
CHAPTER ONE 
 
 
‘Hello,’ Gabrielle called, as she entered the house and dropped her bag and car keys on the hall 
table. Classes had been a mad rush today and she was truly bushed, but now, she had to go sit with 
Charles Dickens, and write a paper on why his novels still influenced modern day society. 
     ‘Hi honey,' Eleanor said from the study. ‘Please come see me after lunch.’ 
     Gabrielle knew days like this; in fact, they were becoming quite common. After making lunch, 
Eleanor would go lie on the sofa in the study, exhausted for the rest of the day. Gabrielle worried 
a great deal, but the more she tried to probe and query, the more Eleanor clammed up. 
     ‘I had a sandwich earlier,’ Gabrielle said from the doorway, then walked in, leaned over, and 
kissed her mother’s brow. ‘Mom, you look so pale, you have to go see a doctor.’ 
     Eleanor dropped her gaze, as if caught in an indiscretion. ‘I have already been to see a few.’ 
     ‘What? Then— what did they say?’ Gabrielle sat in the armchair closest to the sofa. 
     ‘I’m very sick.’ Eleanor took a laborious breath. 
     In contrast, Gabrielle’s suspended for a second. ‘What’s wrong? What do you need, what can I 
do?’ 
     ‘I have cancer.’ 
     Fear sprung forth like a hidden monster, making Gabrielle feel weak and numb. She grabbed 
the chair’s armrests, digging her fingers in. ‘It’s treatable, right? Do you need surgery, chemo, 
radiation...?’ 
     Eleanor shook her head. ‘I’m beyond that. It’s just too late— I’m dying.’ 
     A world-crushing hand grabbed her heart, flipped her over, and made her feel as if she were 
dying herself. Tears filled her eyes as she fell on her knees before her mother, dropping her head 
into her lap. ‘No mommy, you can’t.’ 
     ‘I’m sorry baby, but there is nothing more to do. And you know it too.’ Eleanor caressed her 
child’s hair. ‘But you will always have the happy times, the joy and laughter we brought each 
other. I’ve put everything is in order, and Charles is aware of it, so when—’ 
     They did not have many friends in Switzerland, but there was one constant visitor, when he 
was in the country. Charles Knight was somehow related to Eleanor by a flimsy in-law thread, but 
he had taken it as his duty to see to their comfort and safety. Gabrielle liked him very much and 
she figured that he must like her too because he always brought her gifts, treated her like a 
daughter, and never told her to stop calling him daddy, which she had started doing when she was 
ten. Consequently, Eleanor often turned to him for advice. 
     She hated being scared, but right now, she was petrified. ‘Stop talking like this, you are not 
going to die.’ Tears flowed freely. 
     ‘Listen to me.’ Eleanor said softly. ‘It is going to happen, so you have to accept it and prepare 
for when it does.’ 
     ‘I don’t want to, I need you.’ Gabrielle hiccupped, feeling so much like a little girl that she 
wanted to curl up into her mother’s lap. 
     ‘Charles and I have already discussed everything.’ Eleanor paused. ‘We have decided that the 
best course of action is for you to go to South Africa.’ 
     ‘What?’ Gabrielle exclaimed. Not only was her mother dying, but she was going to be uprooted 
as well. 
     ‘You can’t stay here alone.’ 



     ‘But... Anna and Luc are here.’ Anna was the cleaning, nanny, and everything else lady, and 
Luc, her seventeen-year-old son. Gabrielle and Luc had always been close; she had kept an eye on 
him throughout school, made sure he did not mix with the wrong crowd, and been his emotional 
support when he lost his father. 
     Eleanor took her daughter’s chin, looking into the beautiful hazel eyes. ‘You need to live, not 
be concerned and afraid, or alone.’ 
     ‘I dreamt of going to Africa, where I should have been born, but not like this, and... What about 
my studies?’ 
     ‘You know those can be continued and completed anywhere. Charles loves you just as if you 
were his child, so he will keep you safe. But if you don’t want him to...’ Eleanor stopped. 
     Even through the tears, the bad news, and the utterly helplessness she felt, she knew something 
much worse was about to happen. ‘Mommy,’ she could barely say the words. ‘Please tell me you 
are not dying today.’ 
     Eleanor attempted a smile and failed. ‘Not so soon, but I do have to unburden my heart. 
Naturally, Charles is completely against it.’ She moved on the sofa with some difficulty. 
     Gabrielle sobbed. ‘Please, mommy, please don’t talk like this.’ 
     ‘I am sorry I lied but I wanted to protect you.’ Eleanor took a deep breath. ‘If you had known, 
if he knew— well, I don’t know.’ 
     Gabrielle looked up. ‘What are you talking about, mommy? Please don’t tell me daddy— Uncle 
Charles.’ She corrected herself. ‘Is my real father.’ 
     ‘You should be so lucky my darling, but no, Charles is not your father. And as much as it pains 
me, I have to finally make a confession.’ 
     ‘Yes, that you told me a terrible joke and that you are not dying.’ Gabrielle wiped her face 
furiously. 
     ‘Gaby,’ Eleanor said gently. ‘I have kept something from you, something I wished you would 
never hear, never see, never experience, but now... I hate the way I feel because I believe the earth 
will refuse to eat my bones if I don’t tell you.’ She paused to catch her breath and find new words. 
‘Your father is not dead. I told you he was so you would never try to see him. And he doesn’t 
know that you exist either because I left before you were born.’ 
     This was the epitome of a speechless moment, because what could anyone possibly say to that? 
In the same day she hears her mother is dying, she finds out that her dead father is not dead. 
Emotions she had never experienced coursed through her. Why this horrid lie? She could not think, 
so all she did was fall over and break into heart-wrenching sobs. 
     ‘I am sorry baby and if I meant to rip out your heart, I have succeeded. But you have to 
understand—’ 
     Gabrielle’s beautiful hazel eyes swam with unstoppable tears as she got to her knees again. ‘I 
have a real father? How could you not tell me all these years? And— you are dying and I’m going 
to lose you, and there is a father I don’t know... why mommy?’ 
     ‘If only I could undo so many things. But you, the meaning of my life, I could never, I would 
never want to undo, even if your father was the worst criminal.’ 
     ‘My father is a terrible man?’ 
     ‘Not terrible that way, but the results turn out the same. If you do meet him, be prepared, 
because he will eventually disappoint you. It’s just how he is, and no one can change him.’ 
     ‘But why don’t I know him?’ 
     ‘Because I did not want him disrupting your life as he did mine.’ 
     ‘None of this is fair,’ Gabrielle cried. ‘How— I don’t know what to do.’ 



     ‘Know what you can do?’ Eleanor told her encouragingly. ‘Continue making those cute videos 
you like to send to Charles, but now, make them for yourself. And we will record our last times...’ 
Eleanor’s voice broke. 
     Catapulting to her feet, Gabrielle tore through the house, out the back door, and smacked 
straight into the property wall, unaware that an agonising scream had ripped through the tranquil 
afternoon. Then, sinking onto her knees, she buried her face in her hands. 
     Those who said someone’s life could change in a second had probably undergone something 
similar, for during the course of a few minutes, everything she knew, everything she had believed 
in, disintegrated. 
 
 
She was angry, confused, and sad, feeling so much all at once that she was incapable of 
concentrating on anything else for days afterwards. 
     While growing up, Gabrielle had often questioned their origins. Why did they live in 
Switzerland, why not in England, where they had blood ties? Did they not have relatives in South 
Africa, where Eleanor had been born? Why didn’t Eleanor work? Where did their money come 
from? Eleanor had a myriad of answers but instinctively, Gabrielle sensed that not all were true, 
which was peculiar because Eleanor was no liar. 
     Equally, Gabrielle learnt early that her mother did not like talking about her father. Nonetheless, 
when queried, Eleanor told her daughter glowing stories, fuelling an innocent mind with tales of a 
charming lost hero. Gabrielle loved her dead father dearly. 
     Almost immediately everything changed in the house, Eleanor got worse quickly, becoming 
weak and sickly, and Gabrielle could not understand how she had hidden the pain that was so 
clearly plastered on the once beautiful face. She realised too that Anna had been privy to this 
cataclysm all along, and that she was in fact a fantastic nurse, having a kindness and compassion 
seldom seen. Her heart was breaking too fast, and she did not know how she was going to survive 
it. Crying, sobs... and pain of a different kind was all she felt. 
     Many days, she did not go to classes, just so she could climb into her mother’s bed and lie there 
holding her. If she was lucky, she fell asleep and did not see, feel, or think, but other days... Tears 
started early in the morning and refused to stop until she drifted into a fitful slumber. Amid the 
unfolding tragedy, Eleanor joked as she told Gabrielle that she needed a plumber because she had 
some bad leaks. 
     She had never seen, known, or learnt that a human body could suffer so much, or that a heart 
could feel physical tearing as the days marched to the inevitable end. Through it all, Luc would sit 
outside just holding her, perhaps to remind her that there were other things to feel, but she no 
longer knew where to find them. 
     Sometimes, she remembered that he was a teenage boy. That his time should be spent being 
silly with friends, going to parties, dating, and kissing girls his age, instead, there sat a beautiful 
boy at home, loving her in silence, and making videos; that she thought she would never be able 
to watch. 
     Charles arrived. Evidently, Eleanor had called him. Gabrielle had often wondered about their 
relationship, but it seemed the little familial connection that existed between them was exactly 
that, and true friendship. 
     She knew he was happily married to Barbara, had one son, Jonathan, and had been her father’s 
best friend, and perhaps still was. Now, she had an extra person to be upset with, because he too 
knew the truth, but he too had chosen to keep it from her. 



     Then, it happened. Her mother went to sleep one evening and she never saw the blue eyes again. 
Her rock was gone and suddenly, her feet did not know where to stand. That was also the day she 
lost the last piece of her heart, and there was only one word that described how she felt, numb, 
because she could barely feel a thing anymore. Right there she made up her mind; she would never 
love again. Because loving hurt too much. 
     Gabrielle realised then that her mother had prepared well. Eleanor had sold everything they 
possessed, closed all bank accounts, and handed everything over to Charles. Now too, she 
discovered that the house they had lived in for over ten years of her life was Charles’, not theirs, 
which explained why they lived in Switzerland. It was a hiding place; but a hiding place from 
what, and whom? 
 
 
Charles was older than her father and now he spoke of how he had tried his best to influence him 
right but Malcolm Barker-Hayden was too much of a hot-head to take good advice from anyone. 
Everything she heard of that unfamiliar man was negative. After a while, she no longer knew if 
she wanted to meet him or stay oblivious. But he was her father and both had been robbed of the 
relationship they should have shared, so surely, he would behave somewhat fatherly. Besides, she 
thought crossly, Charles’ opinion was biased, she still recalled well all the stories Eleanor had told 
her. Not all could be lies, or were they? 
     ‘Have you seen him and told him I exist?’ She asked, as she looked out the hotel window 
Charles had booked her into. 
     He shook his head. ‘No, and for all we know, he would prefer not to. Which,’ he studied her 
for a second. ‘It’s not an improbable outcome as he hates responsibility of any kind. Naturally, he 
will ask if I knew of your whereabouts, and then just to rile me, will ask to see you and do 
something odd. Frankly, I wish I didn’t have to tell him anything and believe me when I say that 
he’s unworthy of you, just as he was of your mother.’ 
     She understood nothing, and the very idea that neither he nor her mother had trusted her enough 
to reveal the truth or to let her decide for herself was painful and sad. She had always seen him as 
her father, but this— could she ever forgive them? Let him steam in his lies, she did not care one 
iota for his feelings right now. ‘He is my father, I want to meet him.’ 
     Malcolm reacted with the expected shock when hearing that he shared a child with his former 
wife. He was livid, raging in fact because who did things like that? ‘And they call me 
irresponsible.’ He spat. And how convenient, he continued, that Eleanor was absent because she 
needed to hear what he thought about her cloak-and-dagger adventures. Next, he went off on a 
tirade about her selfishness, silliness, and impossible expectations. Then realising the girl was just 
as shaken and clearly not to blame for the subterfuge, he did what fathers did. ‘Come live with 
me.’ He suggested then turned on Charles, the obvious co-conspirator. ‘Charles,’ he boomed. ‘I 
knew someone with clout helped her, just never imagined my so-called best friend in the thick of 
things. All these damn years... Do not darken my portal again.’ 
     Possibly, Malcolm told Gabrielle, as she was as much at a loss as he was, it was rather late in 
life for a proper father-daughter relationship but at least they should attempt it since neither was 
to blame for a decision based on judgemental attitudes. If she wished, he suggested further, he 
would adopt her, or begin a paternity suit so she could claim his name. She was touched, told him 
so, and said she would consider it. Although still upset with her mother, she was also too used to 
Gabrielle Dunstan. 
 


