all the things they loved and couldn’t buy in France, like Scottish oak-smoked kippers, Harrods sausages, English mustard and Keeler’s thick cut marmalade.

She glanced at her watch. It was already three o’clock and she knew she’d never get through the stack of reports on her desk by six. One of the field research agencies they used had been doing a street survey in an effort to find out which age-group of women preferred loose face powder to pressed powder. Another report concerned the packaging of a new twenty-four-hour moisturiser they were bringing out. Should it be boxed in pastel pink with the Archée logo in silver and the name of the product printed in blue? Or was an all silver box more popular, with the printed matter in midnight blue, making the subtle point that it worked night and day?

‘Oh, God . . .’ Lucinda groaned, catching the bottom line which said the results were inconclusive because they varied widely from area to area. The sales department and the directors were going to want something more positive than that before they went into production. It was up to her to assess all these different finds and put them into her own report, so that at the next meeting with the production managers a decision could be reached.

Just when she thought she was making some headway her phone rang.

‘Hi, Lucinda. Peter here.’ Peter Harris, the director of marketing and her boss. ‘I need some info,’ he continued breezily. ‘What was our share of the hair spray market in December 1998?’

Lucinda raised her eyebrows. Eighteen months ago. Why the hell did he need to know that now? She tapped her keyboard rapidly. 1996 – 97 – ah! 98 came up on the screen.

‘I have it,’ she replied. ‘We had 58 per cent.’

‘And the value of units produced? And the sales value?’

Experience had taught her they were not one and the same. ‘Units’ meant the value of the cans of lacquer that had been manufactured. ‘Sales’ value meant how many were actually sold, and how many came under the heading ‘Buy one – get one free’.

She tapped away some more and swiftly gave him the figures.

‘Thanks,’ he said briefly, hanging up.

Lucinda had just immersed herself in the findings of another field research study on anticipated new trends linked to fashion/role models from the pop world etc. when her phone rang again.

Cursing, she snatched it up. If she had to answer many more complicated queries she’d never get home tonight, and as tomorrow was going to be a long day, driving through France, she really wanted to get to bed early.

‘Hello?’ she said crisply.

‘Lucinda? Lucinda, is that you?’

She froze. Her mother sounded distressed and agitated. ‘Hi, Mum. What is it?’

‘Terrible . . . terrible . . .’ Anne wailed. ‘Your father’s had an accident. Can you come at once? I don’t think . . .’

‘Where are you? At home?’

‘No, Chelsea and Westminister Hospital. In the casualty department. Can you come right away?’ Anne’s voice quavered dangerously. Lucinda could feel, with a dread sense of doom, that it was serious.

‘Of course. I’ll be with you in twenty minutes. What happened? Is he badly hurt?’

Her mother’s words sent a chill down her spine. ‘He fell. In the street. And he’s hurt his head.’

‘Try not to worry, Mum. I’m on my way.’

Hunched on a seat in the casualty department, Anne kept looking around fretfully, as if expecting someone to come and give her bad news at any minute. Where was Lucinda? Tom and Harry wouldn’t be turning up, that was for sure. She’d phoned both of them but they ‘couldn’t get away at the moment’, or were ‘stuck in a meeting’, but promised to ‘keep in touch’.

Anne was hurt but not surprised. The boys had never been close to their father. They’d been a great disappointment to him. The trouble was, neither Tom nor Harry had done well at school, and once Miles realised they hadn’t inherited his brains he wrote them off as hopeless and useless. From then on their relationship had deteriorated. Now they were grown men nothing had changed. She wished things were different, but her priority was Miles; it was up to the boys to get on with their own lives.

‘Mum . . .! What’s happening?’ Anne looked up. It was Lucinda, her darling dependable Lucinda, her eyes anxious.

Anne immediately burst into tears. ‘Oh, thank God you’re here,’ she wept. ‘I’m so worried. Daddy’s being X-rayed at the moment and they’re talking of doing a brain scan as well. He was unconscious when they brought him in . . .’

Lucinda hugged her mother. ‘I’ll find out what’s happening, but X-rays and scans are routine procedure for anyone who’s had a bump on the head, so don’t worry about that, Mum. I’m sure Dad’ll be all right.’ Right now she was more worried about her mother. Anne looked pale and haggard, as if she’d aged ten years, and her eyes were filled with fear. Miles was a tough old bird. No doubt he had concussion, and he’d probably be kept in hospital overnight as a precautionary measure because he was, after all, seventy-three. But Anne looked as if she were on the brink of collapse.

‘Shall I get you a cup of tea first, Mum? Or a glass of water?’ she asked worriedly.

Anne shook her head. ‘I just want to know what they’re doing to Miles,’ she said brokenly.

Lucinda strode over to the reception desk, which was staffed by two nurses. ‘Can you tell me how Miles Scott-Forbes is, please? He was brought in with head injuries after a fall.’

One of the nurses, small, quick and dark, gave a reassuring smile. ‘I’ll just check for you.’ She turned to the computer, reached for the mouse and studied the screen intently. ‘Nothing yet, I’m afraid. He’s still in X-ray and they may do a scan as well. I’ll let you know as soon as there’s any news.’

Lucinda frowned. ‘Can you tell me – I’m his daughter, by the way – did he have a serious fall? Or just a bit of a tumble?’

The nurse’s reply was typical cautious hospital-speak. ‘Until we see the results of the X-ray it’s hard to say. But try not to worry. We’re doing everything possible and I believe an ambulance was called right away so he received attention almost immediately, which is good.’

‘Right. Thanks,’ Lucinda replied doubtfully. Instinct told her the nurse was purposely making light of the situation. She moved away, out of her mother’s line of vision, and took her mobile phone out of her bag. Then she tapped out Julian’s number.

‘Hi, Bun!’ he greeted her, seeing her number come up on the screen of his mobile. ‘How’s it going?’

‘Something awful’s happened,’ she said bluntly, and explained.

‘Shit!’ he said, shocked. He added immediately: ‘How’s your mother bearing up?’

‘She’s in a state, of course, but that’s to be expected. Listen, about going to France tomorrow. You and the children must go ahead. I’ll fly out to join you as soon as I can.’

‘Oh, Bun!’ he said, appalled. ‘Sweetheart, we can’t go without you.’

‘You can’t let the children down, or your parents. They’re expecting us, and they’ll have got everything organised, and anyway, Jamie and Daisy would be so disappointed. You’ve got to go. With any luck, I’ll be able to get away in a couple of days.’

‘I do hope so. God, what bad luck, when you need a break more than any of us,’ he added wretchedly.

‘That’s the way it goes,’ she replied. ‘I’ve got to go now. I’m going to call Tom and Harry. They should be here.’

She phoned Tom first. He worked in the accounts department of Garson & Co, a large electrical company in Chiswick. When the switchboard put her through, his customary laid-back voice answered her wearily.

‘Hello?’

‘Tom, it’s me.’

‘Oh, hi! Any news about the old man?’

‘You already know? Then why aren’t you here? Poor Ma’s demented with worry. You must come, Tom. They’re not saying much but I don’t think it looks too good. Apparently he’s still unconscious.’

There was a long silence, and she could sense Tom was thinking what a nightmare it all was. She knew exactly how his mind worked. He’d be inwardly groaning at having to drive in from Chiswick to Chelsea – the traffic would be heavy and it was a hot day – and then he’d have to find somewhere to park and there’d be the inevitable hanging around until they knew the details of Miles’s condition.

‘How bad is Dad?’ he finally asked, with obvious reluctance.

‘I told you, I don’t know. But Ma’s in a bad way, Tom. For her sake you should be here, if nothing else.’

There was another pause. ‘OK,’ he said finally, with a deep sigh. ‘I’ll come right away.’

Lucinda phoned Harry next. He was three years younger than Tom, and a year older than her. Ambitious, driven and always thinking up schemes that never took off, he was a complete contrast to his brother. His current plan was to set up an internet company which would trace people’s family tree for them. He was sure it would appeal to Americans. Especially those who might have Irish ancestors. And especially those who were rich.

As soon as he heard Lucinda’s voice, he launched into the quick-fire way of speaking he felt was impressive and showed how busy and stressed he was; a young tycoon on the brink of making his first few millions.

‘What’s the score with Dad, then, Lu? Mum phoned, bang in the middle of an important meeting. I’ve got this big deal coming up. I can’t get away; I’m expecting a call from Dallas at any moment. All hell is breaking loose here. We’re frantically busy.’

Lucinda was almost certain he was sitting alone in the bedsit in Baker Street he referred to as his ‘office’. Here he worked out all sorts of fantasy ‘projected sales graphs’ with his mobile phone in one hand and a cigarette in the other.

‘Dad’s still unconscious and they won’t know anything until they’ve seen the X-rays,’ she snapped irritably. ‘You really must come to the hospital, Harry. Mum needs you. It wouldn’t take you long to get here and it’s the least you can do in the circumstances . . .’

‘Yeah, yeah. But can’t you just keep me up to speed? I really am up to my eyes at the moment.’

‘Don’t give me that bullshit, Harry. He is our father, after all. You ought to be here.’

‘It’s all right for you,’ he said angrily. ‘He didn’t make you suffer like Tom and me. We owe him nothing. Absolutely nothing. If we didn’t turn up at his funeral it would be no more than he deserved.’

‘Don’t talk like that,’ Lucinda said, distressed. ‘Stop thinking about yourself, Harry, and think about other people for a change. Mum needs us, right now. You’re just going to have to drop everything and get here, I don’t care what you say.’

‘Oh, Jesus! This couldn’t have happened at a worse time.’

‘Harry . . .!’

‘Stop stressing, Lu. If I come I can’t stay long. Casualty department, did you say? OK. See you shortly.’ He sounded no more willing than Tom.

Anne was still sitting in the same hunched position, eyes flickering nervously. ‘Have you found out how he is?’ she asked, her voice breaking.

‘They haven’t told me the results of the X-rays yet, but the nurse sounded very reassuring,’ Lucinda said, sitting down beside her. ‘Try not to worry, Mum. Dad’s very strong, you know.’

‘But they’re taking such a long time. What can they be doing? If only I knew what was happening . . .’ She clasped her hands together to stop them from shaking.

‘Does Granny know he’s had an accident?’ Lucinda asked suddenly. If anyone had a calming effect on Anne it was Sarah.

‘I didn’t want to distress her.’

Lucinda suppressed the ghost of a smile. A mishap befalling Miles would not have the power to distress Sarah Wells. Disturb her, maybe. Even worry her mildly, perhaps. But never distress. Lucinda was under no illusions about her grandmother’s feelings towards her father, even though Sarah tried to hide them with diplomatic finesse.

‘Don’t you think she’ll be hurt if we don’t tell her?’ she pointed out. Sarah, in fact, would hate to be left out of any family crisis.

Anne shook her head. ‘I don’t know. She must be told gently, then. Not the way I was. With a policeman coming to the house, blurting it out . . . just like that! I got the most dreadful shock.’

‘Poor Mum.’ Lucinda could just imagine how terrified her mother must have been. ‘I’ll call Granny. I know she’d want to know.’

When the phone rang that afternoon and it was Lucinda on the line, Sarah knew instantly that something was wrong.

‘What is it, darling? Are the children all right?’ she asked immediately.

‘They’re fine, Granny. It’s Dad I’m ringing about. He’s had a fall. A bad one, in the street. I thought you ought to know.’

‘What about your mother?’ Sarah’s voice was sharp with anxiety. ‘Does she know?’

‘Yes. We’re both at the hospital. Dad’s got head injuries but we don’t yet know how bad it is. Mum’s distraught, so I’ve told Tom and Harry they’ve got to get here, but there’s nothing we can do until we know the results of the tests.’

‘Oh, my darling, what a worry for you. I’m so sorry. Would you like me to come? I can nip into a taxi and be with you in twenty minutes.’

‘Would you, Granny? I mean, we may be getting worked up over nothing. Dad may only have a spot of concussion, but . . .’

‘But you don’t think so?’ Sarah said intuitively.

‘No, I don’t,’ Lucinda replied in a small voice.

Tom turned up first, crumpled-looking, as if the stuffing had been knocked out of him years ago. Although he was only thirty-seven he looked older, largely because his face was etched with lines of sadness. He was a grey man with kind eyes who hardly ever smiled. When he did, there was a gentleness about him that was disarming. He wasn’t smiling now, though. Looking downcast, he walked over to where Anne was sitting and kissed her on the cheek, his lips hardly moving, as befits a man who is unused to kissing.

‘Are you OK, Mum?’

‘I want to know what they’re doing to your father.’

Tom looked at Lucinda and raised his eyebrows.

‘I’ll see if there’s any news,’ she said. ‘You stay with Mum.’

While she was waiting to speak to the nurse at the reception desk again, Harry came bowling along, with his jaunty walk and cheeky, boyish face.

‘Any news, sis?’ he asked, joining her at the desk. His blond hair flopped over his forehead, and he smelled of cigarettes.

‘I’m just going to ask again.’

At that moment a white-coated doctor joined the nurse behind the desk and spoke to her in a low voice. Lucinda couldn’t make out what they were saying, but then the nurse cocked her white-capped head in Lucinda’s direction, and Lucinda caught the words ‘. . . the daughter’. The doctor looked at her hesitatingly.

She leaned across the desk towards him. ‘I’m Miles Scott-Forbes’s daughter, Lucinda Cotterell,’ she said. ‘Can you tell me how my father is?’

‘I believe his wife is here, isn’t she?’ he asked, still hesitatingly, as if he didn’t want to discuss her father.

‘Yes, but she’s very upset and rather . . . well, quite frail.’

He nodded. ‘Yes, I understand. Maybe we could go somewhere quiet for a moment.’

Lucinda’s heart suddenly started hammering against her ribs. ‘Is he . . .?’

‘No, but his condition is very serious. If you’d like to come this way.’

He led the way into an empty cubicle. Harry followed Lucinda, whose face was now very white.

‘Your father apparently tripped on a pothole in the road and fell, hitting his head on a kerbstone.’

Lucinda winced, imagining the pain. ‘And . . .?’

‘Normally this might cause concussion, even a cracked skull, but I’m afraid there is a complication in your father’s case.’

‘What sort of complication?’ Harry asked.

‘We’ve done a scan.’ The doctor paused, sizing up his words carefully, as if they were sharp dangerous flints that could fly out of his mouth and hurt them. ‘Did you know he was suffering from a tumour?’ he asked at last. ‘A large brain tumour?’

Lucinda blinked, stunned. What had that to do with the accident, she thought stupidly.

‘A brain tumour?’ Harry echoed.

The doctor nodded. ‘I’m afraid, as a result, your father has had a massive brain haemorrhage. He is in a coma at the moment.’

Lucinda sat down rather suddenly on the only seat in the cubicle. ‘Will he come out of it?’

It took the doctor several moments to decide whether to be honestly blunt or not, but this young woman looked strong and capable, and she had her brother with her.

‘No, I’m afraid not. He’s sinking fast,’ he replied.

‘Fuck!’ Harry drew out the expletive, making it a long word that fell from his open mouth.

‘Oh, poor Mum,’ Lucinda breathed, closing her eyes for a moment.

‘If you like I’ll arrange for you to be with him until . . . until the end. He’s beyond the point of resuscitation, so it will be . . . quite peaceful,’ the doctor said gently.

‘Shit! Do we want that?’ Harry asked, eyes wide, voice hoarse.

Lucinda nodded. ‘Mum will,’ she said positively.

The doctor became brisk, businesslike. ‘Then I’ll arrange it. If you’d like to wait with your mother in reception, I’ll send someone to fetch you in a few minutes, to take you to him.’

Outside in the corridor, Lucinda turned anguished eyes on Harry. ‘Who’s going to tell her?’ she asked, aghast.

‘You, of course,’ Harry replied. ‘You’re always good with her. I say, sis . . .’ He grabbed her arm as she started to walk back along the corridor, to the reception area. ‘Do I have to be in on this? I mean, Dad and I never got on. I don’t see any point in—’

Lucinda cut him short. ‘You’re staying,’ she said firmly. ‘And you’re staying for Mum’s sake. We all must. She’s going to need us as she’s never needed us before.’

Julian had just arrived, hot and breathless. She saw him bending over Anne, Sarah and Tom as they sat huddled, asking them what was happening. Then he turned round and saw Lucinda, and knew from her face that the news was as bad as it could be.

Instinctively he went and put his arms round her and she leaned against him for a moment before whispering hurriedly, ‘We’ve got to tell Mum he’s dying.’

The nurse escorted them to a large cubicle in a quiet corner of the casualty department. Miles lay on the bed, covered by a green blanket. His face was like an old polished ivory carving, still, lifeless, a purple swelling on one side of his forehead the only sign of what had happened.

Anne went straight to her husband’s side, as she had done all their married life, through cursing and criticism, bullying and bad temper, in success, failure and all manner of domestic strife, until death finally parted them ten minutes later when Miles slipped silently beyond her reach.

They all went back to the large rambling house in St John’s Wood which Anne and Miles had moved into when they’d first got married. It hadn’t been redecorated for years, and the faded curtains, worn carpets and heavy Victorian furniture Miles had inherited from his parents added to the atmosphere of gloomy darkness. Today it looked more neglected and unloved than usual, and Sarah’s first thought was: Anne can’t stay in a place like this now she’s going to be alone.

The whole family, in their different ways, were suffering from a profound sense of shock.

Anne, as was to be expected by those who knew how much she’d loved Miles, was inconsolable, a shattered and broken woman who could only sob, ‘Why did this have to happen?’

‘Why don’t you phone her doctor, darling?’ Sarah whispered to Lucinda. ‘Your mother needs a sedative. I’ll get her into bed.’

Lucinda nodded, kissing her grandmother gratefully on the cheek. Julian, watching them, realised for the first time how alike they were. Both composed and calm in a crisis, with a strength of character that kept them going in moments of stress.

‘I’d better phone my parents,’ he told Lucinda when she’d spoken to Dr Keenan. ‘Tell them we won’t be coming tomorrow.’

‘Yes. And can you phone Delia? She doesn’t know what’s happened. Tell her we may be back late this evening, and ask if she can put the children to bed.’

Julian nodded, squeezing her hand. ‘Poor Bun,’ he said sympathetically. ‘I’m sorry.’

She gave him the ghost of a smile. ‘I’m all right,’ she said stoutly. ‘It’s Mum we have to worry about.’

In contrast, Tom had become hopeless and confused. ‘What happens now?’ he kept asking anyone who would listen. But Harry was recovering already from the shock. He wanted to get the whole business of death over and done with so he could see what Miles had left them all in his Will.

While Lucinda made tea for everyone in the kitchen, where the sink and units and gas oven dated back to the sixties, Julian went into Miles’s study to phone his mother and father.

‘I’m afraid we’re going to have to postpone the holiday until after the funeral,’ he told his father, knowing how disappointed they’d be, although they would absolutely understand.

‘Of course, of course,’ William said immediately. ‘Let us know if you want us to fly over for it. Perhaps we could all come back to France together afterwards? Lucinda’s going to need a break.’

‘You’re right, Dad. I’ll keep in touch.’

‘Please give her our best love, and our sympathies to the rest of her family, especially Anne.’

‘I will, Dad.’

‘Take care, old chap.’

The doctor arrived soon after, and administered a sedative that sent Anne into a deep sleep. Her grief-stricken face was swollen with crying, but at least her fevered emotions were stilled for a while.

‘What happens about the funeral?’ Harry asked, as soon as Lucinda carried the tea tray into the drawing room. Sarah and Tom were sitting in armchairs, and while Lucinda sank down onto a sofa beside Julian, Harry stood with his back to the fireplace, as if he already owned the house.

‘As I see it, we’ve got two options,’ Lucinda said. ‘We either have a big funeral, attended by all his past colleagues and friends from the academic world, or we have a private family funeral, and then later on a big memorial service. Either way we’ve got to do it properly. When we announce his death in the newspapers that’s not going to be the end of it. I’m fairly certain The Times and the Telegraph will do obituaries. There will be tributes from all over the place, and hundreds of letters to be answered . . .’

‘Oh, God,’ Tom groaned. ‘Then let’s have the big funeral and get the whole thing over with, in one go.’

‘Hang on,’ Harry cut in. His mind was working fast. A funeral would have to take place within a week. A memorial service could be postponed for a couple of months or so. Long enough to plan the whole thing properly. Long enough to make sure important people could find a window in their diaries on that day. Maybe even get the Secretary of State for Education to attend, and a few other bigwigs. Properly done, the whole thing could be turned, subtly of course, into a PR exercise for him and his new company. After all, his father had actually been quite famous in his own field; nothing like hanging on to someone else’s coat tails – or in this case coffin and hearse – to get a lift, he reckoned. Aloud he said, ‘We must arrange a beautiful memorial service. I think it should be at St Martin-in-the-Fields, and we should make out a guest list . . . because there are a lot of people who will be very hurt if they aren’t informed,’ he added swiftly, seeing Lucinda and Tom’s expression. He turned to Sarah for support.

‘Gran, you think Dad should be properly honoured, don’t you?’ His eyes were wide and round, giving him an appealing boyish expression that didn’t fool her for one moment.

Sarah’s expression gave nothing away, but ever since Harry had been a child she’d privately thought of him as a ‘wide boy’, slippery, crafty, flash and totally self-seeking. Now, only hours after his father’s death, she knew she was right.

‘That’s up to your mother, really,’ she said stiffly. ‘When she’s calmer you must ask her what arrangements she’d like.’

‘I have a feeling, knowing Dad, that he’s probably already left detailed instructions as to what’s to happen,’ Lucinda pointed out. ‘I know he always said he wanted to be cremated, rather than buried.’

‘Then we’d better get on to his solicitor right away,’ Harry said eagerly, jumping to his feet, glancing at his watch and reaching in his pocket for his mobile. ‘I’ll do it now. Anyone got his number?’ They all knew Bernard Clarke, who was a family friend and had been Miles’s solicitor for over forty years.

Julian glanced at Lucinda, looking for her reaction. He personally found Harry’s attitude distasteful. It was no secret that none of the siblings, Lucinda included, cared deeply for their father after the way he’d treated them all, but it was obvious that Harry was now after the main chance. He wasn’t even pretending to be saddened by Miles’s death.

Lucinda spoke. ‘This has got to be thought through, and discussed with Mum. I mean, I haven’t fully grasped what’s happened yet. I keep expecting Dad to walk though the door at any minute, and ask what we’re all doing here. It hasn’t sunk in that . . . he’s gone. That we’re never going to see him again. I can hardly believe it.’

‘Neither can I,’ said Tom. There was an unmistakable note of heartfelt relief in his voice. ‘D’you know,’ he paused to look round at the others, ‘he’s been like a dark shadow hanging over me all my life. Ever since I can remember. I used to be sick with dread when I had to come home from school for the holidays. He tormented Harry and me, Lucy. You were younger. You probably didn’t notice.’

‘I noticed,’ she said quietly.

‘Well, there you go!’ Harry intervened. ‘You got off lightly, only because he didn’t think you were worth noticing, while we got the full blast of his cruelty and rage. I’m damned if I’m going to pretend to be upset now.’

‘As long as you hide your feelings from Anne,’ Julian remarked. He was finding this whole scene difficult to accept. He so adored his parents that the very thought of their death was liable to bring tears to his eyes.

‘I did notice,’ Lucinda repeated, looking at Harry, ‘but he was our father and presumably he did his best. I don’t think he deliberately set out to be cruel. Mum wouldn’t have married him in the first place if that had been the case.’

Tom and Harry snorted derisively.

‘No, I mean it,’ she continued. ‘God knows, he drove me crazy, too, but I believe he thought he was doing the right thing. He thought he was toughening us up, preparing us for the real world. The fact that he got it all wrong is the real tragedy. But there’s no point in holding it against him now. It’s too late. We’ve got to go forward and try not to be bitter.’

‘Easy for you to say that,’ Harry scoffed. ‘I reckon Tom and I have been scarred for life by the way he treated us.’

Sarah spoke softly. ‘People are only scarred by life if they allow themselves to be.’

Harry ignored her. ‘So what are we supposed to do, Luce?’ he asked irritably. ‘Mum’s going to be out for the count for the rest of the day and even then she’ll be in no fit state to make decisions.’

‘Harry has a point,’ Julian said. ‘There’s a hell of a lot to do when someone dies. One of us will have to pick up the death certificate from the hospital tomorrow, register the death, get on to an undertaker to make the arrangements, put announcements in The Times and the Telegraph, book a church for the service; then there’s the cremation to be arranged . . . the order of service and hymns to choose . . . cars to be booked, people to inform . . . flowers to be ordered . . .’

Harry looked at him in amazement. ‘You seem very up in all this; how many funerals have you arranged?’

Julian shrugged. ‘When my uncle died I helped Dad organise the whole thing. He was a general in the last war and a bit of a hero, so it was a big affair, as this one will be.’

Lucinda shivered. The hideous reality of it all was sinking in. Her father was dead and nothing would ever be the same again, and meanwhile they were all going to have to endure the pain of the funeral. No funeral was easy. She wondered how her mother was going to survive.

As if she knew what Lucinda was thinking, Sarah leaned over and placed her arm round her granddaughter’s shoulders. ‘I think I’ll stay here with your mother for a few days, darling,’ she said. ‘She can’t be left alone, but you’ve got to be at home with the children . . .’ Her voice trailed off, the unspoken remainder of her sentence more suggestive than if she’d actually said ‘and Tom and Harry aren’t going to be any comfort to her.’

Lucinda nodded in understanding. ‘Can you really, Granny? Are you sure it won’t be too much for you?’

‘Of course not,’ Sarah replied stoutly. ‘We’ll be fine.’ She knew that Anne’s daily, who came to clean the house and do the ironing, could also be persuaded to do a little shopping and cooking. One thing was certain. Anne couldn’t be left alone.

Harry was still on his feet, jingling the loose change in his pocket with one hand, clutching his mobile with the other, shifting from foot to foot like a boxer warming up for a fight. The sooner the funeral, the sooner the Will would be read.
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