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      “God, I look a fright!” My face looked ghastly pale in the bathroom mirror, with shadows under lacklustre green eyes. Rebellious locks of tawny auburn hair refused to obey the hairbrush. Grimly I applied blusher.

      “Now I look like Worzel Gummidge’s Aunt Sally.” I muttered, rubbing off most of it. I didn’t know why I looked as if I’d drunk too much wine the night before. I hadn’t, but there was no denying an uncomfortable sensation in my stomach.

      In the kitchen, Evie, my flatmate, spread a thick layer of marmite onto a slice of toast and bile rose unpleasantly into my throat. I gulped in panic. “That looks disgusting,” I snapped, and Evie stared at me, toast halfway to her mouth.

      “Who’s got out of bed on the wrong side this morning?”

      I sagged into a chair. “Sorry, I don’t know what’s the matter with me. Yes, I do! I’ve got a bad case of collywobbles about the Skype meeting set up this morning with the New York Trekkers.”

      “It’s only a Skype call to New York, for goodness’ sake, and from what you’ve been telling me about a thousand times already, the bike trekking outfit you are getting pally with in the US is like yours and Will’s business so you’ve got lots of common ground.” Evie resumed her chomping, and I stared at the table instead of looking at her eating.

      “Yes, I know,” I sighed. “It’s just that it’s all on my shoulders; I researched this New York outfit and started contact. Considering expansion in North America is an appealing opportunity before our clientele get bored with the same treks in Europe. Will wasn’t keen until he saw the picture of Rafaella Benotti, the brains and beauty behind her outfit.” I rummaged through my tote bag for phone, notebook, wallet, office key. “Will was transfixed by her profile on their Social Media account. All glossy hair, perfect teeth, and skintight Lycra!” I sighed moodily.

      Evie shoved her glasses on top of her head and picked up the ancient-looking document in front of her. “I ought not to be looking at this with food around. It’s been languishing in the basement storage area of the Museum of London for decades, part of a set of diaries.”

      Evie Cranston, my best mate from university days, freelance archivist and historian, and my flatmate. Always ready to share her knowledge and enthusiasm. “What’s this woman got that has made you so jealous?” she demanded.

      “I’m not jealous!” But it might explain my moodiness this morning. I brought up Rafaella’s profile and Evie agreed she had a certain celebrity attraction. “Will’s seen plenty of Lycra clad females on his bike treks. I’m sure he’ll cope with another one! You have nothing to fear from him.”

      Our customers are not as alluring as Ms Benotti in Lycra. On my crowded tube journey to our business office, Tough Treks, in Whitechapel, I had time to reminisce on Evie’s remark.

      Will Payne-Ashton, my fiancé, and I ran a bike trekking company. I met Will at University when I joined the cycling club, which headed out of town most weekends. We didn’t think we were serious about one another until he graduated a year ahead of me and came back to see me every weekend. A year later, after I graduated; he told me of his plans to set up his own bike trekking business. His mother had offered initial financial backing, and he wanted me in on it as well. We were amazed and thrilled when our company, Will Payne-Ashton and Clemency Wyatt Bike Treks Abroad, proved popular right from the start and gradually we could expand, employ more staff and change our name to Tough Treks. We’d been successful for several years, hence my bright idea to expand into North America.

      In our cramped office, we waited impatiently, or nervously in my case, for the appointed Skype call time. New York was a few hours behind London. Eventually, our small team gathered round my PC screen. Will drummed his fingers on the desk. Hugo Young, our second trek leader, sat to one side with a notepad on his knee. I moved someone’s coffee to another surface. The smell of it made my stomach perform anxious flips. Butterfly nerves.

      “Hi, good morning from New York!”

      Sultry Italian American tones preceded the image, then the screen lit up, and there was an indrawn breath from someone as Rafaella Benotti appeared live on screen, burnished dark hair cascading over her shoulders, her teeth displayed in a dazzling white smile.

      “It’s so great to see you all and thank you for choosing us as potential partners in your quest to expand trekking routes. We have just about the most awesome places to show you, but first let me introduce you to my great team: Jimmy, Ruby, Sam, and Dunc.”

      Partners? We were exploring options, not going into business with her.

      Her team waved, and it was my turn to introduce our team, then Will stuck his head close to the screen and I rolled my eyes as he gushed how the descriptions and pictures of her trek routes had filled him with excitement at the prospect of exploring the routes. From being the only one of us expressing doubt on setting up treks on the North American continent, he was now embarrassingly overly enthusiastic.

      Rafaella showed large-scale maps on the walls behind her with national parks highlighted. Although I’d done research, it looked incredible that all this natural beauty lay within reach of New York.

      “Wow, that would be amazing!” Will crowed, and I dragged my attention back to the screen.

      Chatter erupted around me. What had Will or Rafaella said?

      Will turned to me. “Rafaella has just suggested that I go out there and explore some routes before we make a final decision.”

      “You and Clemency or Hugo will be very welcome.,” Rafaella broke in. “Some of the terrain is tough and I don’t know about your customers; whether they’re prepared to fly out before trekking, but if you want to win in any business, you mustn’t be afraid to play hardball.”

      Before I could speak, Will jumped in enthusiastically. “Exactly! We’re on the same wavelength, Rafaella. I’ll get Clemency to arrange flights. Do you mind if we come over right away? I can’t wait to get started!”

      “Not at all. We feel privileged you chose us and we’ll make sure you have a great time. I’ll get Ruby to book hotel rooms for you and Clemency or Hugo as soon as we get email details of your flight.”

      We ended the link-up buzzing. Will, who’d been the only one pessimistic about a North American itinerary, was suddenly tasking Kim Lee, our admin assistant, to find flights as soon as possible. Was his change of heart because of the prospect of trekking unknown adventurous trails as well as instant infatuation with Rafaella?

      Hugo announced that Will, and I should be the ones to travel. “Clem’s got the business and logistical head for details and you can test out the terrain, Will.”

      A thrill of excitement ran through me. A visit to New York was a prospect we couldn’t pass up.

      Kim brought up all flight details. Will would have jumped on a plane that night, but we opted for a flight tomorrow and she verified the details in an email to Rafaella.

      Later, as we all left the office, a cold damp mist from the river spread tentacles along the street

      “I’d better go back to Evie’s to pack tonight,” I said to Will. “It’ll be too awkward travelling back and forth from my place to yours with an early start tomorrow. We’ll meet up at Heathrow.”

      Will nodded, “Makes sense. I’ll be too wound up to oversleep and I’ll ring you first thing. This trip is gonna be a good one, Clem. I can feel it in my bones!”

      “Well, you were certainly drooling over the prospect, going by your reaction to Ms Benotti!” I teased him with a straight face.

      “What? I wasn’t!” In the glare of the street lighting, I swear he coloured up.

      We hugged and parted for our respective tube stations. As the business had grown and more treks added to the seasons’ itineraries, I’d rattled around feeling at a loose end in Will’s flat when he was away. Evie didn’t object when I moved back to our shared flat in a converted mews stable and in truth, I’d never moved much of my stuff to Will’s. The arrangement just continued down the years, with Will regularly staying at the mews flat.

      All the way home, the queasiness increased, and I barely had time to shrug off my coat before dashing to the bathroom and heaving my guts up. It continued all evening, and I was hot, light-headed, and if I moved too quickly, another bout of nausea overcame me.

      Evie arrived home from work and stayed clear of my bugs.

      When Will phoned late to check that all systems were go for tomorrow, I lied to him from my bed, hoping by morning whatever had upset my stomach would have passed through my system. I managed to fall into an exhausted sleep, but when my alarm went off extremely early and I staggered out of bed, nausea and faintness overwhelmed me. Evie eventually put her head round my bedroom door, looking concerned.

      “You’ve got to phone Will,” she said firmly. “You can’t get on a plane like this in case you’re contagious.”

      “But I’ve got to go on this trip; Will’s counting on me to get the best deal.” It was an effort to talk.

      “You know Will is as canny as you are and he’ll soon have Rafaella eating out of his hand with his boyish charm. Phone him, get him to cancel this flight. You can always get a later flight when you’re better.”

      I knew Evie was speaking practically, but I also knew Will; when he decided on a course of action, a dose of food poisoning wouldn’t deflect him. Besides, I felt sick at the thought of trying to hold a conversation without rushing to the bathroom. If this bug was contagious, it would be selfish to sit on a plane with unsuspecting passengers. Evie pushed my phone towards me, but I shook my head feebly as the room spun round.

      “OK, let’s see what he suggests.” She closed the door behind her and I heard her voice, quiet and reasonable at first, then becoming loudly querulous and I knew Will would get on the plane without me. When Evie returned, shaking her head, I was relieved that I didn’t need to make any more efforts.

      “Will’s very sorry, and says not to worry. He’ll be fine. Try to get some water down you before you dehydrate. If you don’t improve by this afternoon, you must get medical help.”

      I was grateful to rest in bed, having no energy to argue or feel disappointment, and fell deeply asleep. When I woke and saw the glass of water Evie had left by my bed, I gulped it down thirstily. Bad mistake, because a horrible sensation rose immediately and I only just made it to the bathroom in time.

      Evie appeared; her specs perched on the end of her nose. “OK, you’re still not right, so I’m phoning the medical centre,” she said, sounding like an elderly aunt. “I’m working from home today so I could keep an eye on you.”

      “Doctors don’t do home visits anymore,” I gasped.

      “I’ll take you there myself, as long as don’t throw up in my car.” I almost laughed because Evie had recently become a proud car owner after years of resisting. Her work as an archivist researching documents and contents of old buildings could take her anywhere in the country, and she had admitted that travelling by public transport was a handicap.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, I was in hospital, an IV drip hooked up to my arm treating my dehydration and I was waiting for the results of a routine urine sample. If I had a urine infection, a course of antibiotics would set me right and I could fly to New York. Even in my febrile state, the thought of Will acting like a besotted schoolboy in front of Rafaella filled me with disquiet. Had he asked Hugo to go in my place?

      My groggy head throbbed. Antiseptic and air fresheners did nothing to dispel the distinct, vaguely unpleasant smell of hospitals. Clattering trolleys, loud voices, and hurried footsteps outside my cubicle all disorientated me.

      The cubicle curtain swished back.

      “Hello, Clemency, I’m Dr Fleming,” said a young woman carrying an iPad. “I have the results of your urine sample. It’s positive, which means you are pregnant,” she announced.

      “That’s impossible!” I declared, shocked out of my muzzy state. Was it? I was on a contraceptive pill, but there were times when I’d forgotten….

      Doctor Fleming smiled. She’d probably heard those words countless times. “You are experiencing extreme morning sickness, which we call hyperemesis gravidarum. It can be quite debilitating at the start of pregnancy.”

      She felt my abdomen - it was tender, and I winced.

      “I’d estimate you’re about ten to twelve weeks, but I’ll arrange for you to go and have an ultrasound scan right away. I can prescribe some anti-sickness tablets, they won’t harm the foetus,” she reassured me when she saw my dubious expression.

      The doctor used her mobile phone to arrange the scan, disconnected the IV, and soon after, a porter arrived with a wheelchair to take me to the Maternity Unit.

      “God, do I have to use this?” I muttered, embarrassed.

      “Just get in it. The Maternity Unit is probably further than you can manage in your state,” Evie ordered. As we trundled along corridors I kept repeating: "I can't be pregnant, it's a mistake."

      Evie had no sharp quip to counter my mutterings, and I was called forward after a very short wait.

      I climbed onto the couch and the sonographer smeared gel onto my stomach and moved the probe around. Murky, grainy shadows appeared on the screen.

      "Oh, my God!" Tears sprang to my eyes, as, lying snugly in its little cave, I saw a tiny head and stumps indicating limbs.

      "Now do you believe it?" asked Evie, and squeezed my hand. Sensible, no-nonsense Evie looked emotional too.

      Everything was a blur after that. The size of the foetus was estimated at twelve weeks, and a healthy size. No abnormalities appeared at this stage and the estimated date of birth given as early September.

      I was allowed home with instructions to rest. “I can’t tell Will yet,” I said to Evie in the car. I clutched the images of the scan tightly and I couldn’t take my eyes off them.

      “Fair enough–wait until he comes home,” offered Evie. “He’d sure have a hell of a shock learning he’s to be a father when he’s in the middle of business negotiations.”
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        * * *

      

      Will phoned at some point after I returned home. He didn’t ask how I was, for which I felt relieved and annoyed simultaneously, and he hadn’t invited Hugo over to replace me. “Rafaella met me at the airport and when she learned you were ill, Clem, she offered me the spare room in her apartment. I’m looking out of her window now, down towards Central Park.” Will sounded tired, but boyishly exuberant. “The skyline is mind blowing and Rafaella’s apartment is swish. We’re going out to eat now and then tomorrow get down to business at her office. It’s a pity you’re not here, but I’ll talk to you tomorrow. Bye, Darling.”

      The only part of his conversation that resonated was that he was staying in Rafaella’s apartment. Were my newly rampant hormones making me super sensitive? I said nothing to Evie but spent the rest of the night trying to stop unwanted images flooding my mind. I had a terrible night. It was too stressful trying to get to the bathroom, so I had a bowl by my bed. Despite assurances about the anti-sickness medication, I was reluctant taking them.

      Next morning, I dragged myself out of bed and showered. When Will and Rafaella Skyped from New York, I was determined to hear what they had to say. I crept out of the flat without disturbing Evie.

      In the cramped confines of our office, the aroma of coffee emanating from various mugs made my stomach turn over, but I made some peppermint tea and sipped cautiously. As the morning slowly passed, I stared unseeingly at my computer screen, trying not to be obvious about my frequent trips to the loo to retch as quietly as possible. Kim glanced at me sympathetically, but said nothing. Just after lunchtime, my stomach sore and empty, I longed to return home to bed. My laptop Skype call sounded and on answering, the screen was filled with Will’s beaming face. Everybody crowded behind my chair, as agog for news as I was.

      “Hi guys,” Will waved at us all. “Let me introduce you properly to Rafaella Benotti. I know we’ve spoken to her before, but being physically here with all her team is just totally mad and amazing!”

      His happy grin emphasised his boyishly attractive face, his dark blond hair that wouldn’t lie flat, and his blue eyes crinkled with good humour and exuberance. Rafaella smiled benignly, and her brown eyes glowed, fringed with thick dark lashes. “Would you like to ask me any questions?” she said in her impossibly sexy accent. “All my best brains are here; Jimmy Jordan, who is Trek Captain Two, Ruby Romanescu, my financial wizard, Sam Levy and Dunc Downing, planners and Trekkers.”

      She panned round and her young, attractive team waved and called out greetings. I tried to shrink into the background; my pale complexion was no match for Rafaella’s looks, but nonetheless professionalism took over, and, inviting the others to get comfortable, the question-and-answer session got going. An hour later, we ended the call and looked at each other optimistically.

      “Will looks like the cat that’s got the cream and I think the deal was in the bag even before our discussions online,” announced Hugo.

      “Agreed! I don’t think we’re a big enough outfit to cause Rafaella any challenge. She also has a very small team and North America is a large enough continent to avoid crashing into each other or stealing away her clients!” I replied. Despite my misgivings, probably caused by a certain amount of female territorial jealousy on my part, I was confident. Will had pulled off this deal without my input and the resulting expansion in opportunities promised challenging new trips on our itinerary. Then, just as I was about to call it a day, feeling thoroughly wiped out, Will Skyped again. This time he and Rafaella were holding up champagne glasses to the screen.

      “Guys, meet our new partners–instead of Tough Treks setting up in the US as a separate concern with Rafaella’s blessing, we’ve decided to amalgamate resources. Grab something to toast us in our new venture as Trekkers International!”

      There was a nanosecond of stunned silence. How did that happen? Who would oversee the combined teams? Would one of us would have to be permanently based in the States? Why hadn’t this option come up in the discussions earlier? Why hadn’t Will consulted Hugo and me beforehand? All these questions buzzed round my exhausted brain.

      “That outcome wasn’t in the script, mate,” Hugo frowned at Will on screen. “Don’t you think Clemmie and I should have been in this private decision-making process?”

      Will squared his shoulders defiantly.

      “Look, guys, nothing will change in structure apart from the fact that we are expanding our territories. Rafaella thought it made better sense to work together as one unit rather than constantly confirming routes and logistics with her team in case we overlapped on expeditions. It just makes sense, and you know it too. Look, it’s getting late over there with your lot, so I’ll email Clem and Hugo all the proposals and outlines of the structure that Rafaella and I have worked. Go through it and raise any points if you must, but I’m certain you’ll all approve. It’s a bloody fantastic opportunity, guys. Sleep on it and we’ll talk tomorrow.”

      Will cut the connection and I instinctively knew that he was irritated by our reaction to his news. After emerging from yet another trip to the loo, all my energy had seeped away.

      Andy, Ben and Kim were gathered round Hugo’s desk, discussing the latest bombshell.

      “Let’s call it a day. We can’t do anymore. Tomorrow we can all get to grips with the proposals and implications. Don’t be afraid, any of you, to voice any fears and doubts you may have. When the email comes through, I’ll forward it to each of you so nobody is in the dark.”

      “You look done in, Clem,” said Kim. “That bug has really taken it out of you. I’ll call a cab and Hugo and I will lock up. We need you bright eyed and bushy tailed for tomorrow!”

      A cab, yes! Travel by tube was the last thing I needed. My phone bleeped: a voice mail from Evie. “Hope you felt better today, Clem. You must have left early. I didn’t hear a thing! Anyway, I’m just catching up on stuff at work, so I’ll see you later. And TAKE IT EASY!” Thanks Evie, I’m too exhausted to do much else!
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        * * *

      

      At home, I heated and hungrily spooned down a bowl of soup, praying I’d retain it, then ran a bath, adding soothing lavender essence. The warmth enveloped me and my eyelids drooped, only to snap open when the image of Will staring at Rafaella with a stupid, besotted expression imprinted itself on me. Not once during the meeting had, he singled me out, even with just a fond smile. Nor had he asked how I was faring after my bug, which wasn’t a bug but extreme morning sickness. Will wasn’t aware of that. Would my news, when I had the chance to have a private conversation with him, wipe that euphoric smile from his face?

      Pragmatically, it was a momentous time for Tough Treks and Will’s dedication and enthusiasm were paying off, so of course our business future was top priority. Will would be raring to go on his first trek on the North American continent.

      I couldn’t wait to get into bed and give my body and brain a rest. Evie hadn’t returned home by the time I turned in.

      Sometime in the early hours, I woke, remembering the detailed email that Will had promised. Cautiously, I got out of bed to power up my laptop, aware of a nagging ache in my back and lower abdomen. Will had laid out all the facts and figures so that they were easy to read and assimilate. I suspected Rafaella had been the author, because of the American phrasing. Hugo had obviously read the proposals during last evening because there was an email from him recommending the proposals and in his opinion the deal, although suddenly sprung on us, was sound. There was no doubting the facts: Trekkers International was bound to attract new biking enthusiasts. After forwarding Will’s details to the rest of the team, I scoured the rest of my mail for any personal message from Will. None, so I sent him a message of encouragement and added lots of kisses.

      Sleep eluded me, so I got up to make a weak cup of tea, relieved I hadn’t spewed up in the night. The images of the scan still lay on the kitchen table. It was incredible that this tiny creature curled up inside me was my baby, our baby. Will and I were to be parents, a life-changing event for both of us. Tears rolled down my cheeks. I wanted to phone Will right there and then, but I wanted to share the news when we were together. A shattering thought lodged in my mind. What if Will didn’t welcome the news? He was so wrapped up in the future of Trekkers, would he react negatively or positively? All I knew at that very moment was that I would do everything to keep this incredible life growing inside me safe and secure. In Will’s absence, it was easy to surmise he wouldn’t be jumping for joy at the news, but I had no right to judge his reaction. A baby wouldn’t stop him from trekking, nor should it. It was his job.

      How difficult would it be for me to manage my job, an infant, and an absent father several times a year? Countless other parents faced the same dilemma, and each decision made was unique for those parents. I could take a tiny baby into the office and feed and change him and even cradle him at my desk. But what would happen when he/she grew out of sitting placidly in a pushchair and wanted to crawl and then walk and generally cause chaos in a small space with lots of electrical equipment and cables to pull on? Childcare would be expensive. I put my elbows on the table and rested my head in my hands. Oh, Will, I want you here so badly right now. My head spun, and I felt sick as all these wild notions whirled uncontrollably through my mind.

      The image of Will and Rafaella sharing affectionate looks and clinking glasses reared up in my vision and the churning, sinking feeling in my stomach was nothing to do with nausea. Could they be starting a relationship? Will looked besotted in her company. As I rushed to the bathroom, I sent the kitchen chair crashing on its side. When I emerged, feeling wretched, Evie was filling the kettle, yawning.

      “OK, now?” She righted the upturned chair and helped me into it again as I stood shivering.

      She placed a mug of tea in front of me on the table. Evie had made coffee for herself and I couldn’t help wrinkling my nose at the smell.

      “Sorry, I’m going to have to take note of triggers and cravings from now on!”

      “Plenty of triggers, but I’m not craving anything yet. Just sleep!”

      After I’d given her a brief update about Trekkers International, she shrugged. “It all sounds perfectly doable to me,” she said.

      “I can’t get my head round being pregnant and focussing on what’s going to happen at work and the New York office and... and ... things.” I put my mug down and ran a reviving shower, dressed, applied moisturiser and blusher to my wan face, and brushed my hair. If there was to be a lot of Skyping today, I could never rival Rafaella in looks, but I would make sure to match her in professionalism.

      “You shouldn’t even be thinking of going into work,” clucked Evie when I emerged from my room at last. I stuck my tongue out at her.

      “Needs must, but I’m not looking forward to Tube travel. I can’t keep taking taxis, they’re not cheap!”

      “Wait for me, and I’ll travel part of the way with you. And take some paper bags with you just in case….” said Evie, disappearing into the bathroom. Her whacky sense of humour was just what I needed to stop me wallowing in self-pity and walking to the underground station with her arm linked through mine gave me much needed support.

      There wasn’t a lot of day-to-day work going on when I finally reached our office and thumped heavily down onto my chair, relieved I hadn’t disgraced myself by throwing up on the London Underground and grateful for Evie’s diverting chatter before she changed trains.

      Listening to conversations, I quickly gathered that they all accepted the merger of the two companies, excited at prospects, so I suggested they write their questions on the whiteboard on the wall.

      Ben, our graphics expert, queried website developments. Andy, fresh from college, just expressed a keen interest in trekking in the States. Kim worried about possible job losses. That had been one of my concerns and it wasn’t difficult to work out that I’d be the redundant one, although I wasn’t telling my colleagues I was pregnant until I’d told Will.

      Hugo asked if there was a likelihood of one of us re-locating to the New York office. There was a lot of uncertainty before the merger was settled. Kim ordered in pizzas while we waited for our Skype call. Starving myself would not cure morning sickness, so I forced myself to eat a tiny slice.

      “If Will thinks he can hog the States and that gorgeous Rafaella all to himself, he can think again!” burst out Ben, shovelling down a slice of pizza loaded with pepperoni. “Hugo, Andy and me all want to explore over there.”

      “We’ll have an empty office and angry clients if you all decamp to the States,” I said mildly, but understood their mood. Rafaella had mesmerised the men just as much as she had Will.

      “Have we finished with the pizza? Let’s get our brains into gear and get those New Yorkers out of bed!” said Hugo smartly.

      It was an unfortunate remark to make. Hugo wasn’t to know how my thoughts had dwelt on unbidden images.

      Hugo commanded the screen when the Skype meeting began. The rest of us clustered round him. Will looked belligerent: was he expecting us to mutiny? He ranged round our faces while Rafaella spoke pleasantries. Will’s eyes locked on my face, and he frowned. His face cleared when Hugo gave our unanimous approval.

      “Guys, I could hug you all! It’s great news, isn’t it, Raf?” he grinned and spontaneously put his arm round Rafaella’s shoulder. That slight gesture rattled me.

      After questions and reassurances, it was agreed that Hugo fly over to explore trails that Jimmy Jordan had mapped out. Will’s impatience was palpably obvious.

      “If you can get Hugo booked on a flight, pronto Clem, we can get the show on the road. You can limber up in Central Park, Hugo, like Rafaella had me doing this morning!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Kim brought me a cup of tea and returned to the animated discussion going on around Hugo’s laptop. Efficiently she’d booked a flight for Hugo while I looked on, unable to shake off the weariness and nagging ache which accompanied my nausea. Seeing Will gazing at his new business partner and his body language did nothing to lift my spirits.

      I grabbed my coat and bag and slipped out.

      The cold, drizzly afternoon matched my mood, so I flagged down a cab and sank gratefully into the back seat.

      Evie was still out at work and I barely had the energy to remove my outer clothes before rolling shivering into bed, wrapping the duvet tightly round me.

      The ping of a message arriving on my phone woke me. It was 8.30pm and my body was heavy and sluggish. The message was from Evie saying she was out to dinner with colleagues and was I OK?

      I replied:

      
        
          
            
              
        Yes, enjoy yourself, I’m fine!

      

      

      

      

      

      Slowly climbing out of bed, I stretched carefully and wrapped my fleecy dressing gown round me. Will had commented that I looked like a cuddly teddy bear in it and a longing for his physical presence swept over me. I ate scrambled eggs on toast, accompanied by a mug of chamomile tea. Watching a couple of episodes of Friends on TV emphasised my loneliness. There would be emails from the office and more proposals and plans from everybody, but at that moment I couldn’t think of positive and encouraging words for my team.

      My mood lifted after a scented bath. I had arrived at a decision. Tomorrow I’d put a private call through to Will before Hugo arrived, because if Rafaella whisked them off to distant trails, it could be days before we had a chance to catch up. Will had to know our news before anyone else in the office; I intuited Kim suspected, so imagine his shock if he was the last to hear!

      Mum and Dad’s reactions to my news would be entirely different. Dad would be over the moon. Mum wouldn’t be. The relationship between my mother and me was strained. I didn’t conform to her rigid set of principles and although I knew I could always rely on Dad’s support and love, Mum regarded me as a disappointment. She’d made it clear on more than one occasion that our joint business was precarious and we’d given very little thought about financial security in old age. Mum liked tidiness and neat solutions–in her home, in her life and, where possible, this extended to her children. My older brother, Thomas, shared her neat outlook. He had qualified as a dentist, married Anna, a teacher, who patronised me for my lack of ambition. They had two sons, Alfie and Charlie, my nephews, who, at the tender ages of eight and ten, were already destined for lucrative careers. When I had provocatively suggested that they might become footballers or pop stars, Anna had practically banned me from visiting! Mum got on better with her daughter-in-law than with me. Thomas and Anna gave her no sleepless nights. They had pensions, a tidy house, and their futures mapped securely.

      I knew instinctively that when I gave them the news of my pregnancy, Mum’s reaction would be the shame of an unmarried daughter in the family, even in today’s relaxed society. Dad had learned to keep his head down and let Mum take the helm. He had semi-retired as a company accountant, keeping a handful of clients who kept him ticking over so that he could enjoy days on the golf course or whittling in his shed, which Mum called his workshop.

      My reverie left me slightly shameful about my criticism of Mum’s outlook on life. I knew I had consciously rebelled against an orderly existence and deliberately chose an unstructured lifestyle, which suited Will probably more than me. Intuitively, I guessed his infatuation with Rafaella was because I had never made any demands on him, emotionally or otherwise. The ring on the third finger of my left hand, a classic flower design studded with tiny diamonds and a central sapphire, had been bought on an impulse, delightful and unplanned, but no commitments had been made then or since. Tough Treks was our baby and consumed our time and energies. Now there was a real baby that would demand even more time and energy and, above all, love.

      Evie returned home, surprised to see me still up.

      “You must be feeling better,” she said, throwing her bag and coat on a chair and kicking off her boots.

      “I have eaten, and it’s stayed down.,” I announced, holding up two crossed fingers. “That’s a major plus point in my day! I’m phoning Will in the morning before he goes off trekking. Hugo’s flying out to join him and I can’t keep my morning sickness hidden all the time. I’m sure Kim suspects something, but she’s been the soul of discretion.”

      “You should take time off work until your hormones adjust,” Evie said, massaging her feet.

      “I’m just taking one day at a time and now I’m off to bed. I had a good nap earlier, but I feel so tired all the time.”
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        * * *

      

      I awoke in the early hours in urgent need of the loo and was horrified to find I was losing blood. My first reaction was that I wasn’t pregnant at all, but the results given to me at the hospital and the images were solid confirmation. I froze for long seconds and before panic took over; I tried to think calmly. Shivery with shock, I entered my predicament into a search engine and rapidly read a sample of the many entries that came up. I latched onto a phrase explaining that sometimes “spotting” occurred in the early stages of pregnancy; nevertheless, it was wise to monitor further signs if it didn’t clear in a couple of days or the blood loss increased. I wondered how much ‘spotting’ amounted to imminent disaster. The nagging back pain I’d felt yesterday was still present. I had no option. I needed professional help. Shivering, I knocked on Evie’s door and she listened to my panicky outburst.

      “Evie, I’m bleeding and sick at the same time. I feel so dreadful…”

      “Ambulance,” she said without preamble and made the call on her mobile before I could say anything about not wanting a fuss. She helped me dress in jogging bottoms and thick fleece and in a surprisingly short time the ambulance arrived. The paramedics, two women, were quietly reassuring and carried me down the stairs. Evie said she’d follow in her car, but they told her to get in the ambulance as well.

      By now, I was quite tearful. “What’s Will going to say if I’m losing this poor baby when he doesn’t even know I’m pregnant?”

      “Wait till you see a doctor or midwife, you must keep calm.”

      Once again, I was in hospital, lying on an examination couch in Gynaecology. A midwife took my blood pressure, which was raised, not surprisingly. She gently examined my nether regions and listened to the baby’s heartbeat using a stethoscope, smiling as she listened for a full minute. She wiped the earpieces and offered them to me. Hearing the rapid whooshes was incredible and scary; there was still a life force growing inside me!

      “I’m sure the bleeding is what we call spotting; it does not appear heavy or continuous.” the midwife spoke in a practised comforting voice. “You can go home now, but take some time off work. However, if the bleeding does become heavy and continuous or clot, and you experience contraction like pains, call an ambulance immediately. This is very scary for you at the beginning, but I’m sure it’s likely you’ll have a successful pregnancy. We’ll make appointments for you at the maternity clinic for regular checks, which should reassure you.” She patted my arm as I rearranged my clothing and Evie made a relieved face at me and I burst into tears.

      “We’ll get a taxi home,” she said, taking my arm, “but first we’ll have a cup of tea. We’re both suffering from shock!”

      She led me to the cafe on the ground floor. I gratefully sipped the ginger tea and even had a couple of bites of croissant which Evie put firmly in front of me. My phone pinged a message from Kim.

      
        
          
            
              
        Are you OK? Was a bit worried when you didn’t turn up at the office. Hugo’s flight has departed so he’ll be arriving in New York later.

      

      

      

      

      

      I phoned her immediately. I didn’t want her to jump to conclusions without Will knowing first. “Hi Kim, I had a rotten morning (which was true!) so I’ve decided to take some time off to really recover. I’m sorry not to have spoken to you earlier. If you have any queries, don’t hesitate to phone or email me. Can you let me know if Hugo gets in touch to say he’s arrived? Thanks, Kim, speak to you soon.”

      “I’ve really got to phone Will now. I can’t hang on any longer. Kim is being discreet, but it’s not fair to her or the others.” I said. “I’ll call a taxi from here, Evie, if you want to go straight to work. You’ve been a star so far, but I don’t want you to get into trouble not turning up for work either.”

      “I phoned them earlier, so no need to worry about me. Let’s get you home. No arguments. I’m coming with you.”

      Dear Evie, I know I would have been in pieces without her unflustered and calm support. Soon I was installed on the sofa, wrapped in a duvet with lots of cushions and a carton of soup defrosting in the kitchen.

      Evie left for work after making me promise not to do anything silly, like cleaning windows or moving furniture. “Evie, I can hardly muster enough strength to phone Will at the moment!” I answered.

      I turned my phone over and over in my hands, trying to rehearse what I must say to Will. There was no point beating about the bush. However, I tried to phrase it, my announcement would still be a shock. I scrolled to his name and pressed call. As it dialled, my heart was thumping so noisily I thought Will would hear it when he answered. When a female voice answered immediately, recognisable as Rafaella’s sultry tones, I was struck dumb. “’Ello, ‘ello, who is this please?”

      “It’s Clem... Clemency,” I faltered. “I need to speak to Will.”

      “Ah, Clemency. Will is using my laptop. Let me get him for you. He thought there might be news of Hugo’s arrival. We will pick him up later. How are you in London? Has the weather improved? We put bikes in my pickup yesterday and have been cycling.”

      “Oh, how nice,” I said politely. “The weather is a little better, but damp and grey as usual.” How could he think of Hugo’s arrival and not spare a thought about me?

      I sounded like a gibbering idiot and was relieved when Will picked up.

      “Hi Clemmie, is everything ok? Rafaella said you sounded odd. You didn’t look right yesterday, and I reckoned your bug had really knocked you sideways. We ventured out of NY yesterday. I did not know there were so many wonderful trails in the vicinity. As soon as Hugo arrives, we can hit more trails.” Will’s tone was breezy and unconcerned. Of course, he had no presentiment that I was about to turn his world upside down.

      “Will, listen, I’m pregnant.” I blurted out, desperate to tell him and hear some comforting words. “That tummy bug turned out to be extreme morning sickness.” I took a shuddering breath. “but I’ve had a little scare and now I must take time off because I might lose the baby. I’m so sorry.” Tears coursed down my cheeks.

      The silence on the phone unnerved me. “Will, I’m truly sorry - this is a shock for you. It’s a shock to me too and then just as I’m coming to terms with having a baby, I might lose it if I don’t rest for a bit.” And then I hiccupped to a halt as tears became sobs.

      “Jesus, I don’t know what to say, Clem. What a... shock! Clem, don’t cry, we’ll sort something out.” I visualised him in Rafaella’s ‘sumptuous’ apartment, trying to focus on my phone call instead of planning exciting trails with Rafaella.

      When I continued to sob down the phone, unable to speak, he said, “I’ll get the next available flight home; just stay put and I’ll let you know when I’m arriving.” He cut the call, and I sat and sobbed. I cried because I’d bottled up my emotions and was so distressed that I couldn’t control them. There had been no words of comfort or joy from Will, which wasn’t surprising under the circumstances. I was relieved he was coming home, but what did he mean when he’d said we’d sort something out? But I cried more for this tiny being inside me that was in now in danger.

      Will phoned an hour later. He was booked on a flight and would be arriving at Heathrow late that night. He would ring me when he landed and if I was too tired to stay up, he would wait till tomorrow, otherwise he would come straight round. He sounded hesitant and subdued.

      “Come straight round, Will, please. I…I need you.” Tears threatened again. I needed to see him in the flesh and hold him and have him hold me. I needed to see how my news had affected him; he had many hours on the plane to stew on it. I needed to convince him that having a baby was not a disaster and that the life he loved would not be ruined. If anything happened to this baby, this foetus, my life would be altered.
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      It was well past midnight when Evie reluctantly retired to her room. She had become protective in Will’s absence, but I didn’t want any additional confrontations when Will arrived. I’d tried not to look as if I was at death’s door, showering, putting on fresh clothes, and brushing my hair. Thank God the blood loss hadn’t increased, but I still fretted, and it was emotionally exhausting waiting for Will.

      There was a slight noise, and Will stood in the doorway, looking haggard. He had let himself in quietly in case I was in bed, but he laughed in relief when he saw me.

      I stood up, slowly, for I was conscious of every movement I made, and he put down his rucksack. Instead of enveloping me in the caring hug I so desperately needed, he held me at arm’s length and ran a critical eye from my face to my stomach and back.

      “I thought - imagined all the way over that you’d be in hospital or having an op or laid up in bed. And here you are looking just the same, only thinner! Tell me you are feeling ok, Clem. Eight hours is a long time for the imagination to be in overdrive.”

      “I’m sorry to have sprung this on you, Will.”

      He threw himself down on the sofa and I followed more carefully.

      I’d also had many hours thinking about what I would say to him when I saw him. Pessimistically, I’d imagined him suggesting an abortion, and I’d prepared myself to give back his ring and tell him I would have this baby alone. Will looked shattered; I had irreversibly altered both our lives. Neither of us was prepared for a baby in our lives, but I was strong enough to help the both of us to adjust.

      Unfortunately, the trauma of the day, the waiting, and now the nervous climax on seeing Will culminated in me visibly crumpling before his eyes.

      “You need to get some rest,” said Will and stood up to help me to my feet. “Go to bed now and we’ll talk tomorrow. I’m seeing spots in front of my eyes too!” I must have hesitated because he said gently, “I’ll be in shortly, just need to freshen up first.”

      He gave me the briefest of embraces, as if I was too fragile to touch, and pushed me gently towards the door. I retreated to the bedroom, understanding that the ground on which we were treading was akin to walking on broken glass.

      After a short while, he gently slid into bed beside me. I didn’t wait to see if he’d keep his distance, but turned and threw my arm round him. I wanted to tell him how much I’d missed him, but sobbed into his shoulder instead. He drew me to him and rubbed my back, but was silent. Eventually, I relaxed into sleep.

      In the morning, I was awoken by Will bearing a steaming mug of tea. His towel dried hair stood on end. He looked fresh and very handsome, but his eyes still held that wary expression he’d had last night. It was as if I’d suddenly transformed into an alien creature he no longer fully recognised.

      “Evie’s gone to work and sends her love and instructions to take care,” he said. “Shall I make you some breakfast?”

      “No thanks! Mornings are horrific!” His eyes widened. I threw off the duvet and rushed past him into the bathroom.

      Sometime later, I emerged, showered and better. There had been some spotting while I’d been sleeping and I prayed to whatever gods were listening to keep my child safe.

      Will had refrained from producing his usual fry up, probably because the fridge was depressingly empty.

      “Can you eat a bit of toast?” he asked, slotting bread into the toaster.

      I grimaced. “No, thanks!”

      “No wonder you’re looking skeletal, then. You need to eat for two!”

      Despite trying to make light-hearted conversation, we were two strangers eyeing each other warily.

      “When I was sick and didn’t make it to New York with you, I really thought it was just a bug. I kept thinking I’d be ok the next day. If it hadn’t been for Evie, I wouldn’t have even bothered to see a doctor. Then I was told I was dehydrated, and had to take a pregnancy test as routine, and Will, when it came back positive, I just kept denying it to the doctor and she just looked at me. She’d probably heard that a thousand times before from silly sods like me.”

      Will reached over and gripped my hand. “You aren’t a silly sod, you silly sod!” he said, making me smile.

      I moved aside the junk mail on the table and found the images of the scan. Wordlessly, I pushed them over to him. Frowning, he picked them up, obviously having trouble working out the shapes. Then he swallowed hard and his face just crumpled. I was round the table and cradling him in a heartbeat.

      “I’m sorry,” he croaked. “I thought it was all a mistake and a false alarm. All the way over on the plane, I kept telling myself you’d had a false alarm. But now……” He broke off, raising the image. “It’s real. It’s a real baby.”

      I kissed his tears as happiness flooded through me. All thoughts of Will demanding an abortion because a baby didn’t fit into Trekkers International plans were swept away in an instant. The next few months would be a challenge, but we’d do it together.

      “Trekkers is expanding and the last thing I want is for you to suffer because of a silly mistake of mine. I couldn’t tell anyone and you were so far away and you and Rafaella looked and sounded as if Trekkers would be such a big success in the States and it was just too much to deal with.”

      Will had withdrawn his hand at the mention of Rafaella’s name and gripped his mug. “It wasn’t your mistake, Clem. I’m not saying it’s a mistake at all, not now, not after seeing these.” He indicated the images again.

      “I can work from home, even with a baby. It’s not as if I’m a Trek Leader. Kim is quite capable of running the office and I worked out that if, now we’ve merged, and there might be some staff adjustments, I’m the one who’s dispensable. I’d worked it all out, Will. I wasn’t going to ask you to commit, not now you have the States to conquer. And then, and then...” I pressed my lips together; I would not break down. “The thought of losing the baby made me realise I wanted it more than anything.” I went over to the sink to get a glass of water.

      “Of course you’ve got my support,” said Will. “It’s a shock for both of us and sure, it is bad timing, but the baby is not to blame. You’re not dispensable, Clem. You’re the glue that holds us all together. And I’ve also come to a decision about making sure that you rest properly and not take risks.”

      I looked at him quizzically as the water splashed out of the glass into the sink.

      “Before she went to work, Evie filled me in on how bad you’ve been feeling. No, it wasn’t a lecture,” he grinned when he saw my face. “You scared her, and that’s saying something about Evie who can scare the hell out of me! If you stay here, you’ll want to come to work and refuse to take proper care. So, while you were in the land of nod, I did a bit of phoning. You’ll probably try to refuse, but, Clemmie, I want to make sure you are ok and the baby has the best possible chance. So, I’m taking you to my family home in Wiltshire so you can be looked after and have a break for however long you need or want.”

      “Family home? What family home? You’ve never said anything about Wiltshire before! Your mother lives in France!” I said incredulously, water spilling everywhere. For as long as I had known Will, he had always lived in London.

      Will pulled an embarrassed expression and fiddled with a knife. “I’ve never really lived there apart from school holidays with my father. My mother separated from my father when I was a nipper and I went to live with her in London. The house has always been in my father’s family and after he died, I never went back there. You don’t need to worry. Joe and Serena manage the house and grounds, they live in so it won’t be full of dustsheets and cobwebs!”

      “What about your mother?”

      “She prefers to live in France. She paints and loves it there in her cottage. Please, Clemmie, just say yes. Serena, the housekeeper, is preparing a room for you. The country air will do you good, you won’t be tempted to work, and we’ll keep in touch with you about everything, and you can get plenty of rest and good food. It’ll only be until enough time passes and the medics say the baby is in no danger.”

      I chewed my lip while doing calculations. I had a midwife appointment in a couple of weeks and had been advised to contact the hospital immediately if the blood loss became significantly heavier or I experienced contraction like pains. Two weeks’ rest would not be too tiresome and I could always return whenever I liked. It would give me some time to sort out my emotions. Will still hadn’t expressed pleasure at the thought of being a father, but then he had to come to terms with the future as much as I did. Besides, I was downright curious about his family home.

      “All right,” I said slowly, “as long as you don’t forget about me if I’m to be stuck in the middle of nowhere.”

      “You’ll love it, Clem. If you feel up to it you can explore the countryside around. Joe and Serena really will look after you. Just so long as you don’t try to overdo it. And stay off a bike.”

      “Who pays this Joe and Serena? Surely your salary can’t cover an annual income for them both. And if this place has so much going for it, why aren’t you there more often?”

      Will shrugged. “I was mainly brought up in London, so regard here as home now. Joe and Serena’s salary does not come out of Trekkers income. Now, go pack and I’ll retrieve the Range Rover to drive us down.”

      “We have to tell everyone at the office before I go.”

      “You phone Kim and I’ll let Hugo know. I had an email from him. He’s arrived in New York and in the hotel. Between them, both the news will spread like wildfire!”

      “What about Rafaella in New York? You must have told her before you jumped on the plane home.” My pregnancy should mean nothing to her as I was not one of her team. I should have asked Will directly if she knew we were engaged, but again, was my emotional state exaggerating any mutual attraction between them? My mind slid from the reality of knowing.

      “She promised not to say anything until I officially announced it,” he said rather brusquely. “I’ll be back as soon as I can, so get packing, woman!”

      Will was animated by his solution and he left without a backward glance, a kiss, or a hug.

      I reluctantly packed a small case with plenty of warm tops and trousers in case it was a draughty old house. I’d forgotten to ask its exact location in Wiltshire so I could look it up in Google Maps. It occurred to me he was relieved to be packing me off somewhere ‘safe’ so that he could concentrate on the New York connection. When I’d packed, thrown things out and repacked, I added my laptop and e-reader, then phoned Kim at the office. Naturally, she was not at all surprised at my news. She’d already guessed, of course, but it was lovely just to hear her sounding thrilled. She was the first person who’d expressed congratulatory words, and I dripped a few tears.

      Then I phoned Evie, who, surprisingly, wholeheartedly endorsed Will’s suggestion. “I know you,” she said. “You’d be getting bored and start decorating or turning up for work when you are supposed to be resting. And besides, I’ve got to go away myself for a few days research, so there’ll be no one to keep an eye on you!”

      “I just have a feeling I’m being packed off to some remote place and left to languish like Miss Haversham in Great Expectations. Did Will tell you where exactly his family home is?”

      “No, but Wiltshire is not that far from London and Miss Haversham was dressed as a bride, and not a pregnant one either! I’m only at the end of a phone if you get lonely.”

      So still feeling moody, I paced around for a bit, tidying here and there in a distracted fashion. I was about to make a flask of coffee, then remembered that the smell of it rendered me queasy. I phoned Kim again to tell her where to find latest figures and itineraries on my computer, but she’d already found them and spoken to Ruby in New York who needed some figures. All sorted, I’m redundant already.

      Will arrived and picked up my case. “There is a washing machine at Harthill House,” he said, quirking his eyebrows, “so you didn’t need to pack for an expedition! Are you ready? Traffic won’t be too bad at this time of day for getting out of town, and we should be there before it gets dark.”

      Stepping into Will’s Range Rover was a step into the unknown in more ways than I could possibly have imagined.
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      Will was quiet as he concentrated on driving through London heading west, accompanied by his favourite rock classics. I had a million questions to ask about his home in Wiltshire, but I waited for the traffic to ease before bombarding him. Will was a good driver; he didn’t crash gears, hurl the car round corners, or brake abruptly and eventually my head nodded.

      When Will shook my leg, I blinked awake blearily.

      “Clem, we’re almost there,” he said. “We’re just bypassing Salisbury and in another twenty minutes, we’ll be there. Feast your eyes on the Wiltshire countryside, even if it is only February.”

      We were driving along a narrow road which twisted and turned through a valley filled with ploughed fields and pastures. Cattle clustered around feeders full of hay and trees of all shapes and sizes grouped in copses or stood like solitary sentinels in the middle of fields, their skeletal branches stark against the grey sky. Over a wall bordering the road on the right, I glimpsed what looked like stone turrets and exclaimed.

      “No, that’s not Harthill House, “laughed Will. Now I was fully awake he was quite animated. “That’s the home of an earl and it is open to the public occasionally. Wiltshire is full of much grander homes than Harthill House. Wilton House, Longleat and Stourhead are probably the most famous and then there’s Bowood in the Savernake Forest. And there are several in Dorset and Hampshire.”

      I looked askance at him, amazed at his sudden divulging of place names he’d never mentioned before. “My father dragged me round all those large houses when I was growing up,” he said, as if he was embarrassed to admit it. “He wanted to compare them with our small estate. A lot of our land was sold after the First World War by some not-so-illustrious ancestor. Harthill House is certainly not on the same scale as Longleat, whose house and grounds are extensive, plus they have room for a Safari Park as well!”

      “I can’t believe it! I can’t believe you’re talking about stately homes and estates,” I said, my mind reeling.

      “It’s of no consequence.” Will shrugged over the steering wheel. “The main thing is making sure you rest until the medics tell you all is well. There is a surgery in Bridgeford, which is only a few miles from Harthill House, and I’ll feel happier knowing a doctor is not far away.”

      Before I could express anything, he nodded forward. “Look,” he said quietly.

      We had turned a corner and fields fell away towards a silver thread of river as the road suddenly rose steeply into an escarpment densely packed with trees that rose like a huge curtain wall before us. The effect was quite dramatic as the road climbed and twisted through the middle of this dark forest of spiky branches and twisted limbs. Will indicated and swung right on a steep corner where the trees gave way to a pair of old wooden gate posts, an open white painted wooden gate, and a lodge on the left. It was built of brick and flint with gables and I had to screw my head round to confirm that I’d seen two Elizabethan style spiralling chimneys rising from the roof. The driveway, for that is what Will had turned into, ran along the top of the ridge, and was bordered by the dense trees on the right and farm fields on the left. A magnificent old tree some metres up the drive dwarfed the other trees lining the drive.

      “The old ash is still standing,” remarked Will. “Joe gets tree surgeons to assess its health every year as it is older than the house.”

      “Just how old is your house?” I began and stopped as I glimpsed movement on the other side of the ash tree. Two people emerged from behind the trunk’s considerable girth and stared at the car. I craned round to see if they were walking in the same direction as we were. Both were dressed similarly, and I supposed they were walkers or farm workers, but in the dimming light it was hard to be sure.

      “Do you know those people?” I asked.

      Will glanced in his rear-view mirror. “What people?”

      We rounded another tree filled bend and there was Harthill House before us and my mouth fell open. Will had given few clues about the size but it was literally large. A central building rose three stories with a pair of two storied wings on either side. The entire house was built in warm red brick with lines of white facing stones between each storey. Some of the tall sash windows were shuttered and chimneys stood outlined against the sky. Will crunched noisily on the gravel before a front entrance sheltered by an impressive central pillared portico and I was speechless.

      “Welcome to Harthill House,” he announced. He helped me out of the car because I was still stunned and the wide entrance door opened and a man and woman who looked in their fifties stepped out, closely followed by two very boisterous golden retrievers. They immediately ran up to Will, weaving round him, barking madly. He bent down to stroke them, and they nuzzled into him rapturously. Then they saw me and came to sniff, although their tails still waved furiously. “Get away, you big mutts!” said the man. He was tall and broad shouldered with dark hair. His face was weathered and crinkles formed round his eyes as his wide mouth stretched into a welcoming grin. The woman was slightly behind him, almost as tall as the man, her dark hair tied back. Smiling warily.

      “Clemmie, meet Joe Hudson and his wife Serena who look after Harthill House and are waiting to take good care of you.”

      Joe wrung my hand heartily, and I was glad of his friendly countenance. Serena gave me a tentative handshake and her wary grey eyes assessed me before she said, “I hope you’ll use this house as your home for as long as you want, Clemency. William has explained the circumstances and we hope everything will be fine.” She moved towards Will and gave him an affectionate hug. “You’ve been away too long,” she scolded. Joe also wrung Will’s hand and gave him some hearty welcoming thumps on his back.

      “Let’s get in out of the cold,” said Joe and ushered me in through the main doors into a huge, high-ceilinged room which soared up into shadows. Niches on the walls held statues of neoclassical figures. Plaster reliefs of decorative swags of leaves, flowers and fruit ran along the walls in a frieze and on the ceiling. A huge fireplace dominated one wall where a log fire cheerfully crackled. Opposite the main door, another set of imposing polished doors were closed. The wooden flooring glowed and a Persian rug faded with age lay in the centre under a round table. A vase filled with winter jasmine and willow twigs adorned the table and if I’d been overwhelmed by the exterior, nothing had prepared me for the interior so far. The smell of polish and wood smoke was comforting and the table lamps on either side of the fireplace cast a warm light.

      “There’s a pot of tea and a sponge cake in the kitchen,” said Serena and led us to a door in the corner of this grand hall, the two dogs preceding us, tails high, leading the way. “Joe and I will show you around later, or tomorrow, if you prefer to rest.”

      Will just stood and grinned. He was enjoying my dumbstruck amazement.

      “I’ll take Clem’s stuff up to her room first. She’s in the blue bedroom, isn’t she, Serena?” Serena nodded affectionately to Will. Whenever did they get to see him?

      We passed out of the grand hall and into a large airy vestibule with an elaborately curved and highly polished staircase. Will charged up it with my bags.

      The kitchen in the basement was accessed by a steep narrow staircase, which seemed at odds with the dimensions of the house. The kitchen contained the biggest Aga I had ever seen. The dogs flopped down on a rug spread before it after noisily lapping from a decorated chamber pot full of water. A huge tabby cat also lay on the rug, unperturbed by all the commotion. A wooden dresser with shelves of old looking crockery occupied the wall opposite the Aga and the wall behind the door had a recessed cupboard whose open doors revealed shelves of jars, tins, packets, and containers, as well as pots and pans. Shelves were fixed to the wall between two windows, holding books and dishes above a worktop and cupboards. A long oak table dominated the middle of the room. A laptop stood open at one end, with a
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