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Prologue



The cottage stood at the end of the village. Perfectly presented, it would grace the lid of any jigsaw puzzle box. A thatched roof perched on its top like a straw hat. Twisted vines resembling sleeping serpents crawled up the stucco walls hugging the lead glass windows as they stretched upwards, seeking the best light. A picket fence, twenty paces from the front door, refreshed twice a year with glossy white paint, sparkled when light from the rising sun struck the covering of early morning dew. As visitors pushed open the garden gate, a cow bell announced their presence. Only once in my visits did I ever make it to the front door before my grandmother appeared first, arms outstretched. She greeted me by planting kisses all over my face and head. Any uncovered spot of skin got her attention. I admit, I liked it.
This is my earliest memory of the ancient family tradition of Sunday afternoon tea, or so grandma used to say. Years later, grandpa told me the truth. There was nothing old about it. All was an effort to save the failing marriage of my parents. Tea was a formal affair served in the living room. Father and grandpa got the armchairs, mother and grandma, the couch adorned with a fabric of brightly colored red and orange blooms and me, the floor on a rough old rug which caused my skin to itch, with Mitsy the cat.
Grandma served tea on a silver tray. I don’t know if it was proper silver, but it glistened as I imagined genuine silver would. We always had cake, which alone was worth the visit even though I had to be careful not to break of one grandma’s rules. Keeping Mitsy from nibbling the cake on account of her sensitive stomach. With tea and cake consumed, the men would leave the room for grandpa’s study. A place strictly forbidden to children and cats. Grandpa towered above the average height of the day. I found it odd he chose an old 18th century cottage as a home, as the low ceilings caused him to stoop each time he left one room for another. If it wasn’t raining, mother and grandma went go outside to review the latest developments in the rose garden. The envy of the county, so I understand. My job, at least as I saw it, was to eat any remaining cake crumbs so poor Mitsy would stay with us a little longer.
This grand family illusion continued until one day my father left the village for London and never returned. The plan to save the marriage had failed, but grandma insisted I come every week. I got kisses even when I was older and didn’t care for them as much. And more of the cake, made easier when poor Mitsy left for cat heaven. Other traditions remained. After tea, grandpa retired to his study, leaving me to accompany grandma around the garden. Not my favorite part of the day, I learned to appreciate her accomplishments, never forgetting her words…‘it takes a lot of work to uncover the beauty in the world.’
Turning thirteen, with mother increasingly unwell and unable to attend, grandma provided an impressive spread of sandwiches and strawberry sponge cake, topped with bright red candles. Invited to sit in the armchair next to grandpa, I felt all grown up. Ready for what the world would offer me. After consuming four rounds of sandwiches, two pieces of cake and my stomach about to burst, grandpa stood up. I didn’t want to disappoint grandma and when I shared I didn’t think I could manage a stroll around the garden. She smiled, looking toward grandpa standing by the door. “Well? You coming?” he asked. 
Stooping at the doorway, he strolled down the hallway toward the study, being careful not to bang his head on one of the low hanging beams. I followed and all I could think about was my accomplishment—I was now recognized as a man. Entering the study, my eyes eagerly gazed at all the contents of the room as grandpa closed the door behind me. I expected a grand room, but it was not larger than my bedroom at home. Book cases lined two walls. A large desk sat in the space filled the nook by a bay window and any available wall space covered with photographs of grumpy looking people I didn’t know. A small fireplace sat at the center of the room on a side wall. More books sat precariously balanced on stools and old crates. It was true, this was no place for children or cats—men only. Grandpa cleared a space on the small armchair and invited me to sit. He approached a small sideboard to the right of the fireplace. On it sat two bottles—one with dark liquid, the other much lighter. Off to the side, two medium-sized, wider rimmed glasses sat next to two tiny narrow ones. To my dismay, he poured from the dark liquid bottle into the tiny glasses.
I turned away, taking in the room. I had never seen so many books in one place. At my house, the only books we had were an old set of dusty encyclopedias and some gardening books gifted by grandma. Getting my weekly comic was the highlight of my week. I devoured it, reading it over and over until the next one came out on a Saturday. I would rush down to the shops to get it. Grandpa insisted on paying for each one.
Grandpa handed me a glass. The misty, dark red contents reminded me of a recent story in my comic, where Dracula claimed another victim and blood trickled off his fangs down his face. Remembering I was now a man, I did the right thing and took a big sip. It was warm and sweet. For a moment, I imagined this is what it was like to be Dracula, after claiming another victim. Grandpa told me the drink was called Sherry and that one would only have a small amount, sipping it slowly. Thankful he hadn’t reached for the larger glasses, I took smaller sips, which made it almost bearable.
I found it curious that being of the same blood, father and grandfather were so different. Father preferred numbers to words and as I learned later from grandma, grandpa more comfortable around animals than children. When grandma called out for help in the potting shed, grandpa invited me to look through his books while he helped her. I could borrow as many as I wished, he said. Placing my half-finished Sherry on the sideboard, I eagerly approached the largest bookcase. The first book I pulled from the shelf, “The Secret Life of Badgers.” The next, one about bats, and another about pigs. I changed to the lower shelf and there I found “England’s Greatest Poets,” and other collected works of Wordsworth, Tennyson and Blake, whoever they were. There were no comics, no stories. It was a disappointment.
Mother died two weeks later. Father returned from London for the funeral. He announced the sale of our house and I had to go to boarding school. I could spend holidays with grandma and grandpa as he had an important job and would remain in London. I hated the idea of going away to school, but the thought of coming to the cottage for the holidays balanced some of the dread I felt inside. Some of the plan wasn’t to be.
Halfway through my first term, the headmaster pulled me out of history class. We went to his office, where he handed me the phone. It was grandma. Grandpa was very sick. I left as soon as possible. As I pushed through the cottage gate and the cow bell rattled, grandma waited by the open front door—I was too late. Grandpa was gone.
I returned every holiday to the cottage. As grandma’s arthritis worsened, I did my best to help in the garden, but I didn’t have her green fingers or desire and the glory of the roses gradually faded into the past. Her energy declined. Sunday cake changed to biscuits and her many kisses became less. At her request, grandpa’s study remained as it was when he had last sat at the desk in the bay window. Although she didn’t say not to, out of respect, I never opened the study door. Returning for the Christmas holidays in my first year at university, grandma looked frail. Knowing it was likely her last Christmas, I found a few old decorations in the attic. I placed them on the mantle above the fireplace and delivered tea to her on the silver tray, now tarnished and without sparkle, covering it in dried rose petals I had saved from the garden.
A couple of days after Christmas, she encouraged me to meet old school friends for a drink. I hesitated to leave her alone, but she insisted she would be fine and would have a nap. I returned to the cottage midafternoon. Chilled by the winter air, I couldn’t wait to get inside. Opening the gate, the cow bell rattled and as I reached the front door, it remained closed. Opening the door, I smelled burning. I rushed to the living room. Finding it empty, I ran to the bottom of the stairs, calling out for grandma. 
“I’m in here,” she replied.
I walked down the hallway as the smell of burning grew stronger. Turning the corner, the study door was open. I heard the familiar sound of crackle and pop from a lit fireplace. I walked in. Grandma asked me to sit in the armchair opposite hers. 
“My dear boy,” she said, smiling.
She hadn’t called me that in years. It’s how she always greeted me when we came for Sunday afternoon tea before she showered me with kisses.
My time here is ending. Soon, I will be with your grandfather, and I will have a new garden to cultivate. She smiled again. 
I wasn’t sure what she meant and felt it wasn’t the time to ask. She got up and walked to the sideboard. She reached for the bottle containing the lighter liquid and poured some into both larger glasses. Handing one to me, she sat back down in the armchair.
“I have something to tell you. Your grandfather kept a journal. Within it, a secret he kept hidden. I encouraged him to write it down and he kept in the top drawer of his desk. When life was difficult, he would sit here by the fireplace and read it. He believed in the power of each of our own stories. It’s why you won’t find novels on his bookcases. He told me that once a miracle has touched you in your own life, there isn’t another story that can fill your heart with so much love and so many tears. Near the end, I asked him what I should do with the journal. I thought he would want it burned in the fireplace, but he said I should give it to you when the time was right. Before you ask, I don’t know why.”
She finished her whiskey, placed the glass on the sideboard and kissed my forehead, saying again, “my dear boy.” Leaving the study, she closed the door behind her. Feeling a chill, I placed another log in the fireplace. I picked up my glass and pulled the chair out from under the desk. Sitting down, I tugged tentatively on the draw handle. Removing a leather-bound folio, I took a gulp of my drink, turned to the Forward and read.

***

The cottage belongs to me now, and I am writing this from the study. It’s not too different from when grandpa sat here, except for the choices of books. I have one shelf of my favorite stories and two others containing my old comics. Grandma’s rose garden faded, and the fence doesn’t get as much love as it probably deserves. As the years passed, I pondered why grandpa wanted me to have the secret. To keep it safe? I didn’t know. Grandpa knew he and I were very different. I too believe in the power of stories. Sometimes, when our own is difficult and we don’t know what path to take, we can draw courage from the adventures of another’s journey. I know I have.
I have a son. He just started school. We call him Billy, but we named him after grandpa. He will be home soon. The cow bell will sound and I will greet him at the front door with a kiss because I want him to know he is my dear boy. I have waited. Those bound by the contents of this story are long gone. Grandpa believed in courage and sometimes we discover our own from the path others have taken. When we find the strength to step out on our journey and perhaps… discover a secret, we must follow until its end… no matter the cost.

We will take a family trip soon, up to London, to see the sights. I plan to finish our day at Westminster Abbey, which is where grandpa’s story begins…
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