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WELCOME TO MELANCHOLY MANSION …

“Great balls of fire,” Miss Rumpson said.

My sentiments exactly. The place was a combination of the Old Curiosity Shop and Alice’s Wonderland. As far as the candle could see were hand-painted leather trunks and marble columns and statues and clocks and silk screens and feather fans …

But no Mangé Meeting.

“Well, m’dear, if that doesn’t beat all!” Miss Rumpson’s voice bounced off gilded mirrors and under japanned tables. “There’s a coffin down here.”

Had I not gained so much weight I would have leaped into her arms. “Wh … Where?”

Following the trail of her finger I saw a coffin, snuggled into a space between a Victorian love seat and a tallboy.

I didn’t expect any body to be inside, truly. It had come to me in a flash that the collecto-maniac responsible for loading up this room must have bought the coffin from an undertaker having a going-out-of-business sale. The lid groaned—or was it Miss Rumpson? We would surely find the space used for storage of a different kind. Sheets was my guess. Those won’t-wear-out ones that have to be ironed.

Wrong! I couldn’t breathe—partly because Miss Rumpson was clutching my throat. Someone lay against the white satin pillow.

Someone I recognized.
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I dream I am a child again, coming to Merlin’s Court for the first time. No … that isn’t quite the way it is. My grown-up self watches, off-stage, as ten-year-old Ellie is driven in that magical vehicle of childhood—a taxi—through the village of Chitterton Fells. The shops and houses, now steeped in twilight, are of classic Christmas card design. Look, there’s the amputated Roman arch, and yes … the wavering moonbeam of coast road.

Child Ellie is wearing her blue-and-gold striped school blazer. The badge of her Panama hat heralds the motto of St. Roberta’s: Life Is Strife. Her plaits are tied with bows the size of giant moths and her face is an all-over smile.

Does that make her sound an appealing little moppet? Sorry, the truth is that she is fat. Poor dear, she was born fat. And really there was no excuse. Her parents lived thin and productive lives. Aunts, uncles, and cousins were respectable in size. And the family tree revealed only one obese antecedent—Augustus Wentworth Grantham, 1784–1863, who was forced into exile after unlacing his stays at a regimental dinner. Not another blot on the record until I, Giselle Simons, weighed in. Giselle! I know my parents chose the name as a sort of magic talisman against the inevitable. My first word was chocolate.

Peering through the shadows of my dream, I remember all those years of shelling out blackmail money to my low-cal cousin Vanessa. Anything to retrieve damning photos of Child Ellie in varying poses of indecent exposure. Short sleeves, short socks … shorts. Destroying the evidence had become vital after I went on a diet at age twenty-seven and won. Days, weeks of complacency had followed wherein I was sure I had bumped off the Before version. But every once in a while Child Ellie would creep up behind me, tap me on the shoulder, and cry, “I’m still here!”

The taxi zigs around a bend in the road and Child Ellie winds down the window to sniff the scenery. Don’t lean out too far, Child Ellie. The cliff sheers down like a bird shot from the sky. The taxi nears the top of the hill. Here stands St. Anselm’s Church, walls the colour of pumice stone. The moon is its halo. A weary congregation of tombstones and trees that writhe as though wringing their hands at the wickedness of the world.

Child Ellie smiles. Anyone would think she had never smelled the sea before, never heard it break in white-foamed rushes against the cliffs, never savoured its Alka Seltzer taste, nor seen a gull cresting the wind. What blithe optimism! What wanton vulnerability! She lunges through the window, arms flung wide to embrace the moment. But all is well. She doesn’t fall. The window is a tight fit.

The taxi glides through sagging iron gates onto a gravel drive riddled with weeds. Look … there is the old chestnut spreading its moon-dappled cloak upon the lawn … and there the lodge, a cobbled house with a brass plate on the door: Cliffside Cottage. The taxi slows, then moves on. Then suddenly the maternal ancestral home is in sight: Merlin’s Court. Her breath catches. It’s exactly as Mother had described it. Still, nothing could have prepared her for this Grimm’s fairy tale castle complete with moat, ivied walls, turrets like witches’ hats, and best of all, a portcullis.

A place of pure magic. Ah, but I know what Child Ellie does not. A wicked wizard, Great Uncle Merlin, reigns within the castle walls. Picture him now, chomping on his toothless gums. Nightcap a-bobbing, he rubs fleshless hands together at the merry prospect of a child being left in his keeping. How touchingly naive of her parents to decide a holiday at the seaside will do her a world of good, while they sail off to America to prospect for fame and fortune.

The taxi rounds a final curve. While I am wondering how soon before I wake up, Child Ellie disembarks. Witness a flash of stout legs. Socks rolled into doughnuts at the ankles. I want to pull them up for her, straighten her bows, warn her. But she is headed for the moat bridge. Will it collapse under her thudding hopscotch? The immortal words of Aunt Astrid knell in my ears. “All cannot be blessed with beauty, grace, and charm, Ellie.” Certainly not. After giving so generously of those blessings to Aunty’s darling daughter Vanessa, God ran short. “But one can always strive to excel at something other than mediocrity, Ellie.”

“Thank you, Aunty.” Child Ellie might always be picked last for school games, but she would walk a tightrope across the Alps for a jelly bean.

Watch out! She almost goes over into the moat. A curtain twitches hopefully at one of the countless windows, then falls. Oh, no … Child Ellie has left her suitcase in the taxi, now vanishing into the blackness of time. But does her smile dim? Never! She discovers that the gargoyle beside the heavily studded castle door is a doorbell. A yank of the tongue, the mottled yellow-green eyes roll around in its head, and a deep ringing is heard.

Silence.

Child Ellie’s chubby fists pound the door. “Uncle Merlin! It’s me, Ellie! Mummy and Daddy said you and I would be good for each other. They don’t believe you are bonkers. I am to be a little breath of fresh air, blowing away the cobwebs. Your life will gain new meaning when you help me grow gaunt and beautiful by not letting me have seconds … pardon me, thirds.”

Silence.

“Standing here on the step like this, I can’t help wondering if Mummy and Daddy decided I was old enough to travel on my own because they were scared.”

Wind laughing among the trees.

“Surely, Uncle Merlin, you’re not having a last minute charge round with the Hoover, are you? I’ve sworn on birthday and Christmas presents not to comment on the squalid state of the house. Believe me, I don’t mind in the least if you do your washing up once a year rather than once a day.”

Has she caught the attention of the silence?

“Uncle Merlin, you may be interested to know that I intend to be a house decorator when I grow up. Dried flowers need not look dead these days; and I know—from reading The Wickedest Girl in the Class—how to remove stubborn stains. Even blood.”

Thicker silence.

Did the time draw near for me to wake up? But my eyes won’t open.

“Uncle Merlin, perhaps I have come at an inconvenient time. Should I …?”

With the appalling suddenness of an animal striking, the castle door flings inward. Legs moving pell-mell, Child Ellie is swept by an invisible force into the cavernous hall with its flagstone floor and peekaboo staircase. Cobwebs sway in tattered banners from the lofty ceiling. Moth-eaten fox heads grin from walls marbled with damp. Dead flowers, bunched into funeral urns, give off the odour of decay. In this house only the dirt is alive.

“Be nice, Uncle Merlin. Stop playing hard to find. I promise not to start screaming if you have come down with some hideous deformity since Mummy and Daddy last saw you. Cross my heart, I think werewolves are sweet. But if it makes you more comfortable, feel free to slip a bag over your head. Oh, crikey! Why there you are, naughty uncle!”

Child Ellie’s brain is not overweight. She is addressing a rusty suit of armour, stationed against the banister wall. Not Uncle Merlin. Lifting the visor, she inquires within. No one home. But never say die. Our metal knight has an identical twin standing to attention a few yards away. Bother! He isn’t hiding any fugitives either.

“Uncle Merlin, I’m warning you—I’m going off you in a hurry.” She digs into her blazer pocket for the friend that never fails—a bar of chocolate. Restored, she blunders about some more. She pokes her nose through the banisters, she checks a mound of formless debris, she opens doors that go nowhere.

Time is running out. I try to enter the dream. “Pssst!”

“Listen to me, Ellie,” I try. “You don’t need to find Uncle Merlin. I can tell you how it really was on that holiday. No electricity. Cold baths. Everything mildewed—including the food. And always that sense of something refusing to let the house rest. But I did come to realize that Uncle Merlin was not the monster of your exuberant imagination.”

Is the child paying any attention as she walks in circles, making snuffling noises? Not so brave now.

“Look, I’m sorry, but there’s no point in crying for Mother.” I stop, unable to say that Mother is dead from a fall down a flight of railway stairs when I was seventeen. “Uncle Merlin was a lonely old man—locked up, emotionally speaking, in a cupboard that rattled with skeletons. His greatest enjoyment was terrifying the family out of its wits for fear he would leave his fortune to a cat home.”

Talk about wasting my breath. Talk about talking to myself. Child Ellie is gone. Hiding. “Would you get back here!” I huff. “Am I supposed to lie in bed all day trying to talk sense into you? I have a life to lead. And, if you don’t mind my saying so, I am rather disappointed that you haven’t bothered to ask how things turned out. Believe it or not, Merlin’s Court is now my home and at the risk of sounding boastful, I have used my considerable talent as an interior designer to restore it to former glory. Uncle Merlin, you see, did not leave everything to a cat home. The house and a considerable sum of money was willed to me jointly with a gentleman by name Bentley T. Haskell, who, I am proud to inform you, became my husband.”

Do I hear Child Ellie’s ears prick up? “Surprised, aren’t you? Never thought I would land a husband, did you? And believe me, Ben isn’t your common or garden husband—the kind cousin Vanessa would try on for size, then donate to the Salvation Army. Ben is a Three-D Man: Dashing, Debonair, and Devoted. And he’s employed, too. Presently he’s asleep after an arduous day at Abigail’s, his restaurant in the village. Otherwise I would introduce you.”

Silence.

Those fox heads grin from the walls, but I don’t see another face.

“Would you please look at me!” My voice fills up the hall, the house … the night. “Take a good look. Can’t you see what a success I have made of myself? And, if you don’t mind my saying so, with very little help from you. I’m thin. Radiantly thin. Ben happens to be one of the greatest chefs in the world—Paris trained. Which makes it a miracle that he was the one who brought out the new me. My darling seduced and reduced me. I now spurn chocolate. The word cream is obscene. Raw vegetables and clear broth excite me.”

I begin to feel a bit of a fool, but I won’t be intimidated by a pair of gawking suits of armour.

“Child Ellie, are you there? Answer me!” All this shouting is making me dizzy. The rooms in Merlin’s Court, past and present, merge into a whirlwhip of faded colour.

“Why won’t you answer?” My voice is far away. “How can you be so selfish? Do you think I would have come all this way back to find you, if there were anyone else for me to turn to? Don’t you see, you are the only one who can show me … remind me … what it is like to be a child.”

And I need to know. I am going to have a baby.
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I, Mrs. Bentley T. Haskell of Merlin’s Court, Chitterton Fells, retired interior designer, proud owner of a gifted cat named Tobias, experience no sense of impending doom. On that Saturday morning in June, I lie amidst the burgundy and silver-grey ambience of the matrimonial bedroom. Sunshine turns the latticed windows to harlequin dazzle, highlighting the dark glow of mahogany furniture.

Idly I pick up the hand mirror from the bedside table. Ugh! Keep up this brutal honesty and out the window you go! Do I need reminding that I have foam rubber cheek bones? Or that I failed to heed Aunt Astrid’s dictum that crying over trifles washes all colour from the eyes? Fortunately I have long hair. I arrange it artfully over my face. The pheasants on the wallpaper have never heard the word migration. They aren’t the only ones who will be utterly unprepared for what lies ahead.

“Ben, darling …”

“What is it, sweetheart?” responds my dark, handsome, and devoted spouse.

“I had such a strange dream last night. I was a child again, visiting here for the first time. Little did I know then that years later Uncle Merlin would come up with the bizarre idea of hosting a family reunion, resulting in my inspired idea of renting you for the weekend from Eligibility Escorts. Doesn’t it seem like only yesterday that, for a modest fee, you agreed to pose as my besotted fiancé?”

“And here we are, my treasure!” He sat down on the edge of the bed, stroking my cheek with those slim, elegant fingers which can arouse such passion from a simple sponge cake. His touch was incredibly gentle, his voice incredibly absentminded. “Speaking of dreams, Ellie, I received by this morning’s post a letter which I read before bringing up your breakfast tray, and believe me—the news is a dream come true!” Blue-green eyes sparkling enticingly, he patted the pocket of his black silk, man-about-the-bedroom dressing gown.

Smiling wanly from my pillow edged with Nottingham lace, I ached to tell him how desperately I loved the way his dark hair curled against his neck. But I wasn’t up to the exertion. I had discovered that morning sickness was something for which I had natural flair.

“Exciting news, darling? Has the Electricity Board written to say it will adjust our bill?” I fingered his manly chest where the black silk gapped away. “I was afraid they wouldn’t believe me concerning the heated towel rail’s habit of turning itself on at will, but possibly my assertion that Dorcas and Jonas have also noticed did the trick.”

Dorcas, let me explain in a swift aside, came to Merlin’s Court as housekeeper, shortly after Ben and I took up residence. An avid sports woman, she is happier with a hockey stick in her hands than a mop. And that’s fine with me. Dorcas is one of life’s creature comforts. The older sister I never had. During the last few weeks, she had done some straight talking about this being the time for her to move from the main house to Cliffside, the cottage at the gates. She claimed to relish the idea of being several hundred yards closer to her new job as gym teacher at the village school. Huh! Had I believed she really wanted a place of her own I would have understood, but I know Dorcas. Nobility is her besetting sin. She had this bee in her red head that Ben and I should be on our own. As if there weren’t more than enough room in this huge house for us all to wallow in privacy. If Dorcas were off the premises, she might miss the baby’s first smile … first step. I’d had to put my foot down and tell her in no uncertain terms that in my condition I was not up to turning her bedroom at Merlin’s Court into a shrine. Embroidering a plaque to place above her bed—Gone But Not Forgotten—would take forever.

Now for Jonas. He also lives in, while maintaining a separate suite of rooms over the stables to which he retreats whenever any of my relations brave his displeasure and show up for afternoon tea. Tobias, who is supposed to be my cat, sneaks off with him. Later I find the two of them seated in the rocking chair reading Of Mice and Men. Brindled moustaches dampened with Ovaltine. Good cheer restored from plotting the murders of Aunt Astrid, Aunt Lulu, and Uncle Maurice, and the rest. When it comes to flowers, Jonas is second to none. His dahlias are the size of tea plates and he produces colours not yet invented. I tell myself (and sometimes him) that he is entitled to his quirks and crotchets. Well past seventy, to outsiders he is the gardener who has been a fixture since the late Mr. Merlin Grantham was a lad. To we who love him, he is someone else entirely.

Ben shifted on the bed. The breakfast tray which he had set across my middle tipped and tilted like a ship in a storm. “Ellie, I am not talking about the electric bill or the towel rail which hates you. I am trying to talk about a letter sent to me from America.”

My eyelids weighed as heavy as piano lids. But Chapter One of The Pregnant Pause stresses not playing the invalid. “From whom in America did this letter come?” Why did he keep bringing me breakfast in bed? I had begged him to stop. That poached egg was staring at me. A gargantuan eye. Filmed with cataract. The few sips of tea I had swallowed sloshed up and down in the hull. Marmalade? I couldn’t face the stuff. Ah, but what was this cannily concealed under the pot? An envelope. Reaching for it, I perked up. A letter from my friend Primrose Tramwell was always a treat. She and her sister Hyacinth have confirmed my faith that the years of discretion—or mature indiscretion—can be life’s great adventure. The sisters, both of them over sixty, owned Flowers Detection agency.

“Sorry Ben, I didn’t quite catch …”

His black brows merged. “Am I losing my voice or is the baby pressing on an auditory nerve?”

“I’m not yet three months.”

“Once more with feeling, then, my correspondent is the Secretary of the Mangé Society.”

Instantly I was all sympathy. “Oh, not one of those crackpot organizations that promise to trace your family tree for a nominal fee of a thousand pounds? Drop it in the waste paper basket, darling!” I shifted the pillow under my head.

“Ellie—”

“Do listen to this. Primrose writes, ‘Dearest Ellie, Hyacinth and I send our best love to you and Bentley. Life is tranquil here at Cloisters. We are sadly underworked in our chosen profession. Butler, speaking with authority—having, as you know, acquired his start in life as a burglar—asserts that crime doesn’t pay what it once did.’ ”

“As well no one has poisoned the old girls’ smelling salts.” Ben, pacing at the foot of the bed, did not sound pleased.

“Must you use the word old?” I reproved.

“Why not? It’s a status most of us wish to achieve. We want time to fulfill our dreams, one of mine having always been—”

“Darling,” I said, “you will be so touched by this. Primrose encloses an old family remedy, ideal for someone in my delicate condition. She says it has been favoured by members of the Royal Family in times of stress. It uses only natural ingredients.”

Ben dredged up a smile. “Sweetheart, you have magnanimously led this conversation back to the Mangé Society. It does not dig up family trees, but is a custodian of history in the ultimate sense.” He withdrew his letter from its envelope and crackled the stiff parchment. “The Mangés are a secret organization of chefs, dedicated to the noble cause of tracking down long lost recipes of cultural importance.”

“My word!”

“Ellie, we are not talking about Aunt Maddie’s mislaid variation of jam tarts.”

“I should think not!” I laid Primrose’s letter down on my paperback copy of Pregnancy for Beginners. Tobias Cat strolled out from behind the wardrobe and I tried not to meet his eyes.

Ben made himself comfortable on the bed and my feet. “None but the Crème de la Crème are admitted to membership and those fortunates only after arduous admission proceedings.”

“Such as?”

“My dear, all that is kept exceedingly hush-hush. The members take a vow of silence. As for those who don’t make the grade, blabbing would be professional suicide.”

“Heavens!” If that poached eye did not stop gawking at me, I might be driven to take a poke at it with my fork. Maybe not. My mind dodged the dreadful vision of yellow goo running out. “In other words, these Mangés are sort of like Masons with cooking spoons? Given to secret handshakes and coded eye twitchings?”

Ben caressed my layman’s brow.

“These are the people who one year ago announced to the world—the thinking world, Ellie—that they had singlehandedly tracked down a recipe for a minestrone dried soup mix, created by none other than …” The maroon velvet curtains stopped rippling in the breeze from the open window. Tobias Cat, who had been stalking his tail, sat frozen. “… By none other than Leonardo Da Vinci.”

“Gracious! And history has written him off as an artist who dabbled in aviation, anatomy, et cetera, et cetera.” Must quell the urge to ask if the soup would be marketed under the label Momma Mona. My beloved was clearly infatuated with this gourmet sect.

“Why have the Mangés written to you?”

Ben stood up. The bed heaved, threatening to keel over. I hugged the rim and the room settled back into shape. My spouse was standing before the dressing table mirror, taking a good hard look at himself. His eyes danced with emerald sparks.

“Ellie, I hold here in these hands” (staring as though they had sneaked up and attached to his arms while he wasn’t looking) “I hold here an invitation from the Society to present myself for consideration as a Potential Member.”

I strove to look dazzled.

“Speechless, aren’t you? The question I keep asking is, Why me?” He was pacing in front of the marble fireplace, every fourth step hitting the board that squeaked.

I adore this man. He is my knight in shining armour. He who saved me from a fate worse than death—Aunt Astrid’s scorn, thinly veiled as pity: poor Ellie, single by default! But there are times when his masculine smugness, poorly disguised as self-deprecation, irritates me just a smudge.

He stopped pacing and tossed me a wry smile. “Hard to credit isn’t it? Me! Son of a humble greengrocer!”

His father is as humble as the ruler of an oil well kingdom. Poppa considers himself a fruit and veggie magnate.

“And think how proud your mother will be,” I enthused. Confidentially, Magdalene is opposed to any organization not run on strict Roman Catholic lines. And surely it was too much to hope that all Mangé members were of the faith.

“Ellie, I wonder what made the Mangés pull my name out of the hat? Abigail’s is doing well but not on an international scale, and The Edwardian Lady’s Cookery Book has yet to make me a household name.”

“You’re far too modest.” I was background music.

Ben leaned forward to touch my hair. Missing by inches he paced on. That dratted board still squeaked with every fourth step.

“My entire life hanging in the balance and I did not know it. Do you think the society may have sent one of its members to dine at Abigail’s undercover?”

“A point to ponder.”

Gripping the letter with both hands he strove to unravel its secret code. “Sweetheart, I told you about the suspicious-looking chap with the ginger wig and the eye patch.”

“I remember being quite frightened.”

“Oh, my God, Ellie, wasn’t that the Thursday when Freddy let the salads reach room temperature?”

Freddy, for the record, is my cousin. Supposedly he is Ben’s right hand man at Abigail’s. We felt we owed him something because on the whole he was pretty decent about our inheriting Merlin’s Court. He may have thrown things in private, but he never tried to throw Ben or me out a window.

“Why couldn’t the Mangés have sent their spies on a Tuesday? Nothing, if I do say it myself, compares with my escallop of escargot—the sauce gentle, almost shy …”

Once, believe it or not, I had found the way Ben talked about food one of his most sensuous qualities. Now I resorted to an antacid tablet. He smoothed out the letter, kissed it, and returned it to his pocket.

“Darling,” I said, remembering it would soon be time for me to take my nap and I hadn’t yet got up, “where will your meeting with the Mangés take place?”

He tightened his dressing gown belt, eyes fixed on my face. “Ellie, the society’s headquarters are in the States. Where else would we meet?”

“I …”

“Ellie, it’s not the moon. Jonas and Dorcas thoroughly enjoyed their stay in Chicago.”

“So they did.” I sank back against my pillow. The thought of his being gone from home was a bit of a shock. A sigh escaped me. How desperately I would miss him. What wife of less than a year would not repine? But surely he wouldn’t be gone more than a week or a fortnight at most? Unbidden came a rush of euphoria. Scant weeks ago my definition of bliss was being in bed with Ben. Now I must strive not to betray—by sparkling eyes—that I might adjust to being alone. Especially at night.

What ecstasy not to have the bed plunge and plummet every time my beloved turned over in sleep or roused up on an elbow to inquire how I was faring. Oh, that I might in the early hours of morning crawl into the bathroom and drape myself over the blessed chill of porcelain without that dear male voice explaining through a crack in the doorway that we were moving hour by hour ever closer to the end of this disagreeable, but stock, manifestation.

Euphoria ebbed. Guilt flowed in. I do guilt awfully well. Wasn’t I the woman who only two years ago at the declining age of twenty-seven would have bartered thirty years of life for thirty minutes with a man? Wasn’t I the one who had put in an official request for a baby? I had taken up the rosary, given to me by my mother-in-law, ostensibly as a souvenir from Rome, and I had prayed for the rabbit to die, the test tube to stop fizzing, the word Yes! to appear on the litmus paper.

My fertile hero! After having to be persuaded by all the wiles and negligees in my repertoire that fatherhood was for him, he had committed himself to the parenting project with zeal. From day one he had insisted that we eat right, exercise, and think Lamaze. He had set aside quality time to be spent with the embryo. My darling knew to the second when we would be talking fetus. He was heavily into such involvement as reading to our child—now. Thus ensuring genius level or above. Daddy Dearest believed in singing to the baby. He had no conception of the horror I endured, having my abdomen serenaded, while my insides heaved like a tempest and the bathroom was a thousand-mile trek across burning desert sands. He had no idea because I hadn’t told him.

I didn’t want to hurt him. I was ashamed of the botch I was making of this joyous experience. Women today are giving birth on their lunch breaks or while standing at the Xerox machine; the race is on to see whether the copies of Mr. Brown’s memo or the baby will be delivered first. Every photo of an enceinte female shows her garbed in moonbeam white, holding a rose to her parted lips, while waves froth over her polished toenails. What happened to me? Less than three months along and I already felt as though the timekeeper’s watch had stopped. I didn’t have the energy to look dewy and radiant. Most mornings I didn’t have the energy to get up and start counting the minutes until my nap. I lived in constant fear that my mother-in-law would arrive unexpectedly and demand a count of the woolies I had knitted for the layette.

One of these days I would have to drag myself down to Rock-A-Bye Baby in the village, buy a couple of lacy coats, unpick the labels, unravel the necks, and stick knitting pins through them. What I needed, yearned for, was an intermission, only a short one, so I could gird myself to continue with the next six months. That being an impossibility, I would settle for Ben’s going to America. I would sleep until his return. Dorcas would fend off cobwebs with an occasional charge of the mop. Jonas could be guaranteed to be rude to unwelcome visitors.

“Are you asleep?” Ben loomed over me.

“Just doing my eyelid exercises, darling! Close, push up and hold; close …” Dorcas stressed the importance of prenatal Physical Education.

“Ellie, we’d better see about booking our tickets. Not much time if we are to leave in a month.”

“Did you say … we?” My eyes were opened. The air stretched tight as a drum.

“Darling, would I go without you?” He reclined with rakish elegance against the mahogany wardrobe. “The society urges that you accompany me. You are banned, of course, from meetings in the Inner Sanctum. But you are part of the package. Spousal support is considered crucial. Think of it, Ellie. If I am admitted to membership, there exists an excellent chance you will be invited to join the auxiliary.”

Oh, cripes! As if I didn’t have enough to do feeling rotten.

Inching to the edge of the bed, I sat looking into those marvelous eyes of his, flashing now with opal fire. “Ben, darling! You Odysseus. Me Penelope.”

“Meaning?”

“You go, I stay.”

Tobias yawned his boredom and disappeared back behind the wardrobe.

“Surely you jest!” Eyes dark and brooding, Ben slumped into the fireside chair. “You can’t send me off alone. I might do something both of us would regret.”

“Have an extramarital fling?”

“Use foul language—convenience foods, for instance.”

“Darling, I’m sorry. Even at the best of times the words Selection Committee make me want to stick pins in animate objects.” True enough. I was the fat child who never made it into the inner circle of schoolgirl secret societies.

If Ben wanted to be a Mangé, let him. He was his own grown-up person and thus entitled to be childish when he chose. He might need deprogramming when I got him back, but I could think up ways to make that fun.

Lying back down, I said, “My personal prejudices aside, the trip wouldn’t be good for the baby. All the books stress stability at this period of a child’s life.”

He scraped his chair back with enough force to make ruts in the floor. “Rubbish. I read in an American newspaper only last week that prenatal travel is crucial to the development of inquiring minds.”

I toyed with the idea of luring him down on the bed, twisting my hair into a rope, and wrapping it around his throat. “Ben, what if I should want to eat while over there? Dorcas says the Americans do unspeakable things to baked beans instead of serving them as God and Heinz intended: straight out of the tin. And they serve jelly—named Jello—on the same plate as meat and gravy. Physically I’m not up to all that.”

“Baked beans and Jello”—he spoon fed me the words—“are on the Mangés’ list of outlawed foods.”

The room reeled. Tobias had landed on my stomach. “Ben, I’d be a burden. Whenever you attended one of your meetings and had to leave me alone for hours—maybe days on end—you’d be worried to death about me.”

“I would not.”

“You wouldn’t worry”—my voice went all stringy, like chewing gum—“that I, who have the worst sense of direction in living memory, might head out on the wrong bus to Iglooville, Alaska?”

“Ellie!” He thumped a fist against his forehead and the whole room shook. Incredible to think that only fifteen minutes ago this had been a happy marriage.

I stroked Tobias’ ears. “Ben, please understand! I’ve had a grudge against America ever since my parents left me with Uncle Merlin while they went job hunting over there. But if I have to set aside a pet phobia, I would wish to travel light in every sense of the word. As it is, I will only be pregnant enough to look fat. And haunted as I am by my fat past, that would be demoralizing.”

What I didn’t tell him was that I was gaining weight at a frightening rate. When next visiting Dr. Melrose, I would forego makeup and pop the fillings out of my teeth. Unfair! My food, when I could eat, mostly didn’t stay down long enough to do good or harm.

Ben dropped down on the bed, sending the pheasants on the wallpaper into eddying flight. “Sweetheart, treat yourself to some maternity clothes.”

“I’d feel presumptuous at this stage.”

Gripping his head, he fell back on the bed.

I closed in for the kill. “And what about Abigail’s? Agreed, Freddy is improving. He no longer tells customers that the desserts are chock-full of cholesterol. But can he be left with no one to restrain him? I know how his beady mind works. He’ll introduce a Leftovers Special before you can say jet lag.”

Ben sat up. “I believe my reputation can withstand Freddy. And he has earned the right to fail or succeed under his own steam.”

Sometimes the man was diabolical. Appealing to my sense of fair play like that! He was gaining on me to the point where I was reduced to wondering how the weather would be in the States at this time of the year.

“Whereabouts in America are we talking?”

A smile slithered on and off his face. “Where would you like it to be?”

“Boston.” A fifty-to-one chance that I was in the wrong state. I hoped to see his eyes cloud with disappointment, but he was looking down, fiddling with his dressing gown belt.

“Amazing!” he said.

“You don’t mean …?”

“Well, not in the heart of Boston.”

I breathed easy again.

“Some miles outside.”

Tobias got off the bed. Smart cat. I was ready to throw something at Ben—if only I’d felt up to it.

“I don’t want to go on a plane.” Definitely scraping the bottom of the barrel here.

“You’re not afraid of flying.”

“I’m afraid of turbulence and those horrid little paper bags and the horrid waits outside those horrid little toilets.”

Scowling, he kicked the side of the bed. “Ellie, I want to be a Mangé. I know you’re feeling frayed around the edges, but remember, Chapter Two of The Waiting Game stresses that’s a positive. I’m not asking you to go mountaineering.”

Smoothing my hair off my brow, I fought to look fragile. “Ben, we’ve been married nearly a year now. We don’t have to keep proving ourselves. Love doesn’t mean driving oneself to the brink of nobility.” I patted his cheek. “Be selfish, my love, and Godspeed.”

“Such is your final answer?” Rising, he spoke in the voice of one who is going down with his ship. “Foolish of me to be surprised.”

“Why?” I asked.

“I’d rather not say:” Putting his best profile forward.

“As you wish, dear.” Already I was planning my days without him. Bed until noon. Could I possibly be eligible for Meals on Wheels?

“Then again, if you insist on dragging it out of me, Mum did once voice concern that you might be something of a … well-intentioned wet blanket.”

“Your mother said what?” About to hurl myself off the bed, I was saved by a surge of dizziness and the reappearance of Ben’s slippery grin. Almost taken in by the oldest trick in the world!

Trembling fingers pressed to my eyes, I quavered, “And I suppose your father agreed! How sharper than a serpent’s tooth it is to have ungrateful in-laws, and here I am carrying their grandchild.”

While Ben strove to disentangle his tongue, I reflected that he did not mean to be an insensitive clod. He had simply bought into the hype that everything about pregnancy was nature at its awesome, exhilarating best, exclusive of morning sickness. Oh, to have lived in the good old days when being with child meant keeping to the boudoir. A dish of bonbons at the ready to tempt one’s flagging appetite. A novel—with its unsullied heroine—always within reach. And mustn’t forget that most indispensable of old world conveniences—the maid, tiptoeing in to stoke the fire. Stop. Quench that fantasy! With my luck I would have been the perennially pregnant maid. I sighed. Life in this day and age might have its pluses. Could it be that gallivanting to America was not as barbarian as it sounded?

A brave smile touched my lips. “Ben, may I have a small respite before letting you have my R.S.V.P.?”

He knelt at the bedside, picked up my trailing hand, and crushed it to his lips.

It was one of those scenes sculpted by Venus, the two of us alone, as one! But as happens when the door springs open and a third party intrudes, we ended up looking a prize pair of twerps. To give her credit, Dorcas did knock; her omission was in waiting for “Entre!”

“Frightfully sorry barging in like this!” Red hair bristling out from its confining barrettes, she tugged at the whistle around her neck. Fortunately she didn’t blast it, as was her habit when someone (herself included) needed to be galvanized into action. Her hazel eyes zeroed in on Ben, who was still on his knees. “Caught you bang in the middle of morning exercises, have I? Oh, I say … didn’t mean …” Middle age had not cured Dorcas of blushing fierily when the occasion arose. I rescued her.

“Ben was playing peekaboo with Tobias.”

Man and beast, who don’t much care for each other, each curled a lip.

Dorcas strode forward. “Jolly ho! But what isn’t quite so jolly is that you have visitors.”

“Anyone we know or might want to know?” Ben stood up.

“Not,” I said aghast, “one of my relations?” Frankly the last thing I needed in my expectant state was to take a good hard look at my genes. Best of the bunch Freddy had put it in a nutshell when saying that were he to murder his mother, his father’s response would be, “Damn it all, boy, I trust you’re going to cough up for the funeral, springing it on me like this!”

“Not one of them,” said Dorcas. “It’s the Misses Tramwell.”

“But that’s marvelous! I wonder if Primrose mentioned in her letter—which I never did get to finish—that they would pay us a visit?” My happy anticipation did not bounce back at me off Ben’s face. He likes the Tramwells but he likes getting to Abigail’s by 10 A.M. on Saturday mornings better.

I dabbed a toe out of bed to test the mal de mer, so to speak. “No need, my Lord Faint Heart, to cut out by way of the window. Hyacinth and Primrose wouldn’t dream of subjecting you to girl talk.” I broke off, startled by the expression on Dorcas’ face. Make that her nose, which twitches when she is agitated.

“Hate to cast a rub, Ellie, but the ladies aren’t feeling girlish. Said they had come on a matter of life or death.”

“Oh, Ben!” My hands gripped the bedpost. “We should have guessed! They would never have come this early in the day unless something were wrong.”

His arms encircled me. “A matter of life or death! What a cliché!”

“Only where strangers are involved,” I whispered against his manly chest.
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