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          Children are completely egoistic;




          they feel their needs so intensely and




          strive ruthlessly to satisfy them.




           




          Sigmund Freud


        


      


    


  




  









  Part One




  Chapter One




  Matthew Gardner, an architect from New York based in Berlin and, in the first days of 2000, vacationing in Switzerland, was lying flat on his back in the snow when he saw

  her.




  Just her face. Peering down at him.




  Concerned blue eyes, irises finely ringed in black, making the blue more intense. Golden bobbed hair, blowing in the breeze. Flawless azure winter sky overhead, framing the gold.




  She was saying something.




  ‘Are you all right?’




  Lovely voice. Low. English, with a hint of something more European.




  Perfect, he thought, still dazed, though tinny music was spoiling the moment.




  He craned his head towards the sound. Another face. Boy of about eight, green bobble hat on his head, earphones around his neck. Source of the music and of his fall. Damn kamikaze kid, ears full

  of noise, hurtling down the mountain at breakneck speed, expecting everyone else to get out of his way.




  The boy grinned down at Matthew. A real brat kind of a grin. And then his face disappeared. Music, too.




  Thankfully, Matthew turned his head back.




  Still there.




  ‘Yours?’ he asked.




  She smiled. ‘No. Mine are over there.’




  Matthew turned his head again and the rest of the slope came into view.




  A bunch of skiers, some in groups, some solo.




  He knew right away which were hers, perhaps because of the colour of their hair. They stood in a huddle, arms around each other, leaning back and laughing, reminding him of a beautiful cluster

  of lilies, slender and graceful, swaying in the breeze. And then he thought, for some unaccountable reason, of the three daughters of Zeus and Hera.




  ‘The Graces?’ he asked.




  She smiled, pleased.




  ‘My daughters,’ she said.




  







  Chapter Two




  ‘What about the daughters?’




  Karl Becker, his colleague and very good friend, asked that question within five minutes of Matthew having told him that he was going to marry Caroline Walters, a Swiss-born widow from London

  with three children.




  He’d returned from St Moritz the previous night and had come into the Berlin offices of Vikram, King, Farrow Inc. with the express purpose of nailing down the verbal agreement he’d

  previously reached by telephone with Wolf Brautigen, the personnel director – namely, his transfer to the firm’s London branch.




  Matthew had completed his negotiations, arranged with his landlord to terminate the lease on his apartment, and then, on the dot of noon, had yanked Karl away from his own drawing board, hauled

  him over to the Bristol Bar in the Kempinski and ordered champagne.




  ‘And they agreed to all this?’ Karl was stunned. ‘Just like that?’




  Matthew knew he was grinning like an idiot. ‘There’s a vacancy in London, and I qualify, and maybe Wolf’s more of a romantic than he looks.’




  Karl was a tranquil man, on the whole. Not placid, just calm, the antithesis, he supposed, of what red-haired people like himself were imagined to be. He liked his friends to be content, just as

  he liked his own world to flow smoothly. He loved his work, adored his wife Amelie, and their son, Heinz, enjoyed the buzz of Berlin, but harboured long-term dreams of moving into the countryside

  and setting up as a freelance.




  He sat in the warm, gently bustling bar, listening to Matthew’s plans for packing up and going straight back to St Moritz, and Karl wanted, more than anything, to be joyful for him, but

  some intuition warned him that Matthew might be on the verge of as much trouble as happiness.




  ‘What do they think of all this?’ he asked, carefully, after drinking a toast. ‘Caroline’s daughters.’




  ‘Hard to be quite sure,’ Matthew answered, frankly. ‘They seem happy for us.’




  ‘It’s pretty important,’ Karl said. ‘Don’t you think?’




  ‘Of course it’s important. It was the first thing Caro and I agreed on: that without their blessings, there could be no wedding.’




  ‘So they gave it to you?’




  ‘Not formally, no. Not to me, anyway. Caro says that aside from grieving for their dad, the girls have often missed a male presence in the home. She says they’re ready to let someone

  in. Most of all, she says they want her to be happy.’




  ‘She says.’ Karl was wary. ‘What have the girls said to you?’




  ‘We haven’t had too many one on ones, not yet, but they’ve been . . .’ He hunted for the word. ‘Kind.’ He tapped the edge of the table with two fingers.

  ‘Knock on wood, so far, so good.’




  ‘What are they like, the girls?’ Karl asked.




  ‘Beautiful. Like their mother.’




  Karl leaned back, shook his head. ‘I never saw you like this before. Crazy in love.’ He paused. ‘Maybe a little bit crazy, period?’




  Matthew smiled. ‘Maybe.’




  ‘Marriage after just two weeks is pretty crazy, don’t you think?’




  ‘It’s going to be a little more than two weeks,’ Matthew said. ‘We have to get all kinds of paperwork organized, and the Swiss need ten days, minimum, to check them out

  – there’s no problem for Caroline, of course, since she’s still a Swiss national.’




  ‘So three weeks,’ Karl said. ‘Still crazy, Matt.’




  ‘I know what you mean.’ Matthew had been prepared for this reaction. ‘Believe me, I’ve said as much to Caro, several times over. Not because I’m not sure about the

  two of us – I am – but because I have been worried we might be indulging ourselves at the expense of the girls.’




  ‘So this is Caroline’s rush.’




  Matthew shook his head. ‘Mine too, Karl. Though, yes, in a sense, it’s Caro who’s afraid that if we wait, go on to London and plan our wedding there, someone –

  immigration, whoever – might just stop us, mess everything up. That’s the main reason for the whole whirlwind operation. A fait accompli.’




  ‘But you could move in together without being married.’




  ‘We could, but she – neither of us – wants that.’




  ‘You’re both romantics then,’ Karl said.




  ‘And not ashamed of it.’




  ‘Nor should you be.’




  ‘Practicalities aside, neither of us wants to risk losing the essence of what happened to us in St Moritz. Our lives just seeming to fall so perfectly into place.’




  ‘Yours and Caroline’s.’




  ‘Exactly,’ Matthew said.




  ‘And her daughters,’ Karl added.




  ‘Have you gone nuts?’




  His brother Ethan’s reaction on hearing the news by telephone.




  Though, just minutes later, being Ethan, he backed off. An accountant in a large practice with a wife, Susan (also an accountant) and young twin sons, Ethan was like their late father in that

  respect. Edward Gardner had disliked confrontation, had believed in minding his own business. Matthew knew he was more like their mother. Ann Gardner had liked taking chances – especially on

  people – had liked risks of most kinds. She’d enjoyed taking vacations where she could gamble, ski or scuba dive, and had planned, just before her death, to take hang-gliding lessons.

  Edward had hated being driven by his wife because of her liking for speed. Yet, ironically, he’d been the one driving the rented Toyota on their Californian vacation when an oil truck on the

  opposite side of the highway had lost control and killed them both.




  So much for not taking chances, Matthew had felt ever since then.




  ‘I want you and Susan – and Teddy and Andy, obviously, all of you – to meet Caro,’ he’d told Ethan when he’d made the call from his room at the Carlton Hotel

  in St Moritz. ‘The sooner the better. Before the wedding, if possible.’




  ‘We can’t just pick up and cross the ocean, Matt.’ Ethan sounded irritable. ‘And it doesn’t help matters to be asked to drop everything and go rootling through your

  past for all kinds of papers.’ He paused. ‘I just don’t see what the big rush is. You’re almost forty, not some crazy kid. Or maybe if you were both twenty years older, I

  might understand your not wanting to waste time, but . . .’ He’d paused. ‘How old did you say Caroline is?’




  ‘Thirty-seven.’




  ‘And a widow.’




  ‘Her husband died three years ago.’




  ‘Not that long ago.’




  ‘But a decent enough interval.’




  ‘For her, maybe,’ he said. ‘No time at all for their children.’




  ‘We’re not talking about little kids, Ethan. Felicity – they call her Flic – is sixteen, Imogen’s fourteen and then there’s Chloë, who’s

  twelve.’




  ‘Still children, Matthew.’




  Matthew spent several minutes telling his brother the same as he’d told Karl.




  ‘Tread carefully,’ Ethan said when he’d done, ‘whatever Caroline says. Girls who’ve lost their father that young are bound to be fragile.’




  ‘I know that,’ Matthew told him.




  ‘I guess you do,’ Ethan had said. ‘You’ve never been an insensitive man.’




  ‘I hope not. God, I really hope not.’ Matthew paused. ‘More than anything, Ethan, I figure what these girls – young women – need, in the long haul, is people

  to care for them, be on their side. They have their mother, obviously, but I’m really hoping they’ll let me be their friend.’




  ‘You’ve always wanted kids. I just assumed . . .’ Ethan trailed off.




  ‘That I’d have little kids. Babies.’ Matthew smiled at the thought. ‘And maybe we will, who knows? We’ve talked about it, agreed there’s no rush.’ He

  heard the silence, knew his brother was probably thinking of Caroline’s age again, moved smartly on. ‘But in the meantime, I have a lot of love I can give to her daughters, and I know

  they may not be ready to let another man love them, but I can be patient.’




  ‘Just so long as you know you may have to be,’ Ethan said.




  They had talked about the possibility of having children. Matthew had told her late one night – tentatively, not knowing how she might feel about it – how much he

  would love to have a child with her. ‘A baby of our own,’ he had said.




  ‘I would love that, too,’ she had answered, ‘more than anything. But we’ll have to wait a while, for the girls’ sakes. It might be a little too much for them

  otherwise.’




  ‘Of course,’ he’d agreed easily, happy that they both wanted the same thing, felt the same way about the fundamentals. ‘Though I guess we can’t wait too

  long.’




  ‘Because I’m old, you mean,’ Caroline had said, wistfully.




  ‘Ancient,’ he had said, then seen the small furrow on her forehead. ‘If it doesn’t happen though, if it isn’t meant to be, you won’t have to worry – not

  for my sake – because we’ll have the girls. Three daughters ready-made by you. What more could a man ask for?’




  Caroline had been waiting in her own room while he’d made the call to Ethan.




  ‘He was bound to be shocked,’ she said afterwards.




  ‘He was, a little,’ Matthew agreed. ‘Ethan takes his older brother role pretty seriously.’




  ‘Did he like Jillian?’




  Matthew had met his first wife when they were both sixteen, and they had married at twenty-one. Having grown up together, they had, alas, begun growing apart almost as soon as the rings

  were on their fingers. Given a choice, Matthew would have gone on working at it, but Jillian had announced, after just three months, that she wanted a divorce.




  ‘Ethan liked Jillian very much until she filed for divorce,’ he answered Caroline’s question. ‘After that, he couldn’t stand her because he felt she’d hurt

  me.’ He shrugged. ‘Like I said, he’s my big brother.’




  ‘He probably mistrusts me,’ Caro said.




  ‘Maybe, until he meets you. Then he’ll love you.’




  She shook her head. ‘There’s nothing so special about me.’




  ‘Are you kidding?’




  ‘Not at all.’ She paused. ‘I’m not bad to look at, but there are thousands of women who look like me.’




  ‘I’ve never seen any other woman who looks remotely like you.’




  ‘Complete with stretch marks and the start of cellulite.’




  ‘Have you taken a close look at me?’




  ‘You’re very handsome.’




  ‘Rose-coloured glasses,’ Matthew said. ‘Or maybe you just need glasses?’




  ‘Does it matter so long as I feel that way?’




  ‘Not so long as you still feel it when we get back to London.’




  ‘I still find it amazing,’ Caroline said, ‘that you really don’t mind moving to another country.’




  ‘It’s where you live,’ Matthew said.




  ‘But most men still expect women to fit in with their own lives.’




  ‘I’m not most men,’ he said. ‘And I don’t have kids. You do.’




  ‘But you’ve been happy in Berlin.’




  ‘I have been,’ he agreed. ‘But I’m lucky. I enjoy my work, and my firm has offices all over. I’m a moveable feast.’




  As a qualified architect with fifteen years experience under his belt, Matthew had realized long ago that he did not possess the stuff to become a great architect. Yet he was

  far from bleak. His name would never be intoned with much respect, but he knew he was effective in his own way, and that his contributions to the work he’d been involved with had been

  significant. He had loved his years in the Manhattan office – finding favour with Laszlo King, the chairman – and Berlin had been good to him, too. Fine projects; pleasant colleagues;

  the finding of a true friend in Karl Becker; and a splendid apartment near Kurfürstendamm.




  Women, too. Attractive, intelligent, sexy women. No shortages there. No lean period to have tipped him over the edge of reason into the arms of the first lovely, clever, kind woman who’d

  have him.




  She was all those things and more. Mathilde Caroline Lehrer Walters (she’d ditched her first name in early childhood back in Switzerland) was beautiful, bright, gentle and sensitive. And

  sexy. Very. Giving, too. A generous spirit.




  And she had fallen for him, just as hard.




  That was part of the miracle. For if Caro had said she was ‘nothing special’, Matthew knew that went double for him. Just under six feet tall, slim, fit, but not spectacular in any

  respect. His hair was okay, he guessed, plenty of it, brown with a few early silver strands. Eyes grey, nose about straight, mouth average – everything more or less where it was meant to

  be.




  ‘If I had the talent,’ Caroline had said once, while they were making love, ‘I’d want to sculpt you.’ Richard, her late husband, had been a painter and illustrator,

  and Caroline had envied his talent, longed for artistic ability of her own. As it was, all her own creativity stretched to, she told Matthew, was needlepoint – her cushions and miniature

  wall-coverings were much in demand from friends. A very minor gift, she insisted, and one she pursued simply for relaxation.




  Matthew had laughed about her wish to sculpt him.




  ‘I’m serious.’ She’d shaken her head. ‘Not just because of how you look, but because you’re so very real.’ She’d tried to explain.

  ‘The way you are with me. I feel as if all of you is here, as if all of you wants to be with me, every part of your body and your mind.’




  ‘That’s exactly true,’ he’d told her. ‘With every part of you. Who wouldn’t feel that way?’




  ‘You’d be surprised,’ Caroline said.




  ‘Anyone who didn’t want that would be a fool,’ Matthew had said, and they’d held each other tightly and gone to sleep.




  So there it was. A reasonably happy man before. Completed by Caroline.




  Both Ethan and Karl had cautioned him about their haste, and about rushing into being a stepfather.




  Stepfather. A word that conjured up a kaleidoscopic jumble of potential problems. Yet from Matthew’s point of view, there was nothing to think about. Caroline’s daughters were part

  of her.




  And as she had so accurately perceived, he wanted all of her.




  







  Chapter Three




  Caroline’s house in Hampstead was a tall, slender, white villa named Aethiopia. Richard Walters had recalled that spelling occurring in a hauntingly lovely poem of Edith

  Sitwell’s, but had failed to discover exactly why the name had been bestowed on the late nineteenth-century house. Caroline didn’t care why, when, or by whom. Aethiopia had become her

  home, and she loved it dearly.




  ‘What do you think?’ she had asked, tentatively, as Matthew had looked at it for the first time on the last Friday of January.




  He had been too absorbed to answer immediately.




  ‘You don’t like it.’




  ‘I do like it,’ he had said, slowly. ‘It’s very . . . female.’




  ‘Is it?’ She’d sounded surprised.




  ‘I’d say so.’ He’d paused, taking his time. ‘Such graceful lines.’




  ‘Yet designed and built by men, for men, I believe.’




  ‘Even so.’




  The three-storey house (actually three floors plus an attic) stood about halfway down East Heath Road, with only a small patch of white-walled front garden and driveway separating it from the

  road, but with a fair-sized rectangle of back garden, possessing a stone terrace, apple trees, flower beds (now winter-barren) and, close to a willow tree near the rear, a concrete, probably

  privately-built, air-raid shelter, now used by Caroline’s gardener and handyman, John Pascoe, for storing tools and passing the time of day. The back of Aethiopia looked down over its own

  walled garden and other local properties; the front had the tangled wildness of Hampstead Heath to gaze at.




  Matthew’s previously garnered impressions of the Heath had come from works of art, and he remembered seeing and liking Constable’s The Admiral’s House in Berlin’s

  Nationalgalerie. But neither the wildness nor the sheer open expanse had transmitted itself to him until that first real sighting. Though it was the view from the rear and, in particular, from the

  little balcony outside the second-floor room Caroline called the Quiet Room, that captivated him most on his first morning at Aethiopia.




  ‘It’s amazing,’ he said over his shoulder to his new wife, who had remained inside. ‘So many rooftops and all different. Come join me.’




  ‘I don’t like balconies,’ she told him. ‘I don’t much like heights.’




  ‘But you like skiing.’ He laughed back at her. ‘You love mountains.’




  ‘I grew up with them,’ she said. ‘I have faith in their solidness, but I still keep away from precipices.’




  ‘Pity.’ Matthew took one more look, then went back into the room and shut the doors behind him. ‘It really is wonderful.’




  Caroline was sitting in a rocking chair, wearing her pale blue quilted dressing gown. ‘I’m glad you like it.’ She paused. ‘This is probably my favourite room.’




  He glanced around. ‘It’s certainly peaceful.’




  If the exterior of the house was female, the Quiet Room, used by Caroline for her sewing, was wholeheartedly feminine, a small sitting room of simple, pleasant comforts. A couch with

  needlepoint-covered cushions, stitched by Caroline herself, the rocking chair carved in white oak, a matching low table, a modest bookcase on one wall, and another carved piece of furniture,

  probably antique, much smaller than a secrétaire, but larger than an apothecary’s medicine chest, that held all the tools and materials needed for her art.




  ‘No TV, no telephone,’ she pointed out to Matthew.




  He glanced towards the radio and CD player on one of the bookshelves.




  ‘Classical CDs.’ Caroline smiled. ‘And gentle classics only.’




  ‘Are husbands allowed to use the room?’




  ‘Of course. Anyone can use it, so long as they want to be quiet.’




  ‘Do the girls ever come in here?’




  She smiled again. ‘Not very often.’




  She’d asked him, soon after their arrival, what he thought about the house from his professional point of view.




  ‘Critically, you mean?’ he’d asked her.




  ‘I’ve married an architect,’ she’d said. ‘Your opinion’s important to me.’




  Matthew had looked at her. ‘You really love it, don’t you?’




  ‘I do, yes.’




  ‘And the girls do, too?’




  She had nodded.




  ‘And I love you,’ Matthew had said, with simplicity. He saw that she needed more from him, and sought to explain. ‘I’m a man first, Caro, an architect second. This is

  going to be my home, our home. It isn’t a project, a piece of work to be appraised.’ He paused. ‘Home’s about atmosphere and comfort and feelings.’




  ‘So how are your feelings?’




  ‘Good,’ he said. ‘Very good.’ He shook his head. ‘But I think I’m going to need time to get to know Aethiopia – to get along with her.’




  Caroline smiled. ‘Her.’




  ‘Definitely her.’




  He did still feel that. All Aethiopia’s lines had the same purity; even the chimneys were elegant, the balustrades on its balconies delicate. Intended for women, he thought

  abruptly, but refrained from saying. Men tolerated, perhaps even welcomed, but not entirely belonging.




  He wondered if Richard had felt that, and if he had, if he had minded it.




  Do I mind it? he asked himself after they had left the room, then thought about Caroline, sitting in that rocker and, earlier, lying in bed beside him (the bed that had been

  Richard’s, but was now his) naked and so open and easy and content with him. And found that he didn’t mind one bit, any more than he thought he minded sleeping in another man’s

  bed. On the contrary, the house seemed all the more fascinating for its womanly attributes.




  It was not all that way, of course. The slim entrance hall and sleek kitchen were in keeping with the exterior, but the drawing and dining rooms were more classically handsome – almost

  dauntingly so, Matthew felt, to a New Yorker accustomed to apartment dwelling and comfortable disorder. In these rooms, the windows were part stained glass, the furniture was antique and gleaming

  and the rugs Persian, and though thready in parts, they didn’t look as if they’d ever been shaken by a puppy or used by kids for fantasy magic carpet rides.




  Then there was the study.




  ‘This could be yours,’ Caroline had said, showing him around the previous afternoon. ‘If you wanted it.’




  ‘Was it Richard’s?’ He had looked at the bookshelves and mahogany desk.




  ‘It was, at least for the business side of his work. He painted in a studio at the top of the house – an attic conversion.’




  ‘That might be kind of nice for my work too.’




  His new wife had winced slightly. ‘I’m afraid that Flic has rather earmarked it for herself. She fancies it as a private sitting room for her friends in the future. There’s a

  tiny kitchen up there, too, and a lavatory.’ She paused, dismayed. ‘I should have thought about your work, realized you’d need somewhere light.’




  ‘I don’t really,’ he reassured her. ‘It’s not as if I’m a freelance. I’ll be working at the firm’s offices.’ He shrugged. ‘I never had

  my own studio in Berlin, or in New York.’




  ‘I could speak to Flic’




  ‘Please don’t,’ Matthew said swiftly. ‘Not if she’s set her heart on it. As I said, I’ve never had my own studio, so I don’t need one now. Anyway’

  – he reached out to stroke her hair – ‘the last thing I’m going to want to do after a long day’s work is come home and shut myself at the top of the house, away from

  you.’




  ‘I’m sorry,’ Caroline said.




  ‘Why? I’m the newcomer here.’ He’d glanced again around the late Richard Walter’s study. ‘I’ll be happy to use this room, though, as a home office, or

  at least to share it with you and the girls.’




  ‘I do my own paperwork in the Quiet Room.’ She paused. ‘And you’re not a newcomer, Matthew. You’re my husband.’




  He noticed again how very sensitive she was, especially to other people’s feelings.




  ‘Your very new husband,’ he said, ‘who knows better than to start out with his stepdaughters by disrupting their plans.’




  Caroline’s daughters had not been present for their homecoming because Sylvie Lehrer, Matthew’s new mother-in-law, had suggested to her daughter on the day before

  the wedding that it might be easier all round if their first night in Aethiopia were uncluttered.




  ‘I’d hate the girls to think I regard them as clutter,’ Matthew had told Caroline.




  ‘They won’t,’ she had answered promptly. ‘And Mama’s absolutely right about keeping the first night and morning just for ourselves. The girls can stay with her and

  come home in the afternoon, and then everything can get back to normal.’




  ‘Hardly normal.’ He saw anxiety cloud her eyes. ‘Things are going to seem – to be – different for a while. For us all.’




  ‘My daughters are used to changes,’ Caroline said softly. ‘Mostly, the unhappy kind. First, when their father was so ill – hospitals and tiptoeing around. Then, when he

  died . . .’




  Matthew waited a moment. ‘I’ve tried a few times to talk to them about Richard, but one of them always changes the subject, so I haven’t pushed.’




  ‘Probably right.’




  ‘They’ve been so great, about me, about the wedding. I couldn’t have asked for more understanding.’ Matthew hesitated. ‘I didn’t expect it, you know. Just

  because you and I had fallen in love didn’t mean they were going to approve.’




  ‘I’ve told you,’ Caroline said. ‘They’ve seen how happy you make me. They want that for me.’




  ‘You make it all sound simple,’ Matthew said.




  ‘I think it is,’ she said.




  The wedding had taken place in Bern, organized with exhilarating speed, a close-family-only affair, Ethan and Susan having flown in the previous day. It had, Matthew decided

  later, been perfect, though he had caught himself wondering, at the odd quiet moment, why Caroline had driven them towards that goal with such urgency. Not that he’d needed much persuasion.

  He had wanted it, all of it, every bit as much as Caro, had not an ounce of regret, had been able to answer his brother clearly on that, at least.




  ‘No regrets,’ Matthew had told Ethan firmly, when they were all gathered in the lobby of the Bellevue-Palace, late in the evening after the wedding. ‘Not a single one, believe

  me.’




  They were standing by the concierge’s desk, having confirmed their various travel arrangements. The women were all standing together some distance away in the lounge, saying their

  goodnights.




  ‘So,’ Ethan said. ‘Now you honeymoon.’




  Three nights at a tiny hotel in Paris, recommended by Karl Becker, while Sylvie took her granddaughters back to London to stay with her.




  ‘And then to your new home.’ Ethan paused. ‘More of a mystery tour, I have to say, than I’d care to embark on.’




  ‘An adventure, surely,’ Matthew said, ‘rather than a mystery.’




  ‘I daresay.’ Ethan became more upbeat, looked towards the women. ‘Susan and I both think Caro’s a lovely person, Matt. And Sylvie’s a delight.’




  ‘Isn’t she just?’




  ‘I wish we’d had more time to get to know them all, especially the girls.’ He smiled. ‘I guess that’s going to be the biggest part of the adventure for you. Instant

  family’s one thing. No such thing as instant fatherhood.’




  ‘I don’t expect to be their father,’ Matthew said.




  ‘First rule of step-parenting, I guess,’ Ethan agreed.




  ‘I’d settle for being their friend,’ Matthew said, softly.




  Ethan laid a hand on his brother’s shoulder. ‘You’ll do it.’




  ‘Think so?’




  ‘So long as you don’t imagine it’ll all be easy.’




  ‘I don’t,’ Matthew said. ‘I’m not that much of a fool, Ethan.’




  ‘Never thought you were.’ Ethan paused. ‘But you are gentle, Matt, and kind-hearted. And gentle, kind people get hurt too much of the time.’




  ‘Caro’s gentle, too,’ Matthew said, smiling across at the women.




  ‘Yes.’ Ethan nodded. ‘I think she is.’




  He, too, was looking again at the small group.




  At his brother’s new stepdaughters. Forming a circle, just then, around their mother. Charming, certainly.




  Something else about that ring, Ethan thought, that troubled him a little, though he wasn’t sure what it was.




  Protecting her, probably. Nothing wrong with that.




  Except that he thought they might be protecting Caroline against Matthew.




  He glanced at his brother, saw that he observed it, too, saw from the slight wrinkle of his brow that it troubled him also.




  Just as well, Ethan thought.




  







  Chapter Four




  Within an hour of his stepdaughters’ homecoming, Matthew knew that what he was feeling was no product of his imagination.




  They did not want him here.




  Sylvie had driven them over from her flat, less than a mile away, with their cases and a bouquet of brightly welcoming flowers, and the three girls all smiled at him, were polite to him, did as

  their mother and grandmother bade them, but the smiles were not as they had appeared in Switzerland. They were, Matthew felt, with a thud of deflation, masks.




  Except, perhaps, for Chloë’s.




  ‘Do you like it?’ she had asked him, within minutes of their arrival. ‘Do you like our house?’




  That ‘our’ had excluded him, yet he knew that it had been innocently put. Chloë was still, in some ways, a little girl, showing a new friend her territory. Friend

  being the crucial word. Matthew hoped.




  When Imogen came upon him, twenty or so minutes later, as he stood in the back garden looking reflectively up at Aethiopia, allowing himself, briefly, to play architectural games, picturing it

  as the elevation it had once been on someone’s drawing board, she asked him much the same question.




  ‘Well?’ she said, quietly. ‘What do you think of our house?’




  This time, the ‘our’ was a very different creature.




  He looked into her eyes – brown, unlike her sisters’, the same colour as her father’s – hoping, he supposed, to find something tentative in them. A touch of suspicion,

  perhaps. Lord knew he could understand that, could well comprehend the mistrust she might feel because of the tearaway speed of his marriage to her mother.




  But it was not just mistrust that he saw, or suspicion.




  There was hostility in those eyes, pure and simple, so undiluted that, for an instant, it all but took his breath away.




  Ignore it.




  Easier said than done.




  You’re the adult.




  ‘It’s a wonderful house,’ he said, answering her question. ‘You must love it very much.’




  ‘We do,’ Imogen said. ‘My father loved it especially.’




  He had anticipated that. He hadn’t needed Ethan to warn him about the inevitable competition he would face with the late Richard Walters. It was a normal response by a still-bereaved young

  person, for three years was, in many ways, a mere drop in the ocean when it came to the premature loss of a parent.




  ‘I know he did,’ he answered. ‘Your mother told me.’




  ‘Has she told you what a great father he was?’




  ‘Yes, she’s told me that too.’ Matthew paused, about to begin the process of reassurance that he’d expected to have to repeat often in the formative months of these

  precarious relationships, but Imogen pre-empted him.




  ‘I know,’ she said, cuttingly. ‘You don’t want to replace him.’




  ‘I know I could never do that.’




  ‘No, you couldn’t. And don’t bother giving me the whole bit again about how much you want to be our friend.’




  ‘Not even if it’s the truth?’ Matthew asked.




  ‘Speaking of truths,’ Imogen said, ‘did Mum tell you that she wanted you for companionship?’ The eyes sparked with a touch of malice.




  ‘That goes without saying,’ he answered calmly. ‘It’s a great part of what marriage is about.’




  ‘And sex,’ Imogen said.




  ‘That, too,’ Matthew said, still evenly.




  ‘Mum and Dad’s sex life was great,’ she said. ‘Did Mum tell you that?’




  ‘No, she didn’t,’ he replied. ‘That’s private. Her private business, and in the past.’ Mistake, he thought, and almost winced.




  ‘Our father’s not in the past,’ Imogen said, very coldly.




  ‘Of course not. That’s not what I meant.’




  They both heard the sound of the glass door to the kitchen opening, and Matthew turned to see Caroline emerging onto the stone terrace, smiling at them.




  ‘Isn’t it a bit chilly for standing around?’ she called, hugging herself against the wind. ‘We’re making hot chocolate if anyone wants it.’




  ‘Sounds good,’ Matthew called back.




  ‘Very cosy,’ Imogen said.




  Matthew ignored the sarcasm, started towards the house, then glanced back over his shoulder. ‘Coming, Imogen?’




  ‘Wouldn’t miss it,’ she said.




  Patience, he reminded himself.




  All the Walters girls were bright and strikingly good-looking, though Flic, with her sleek curtain of golden hair and fine cheekbones, was the most obviously beautiful as well

  as being the highest achiever academically. Imogen disliked school, despite The Grange – the private girls’ school in Primrose Hill chosen by Richard Walters because of its special

  attention to the arts – having a comparatively liberated approach to discipline. Brown eyes notwithstanding, she resembled, at first glance, her mother and sisters, having the same blond

  hair, hers cut in a swinging bob with fringe, but there seemed a toughness about her that stemmed in part from her long-legged stride and broad shoulders, and in part from her bolshy attitude.




  Chloë, the youngest, was also the softest. Blue-eyed, like her mother and oldest sister, her hair was wavier, fluffier, her features sweeter, her nose more upturned, her lips fuller. She

  claimed, regularly, not to be a baby, but like many youngest siblings had grown accustomed to being led, accommodated, pushed around and protected. However much she protested to the contrary, it

  had suited her, sixteen months earlier, to have joined Flic and Imogen at The Grange, to have been close to them again on weekdays, back under their more constant protection. It satisfied her, too,

  to have discovered that, out of the three of them, she was the only one of Richard’s daughters to have inherited any of his talent, enjoying painting and drawing and, according to Jennifer

  Bower, her art teacher, developing quite a gift for calligraphy.




  Like Caroline, Chloë liked peace and harmony and feared discord. Imogen thrived on and often instigated discord. Flic, the calmest and shrewdest sister, had, in the years since her

  father’s death, developed an aptitude for quiet observation and calculation; had also, quite painfully and soberly, come to realize that one could not always have exactly what one wanted, but

  that one owed it to oneself to contrive, with thought and planning, to come as close as possible to goals of any kind.




  The last thing any of the Walters sisters had anticipated, leaving London for their annual skiing holiday in St Moritz, had been that their mother would fall in love, much less come home with a

  husband.




  ‘We have to stop her,’ Imogen had exploded in their serene, pale-peachy room at the Carlton.




  ‘I doubt that we can,’ Flic had said.




  ‘We have to – it’s so sick!’




  Chloë had been off having a skating lesson with her mother and him, so Flic hadn’t even tried to quieten her sister down.




  ‘I can’t believe she could be so disloyal to Dad.’




  ‘I know,’ Flic said.




  ‘We have to tell her she can’t.’




  Flic took a moment. ‘Remember Lucy Cutler?’




  ‘The anorexic in your class.’




  ‘Lucy’s parents were divorced when her mother said she wanted to get married again, so in a way it was almost worse because Lucy’s father was alive to see what was happening.

  At the start, her mother said she wouldn’t go ahead if Lucy wasn’t a hundred percent for it, and of course Lucy was always going to come first with her. So Lucy told her she was a

  hundred percent against it, and her mother went to pieces. And after that, the more Lucy objected, the more her mother dug her own heels in.’




  ‘Get to the point, Flic,’ Imogen said impatiently.




  Flic shrugged. ‘So they got married, and all Lucy had succeeded in doing was becoming her mother’s enemy, and her life became horrible. Her stepfather loathed her, her mum sided with

  him, because now, of course, he was her husband, wasn’t he, so now he came first with her, whatever she’d said before.’




  ‘So you’re saying we just cave in?’ Imogen was appalled.




  Flic’s nod was slow, thoughtful.




  ‘I can’t,’ Imogen said flatly. ‘I won’t.’




  ‘I think it might be best,’ Flic told her. ‘Give ourselves time.’




  Imogen, a stubborn girl, had not, of course, listened, and had tackled Caroline that evening.




  ‘No one will ever replace your father,’ Caroline had told her.




  ‘Not for us,’ Imogen had replied, ‘but he’ll be your husband, so don’t tell me he won’t be replacing Daddy so far as you’re concerned.’




  Caroline had told Imogen that more than anything, Matthew would be her friend. Her companion. ‘Everyone needs someone,’ she’d said.




  ‘You have us.’




  A grown-up someone, Caro had said.




  ‘A man, you mean,’ Imogen had said. ‘For sex.’




  Caroline had looked shocked then, and quite satisfyingly – from Imogen’s viewpoint – guilty. And Imogen had grabbed that small moment of upper-hand and walked away, knowing

  that her mother would have a shitty night because of what she’d just said, and maybe the next time Matthew Gardner, the American creep who wanted to step into her father’s shoes, not to

  mention his bed, tried to make love to her, Caroline would think about what Imo had said and tell him to bugger off.




  But all that had happened was that the very next day, Caroline and Matthew had announced that they were going to get married right there in Switzerland. And that was when Imogen had realized how

  right Flic had been about not being able to stop their mother from doing anything she chose to. They were powerless. No one listened to them or gave a stuff about their opinions.




  ‘So what now?’ Imogen had asked Flic that morning at their grandmother’s flat, while Sylvie was at the hairdresser’s. (Sylvie spent more time, Caroline

  sometimes teased her mother, having her hair done than any woman she’d ever heard of who didn’t have at least three public engagements a day, though Sylvie insisted that regular hairdos

  were the key to the chic appearance she strove to maintain.)




  ‘Now we go home,’ Flic had answered simply.




  ‘Do you still say it’s going to be okay?’ Imogen’s scepticism was plain.




  ‘What’s going to be okay?’ Chloë had asked.




  ‘We’re not talking to you, squirt,’ Imogen had said.




  ‘What’s going to be okay?’ Chloë had repeated the question to Flic.




  ‘Everything,’ Flic had said.




  ‘I know you’re talking about Mummy and Matthew.’




  ‘Yes, we are.’ Flic was always more patient with Chloë than Imogen. ‘That’s why I said everything’s fine, because it is.’




  ‘So what do we do?’ Imogen asked. ‘How are we going to handle him?’




  ‘What do you mean?’ Chloë turned back to Flic. ‘What does she mean?’




  ‘What do you think I mean, dumbo?’ Imogen had slept badly in one of the bunk beds Sylvie had invested in some years ago so that she could have all her granddaughters to stay

  at once. ‘We’re going home to a whole new scene, to a stepfather, for God’s sake.’




  ‘I like Matthew,’ Chloë said.




  ‘You would,’ Imogen said.




  ‘What’s wrong with him?’ her younger sister asked.




  ‘Nothing,’ Flic told her.




  ‘Except he’s married our mother,’ Imogen said.




  ‘Mummy loves him,’ Chloë pointed out.




  ‘Thinks she loves him,’ Imogen said.




  ‘Imo,’ Flic warned her lightly.




  ‘Okay, she loves him.’ Imogen yawned. ‘But it isn’t real love, is it?’




  ‘Why isn’t it?’ Chloë asked.




  ‘Real love was what Mum and Dad had, that’s why.’




  ‘Imo,’ Flic said again.




  ‘But it’s true, isn’t it? You know it, and I know it.’




  ‘Mummy told me it isn’t the same as with Daddy,’ Chloë said, reasonably. ‘She says there are different types of love, but she definitely said that she loves

  Matthew.’




  ‘It’s going to be fine,’ Flic reassured her. ‘It’s probably going to be lovely.’




  ‘Matthew says he’s not going to pretend to be our father,’ Chloë said.




  ‘I should bloody well hope not,’ Imogen said.




  ‘Imo, please,’ Flic said.




  ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake,’ Imogen snapped.




  ‘Imo.’




  They sat, on that first Saturday of their new life, in the drawing room at Aethiopia, drinking hot chocolate and eating the cake and biscuits that Sylvie had bought that

  morning at Maison Blanc, all agreed that delicious as they were, nothing could hold a candle to Swiss baking.




  ‘And French,’ Matthew said, remembering.




  ‘Was it your first time in Paris?’ Flic asked.




  ‘I’ve been twice before.’ He smiled at Caroline. ‘Though it might as well have been a completely different city.’




  ‘Did you honeymoon there the first time?’ Imogen asked.




  ‘It’s cold in here,’ Sylvie said quickly.




  Flic looked at the fireplace. ‘We usually have a fire in here right through to spring. It’s a cold room till the sun gets properly warm.’




  ‘We lit a fire last night.’ Caroline looked at Matthew and laughed.




  ‘If you can call it that.’ He grimaced.




  ‘His first attempt,’ Caroline explained to the others.




  ‘Looks a whole lot easier than it is,’ Matthew said. ‘Took hours to get the smoke out of here.’




  ‘I’ll help you, if you like,’ Flic offered. ‘There’s a bit of a knack.’




  ‘Dad had the knack,’ Imogen said.




  Matthew grinned. ‘Maybe I’d be better leaving this to the experts.’




  ‘Good idea,’ Imogen said.




  ‘I rather suspect,’ Sylvie said quietly but firmly, ‘that someone who can design whole buildings is going to be more than up to the job of setting a few logs alight, if he so

  chooses.’




  As far as she could tell, so early in their relationship, Sylvie liked her new son-in-law. She also rather felt for him, in that she was well aware that, however much in love

  he and Caro unquestionably were, settling down in his wife’s house with three at best tentative stepdaughters was likely to be fraught with pitfalls.




  It was, she thought, perhaps as well that she lived nearby, removed and private but on hand for moral support if need be. Her flat was in Perrin’s Lane, a narrow, desirable lane running

  between Hampstead High Street and Heath Street, an easy stroll from the hairdressers, boutiques, cafés and the abundant and varied restaurants in the village. Born in London, Sylvie had

  married a Swiss named Erich Lehrer when she was nineteen, had moved with him to Zurich until – after far too many years of putting up with his infidelities for their daughter’s sake

  – she had finally divorced him and brought eleven-year-old Caroline back to London.




  ‘If I can’t cope,’ Imogen had said to her last night, ‘can I come and stay with you, Groosi?’




  The pet name was a remnant of Sylvie’s Swiss years – not that she had ever mastered the complexities of Schwyzertütsch, but she had not cared for the notion

  of being called ‘Grandmother’, ‘Granny’ or ‘Gran’. ‘Groosi’ had appealed to her sense of humour, and had caught on with all three of her

  granddaughters.




  ‘Of course you’ll be able to cope,’ she had answered.




  ‘But if I can’t . . .’




  Sylvie had smiled at her tough, yet vulnerable granddaughter. ‘You’re always welcome here, darling, you know that.’




  ‘That’s about all I do know, Groosi,’ Imogen had said.




  After tea, Matthew went upstairs to do some unpacking. He was just entering the bedroom when he heard a tread from close behind and turned around.




  ‘Do you like the bedroom?’ Flic asked.




  ‘Very much.’




  ‘Is there enough room for your things?’ She paused. ‘Though I don’t suppose all your stuff’s arrived yet from Berlin, has it?’




  Matthew shook his head. ‘Some to come from New York, too.’ He started into the room. ‘You coming in?’




  ‘So you are making this a full-scale move then?’ Flic stayed where she was.




  He glanced back at her. ‘Of course I am.’




  ‘Only your life seems to have been quite nomadic till now.’




  She was, he had already realized, mature and cool for her sixteen years, but she had, till now, been both helpful and agreeable with him. He thought about Imogen’s hostility earlier and,

  looking into Flic’s eyes now, their colour so exactly like her mother’s, he thought he detected some signs of frost too.




  ‘Not really nomadic,’ he answered carefully. ‘Just the two places: New York and Berlin.’ He paused. ‘Until now.’ He turned back to face the bedroom. One of

  his suitcases, still half-full, lay open on the bed, two heavy sweaters and a tie on the spread beside it, a notably male litter in the otherwise feminine room.




  Flic came in a little way. ‘I expect Mum gave you the full tour yesterday, showed you our rooms. Mine and my sisters.’




  ‘No, she didn’t,’ Matthew said. ‘She wouldn’t, with you away.’ He bent to take a pinstriped shirt from the case. It was clean, but all the packing and

  repacking had rumpled it. ‘Is there a laundry nearby?’




  ‘There are most things near here,’ Flic answered. ‘Mum says you have your eye on the attic’




  Matthew looked up, surprised. ‘Not at all. Your mother told me your dad had used it as a studio, so I just mentioned it might be good for my work, but then she told me that you wanted it

  and that was that. I wouldn’t dream of spoiling your plans.’




  ‘You couldn’t,’ Flic said. ‘I wouldn’t let you.’




  There it was. Frost into ice. Just like her sister, after all.




  Yet half an hour later, back downstairs with the rest of the family, she was as she had been before: friendly and amenable, suggesting they all go together to show him around Hampstead’s

  shops, maybe introduce him to a few locals so that he could feel at home more quickly.




  ‘That was considerate of Flic,’ Caroline said as they went up to fetch their coats for the outing. ‘You always hope, as a mother, that you’re bringing

  up decent, kind people.’ She took a pair of boots from her wardrobe and pulled them on over her slim black slacks. ‘I suppose this is a little proof that I can’t have done too

  badly – their making you so welcome.’




  Matthew saw how happy she was, had no wish to spoil it, said nothing.




  ‘Imo can be a bit of a brat, of course,’ she went on, ‘though at least you always know where you are with her because she’s so outspoken. But Flic’s growing up

  rather beautifully, I think, and so far, touch wood’ – she touched her head – ‘Chloë’s a sweetheart.’




  ‘She certainly is.’ Matthew was glad to be able to agree with that.




  ‘The parka or the cashmere coat?’ Caroline moved to the next wardrobe and tugged them both out a little way for him to look at.




  ‘The parka,’ he said.




  She put it on, then turned to face him.




  ‘I’m very proud of my daughters, you know.’




  ‘I don’t blame you,’ Matthew said.




  ‘Your stepdaughters now,’ she said.




  ‘I know.’




  ‘I hope you’ll be as proud of them as I am,’ Caroline said.




  ‘I’m sure I will be,’ Matthew said.




  







  Chapter Five




  The remaining two members of the household arrived on Sunday morning. Isabella Bates, Caroline’s Chilean housekeeper, and their five-year-old golden retriever, Kahli

  – an abbreviation of Kahlil, the name that Richard Walters had insisted upon calling him in homage to Kahlil Gibran, whose writings and paintings he had greatly admired.




  ‘That’s Kahli with the “h,”’ he’d explained to his wife and daughters. ‘Kali without the “h” – just so you know –

  was a Hindu goddess of destruction.’




  ‘Rather suitable, I’d have thought,’ Caro had remarked, given the then puppy’s insatiable appetite for shoes and soft furnishings.




  ‘I hope not,’ Richard had said, ‘since goddess Kali’s cult was characterized by cannibalism.’




  Isabella – who always looked after the dog when the family went away – had been with the Walters for longer than Kahli. As Isabella Ríos, she had first come to England as

  Caroline’s au pair, infuriating her middle-class parents a year later by marrying Mick Bates, a waiter and mediocre musician, and moving with him into a garden flat off Kilburn High Road.




  ‘You’re going to love Isabella,’ Caroline had told Matthew last night.




  ‘I hope she likes me.’




  ‘Why wouldn’t she?’




  ‘Not everyone,’ he had gently pointed out, ‘is going to.’




  ‘Isabella will love you because you love me.’ Caroline had kissed him.




  ‘She may not like the disruption.’




  ‘She’s very easy-going.’




  ‘She might not trust me,’ Matthew had said.




  ‘Don’t be silly.’ Caroline had looked quite annoyed. ‘How could anyone not trust you?’




  Their arrival, in the event, brought some relief. Matthew was in the kitchen, Caroline was upstairs in the bath and Chloë was the only one of the sisters downstairs when

  the front door opened, and for the first several moments, while dog, girl and young woman engaged in ecstatic greetings, he stood a few feet back, watching and feeling uncomfortably like an

  outsider.




  But then Kahli spied him, and his tail stopped wagging as he stared at the stranger halfway between the kitchen and front door.




  ‘Hi there,’ Matthew said, softly.




  The dog trotted over slowly. Matthew stooped and extended his right hand, carefully, respectfully. Kahli sniffed his fingers, came a little closer, and Matthew stroked the top of his head. The

  tail began to wag again.




  ‘He likes you,’ Chloë said.




  She sounded genuinely glad, Matthew noted with pleasure.




  ‘The feeling’s mutual.’ He fondled the dog’s ears gently, enjoying the silkiness and the comforting smell of him, then, remembering his manners, straightened up.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ he said to Isabella. ‘That was rude of me. I’m Matthew Gardner.’




  ‘Isabella,’ she said, simply. She was tall and slim, with pale skin, nut-brown eyes and very dark hair fastened in a long, thick plait. She wore a black and red patterned poncho over

  a scarlet roll-necked pullover and black straight trousers. She looked, Matthew thought, a very expensive housekeeper.




  ‘I’m glad to meet you,’ he said.




  ‘I am too.’ Her eyes seemed to assess him. ‘Though you are a big surprise for me.’ Her accent was attractive, her tone lilting. ‘I mean, of course, that

  Caro’s marriage is a big surprise.’ She elongated the first syllable of the name, made it sound like the Italian word for darling. Caaro . . .




  ‘Has Kahli been good?’ Chloë, cuddling her dog, asked Isabella from the floor.




  ‘Magnificently good,’ she answered. ‘Where are your sisters?’




  ‘Still asleep,’ she said. ‘Mummy’s in the bath.’




  Isabella smiled. ‘Caro hates to rise early,’ she told Matthew, ‘especially on Sundays.’




  ‘So I’m learning.’




  She began to walk towards the kitchen. ‘Would you like some coffee?’




  ‘I was just thinking of making some,’ he said.




  ‘I always take Caro up a cup when I arrive,’ Isabella said. ‘So now I will just learn to make a little more.’




  Matthew wasn’t quite certain if she minded that or not.




  ‘From tomorrow,’ he told her, ‘I’ll be at work.’




  ‘So soon?’ Isabella asked. ‘What a pity.’




  She said that, he felt, as if she meant it, hoped that she did not mean that leaving his new bride so soon was remiss of him, then told himself, swiftly, that he was being overly

  defensive.




  The London offices of Vikram, King, Farrow were located in a Georgian house, brick-built with wrought-iron balconies and a neat back garden, in Bloomsbury’s handsome

  Bedford Square. Phil Bianco, the New Yorker who headed the London office as managing director, kept the two most beautiful ground floor rooms, complete with exquisite ceilings and fireplaces, for

  his own use, and his resident ‘star’ senior architects, Stephen Steerforth and Andrew MacNeice, had the other two most attractive offices. The remainder of the staff, permanent and

  short-term contract – junior architects, designers, draughtsmen, assistants and secretaries, as well as the tiny PR team and in-house bookkeeper – were closeted off by the kind of

  partitions that would have made the firm’s clients cringe, had they ever been permitted to see them.




  ‘You realize we’ve bent a whole bunch of rules to accommodate you?’ Phil Bianco told Matthew during their first meeting in his office. ‘More, I gather, because

  you’re a pet of Laszlo King’s than because of your skills.’




  ‘According to Wolf Brautigen,’ Matthew said, trying to ignore both the snub and his own instant wave of dislike for the man with snowy-white crew-cut hair and gold-framed designer

  glasses, ‘this post was vacant and I was qualified for it.’




  ‘Along with at least three British residents I could name,’ Bianco said coldly.




  ‘How did it go?’ Karl called him that evening, aware this had been Matthew’s first day at the London office.




  ‘Not bad.’ Matthew had showered and was in the bedroom, changing into a pair of jeans, and Caroline had told him to stay put while she made a couple of dry martinis and brought them

  upstairs.




  ‘Did Bianco welcome you in person?’




  ‘Oh, yes.’




  ‘Poor Matt.’




  ‘I didn’t realize you knew him.’




  ‘I asked around. He’s well-known, it seems, for his charm.’




  ‘Why didn’t you warn me?’




  ‘Would it have stopped you from moving to London if I had?’




  Matthew thought of Caro, on her way up with their drinks.




  ‘Absolutely not,’ he said.




  







  Chapter Six




  They settled down. The girls, back at school and in their normal routines, seemed better able, probably as a consequence of that, to cope with their new roles as stepdaughters.

  Flic returned to calm courtesy, and if some or all of that was an act, Matthew was still grateful for the effort; Chloë was as much a sweetheart as she had been on holiday and even

  Imogen’s antagonism became less blatant.




  ‘Let’s have a party,’ Caroline suggested in bed one night near the end of February. ‘All those people wishing us well – maybe we ought to celebrate with

  them?’ She slipped a leather bookmark into her new Ruth Rendell and laid it on her night-table.




  ‘Are we talking big bash or just close friends?’ Matthew picked up the TV remote control and turned off CNN. ‘I’d certainly love to. get Karl and Amelie over here, though

  I doubt that Ethan and Susan could make it.’




  ‘I hope they can all make it,’ Caroline said, ‘or it’ll be too one-sided.’




  ‘At least I can meet all your friends, and some of the girls’.’ He shook his head. ‘Chloë’s the only one who’s ever brought anyone home since I’ve

  been here.’




  Caro smiled. ‘That’s not because of you, darling. Imo’s always preferred keeping her friends to herself, and Flic’s a very independent girl.’




  ‘But they do have good friends?’




  ‘Of course they do.’ Caroline hesitated. ‘Chloë’s best friend’s called Beatrice Lang, a sweet, pretty girl. Imo has a wider circle, though I suppose Nicola

  – from school – and Annie Pereira are the nearest she has to best friends.’




  ‘And Flic?’




  ‘Flic’s problem, I think,’ Caro said thoughtfully, ‘is that she really is so mature for her age. Imo says she’s very popular at school, and Flic never gripes about

  her classmates, but I get the feeling she may not really come into her own, socially, until she leaves The Grange and goes to university.’ She paused. ‘I suppose, too, that maybe

  because Imo and Flic are so close, they don’t need outsiders as much.’




  ‘University might change that,’ Matthew said.




  ‘Maybe.’ Caroline returned to the subject of the party. ‘We’ll have to try and get Gabriel up to London.’ Richard’s father, Gabriel Walters, who lived a

  rather isolated life these days at his home in Devon, had been more than kind when she’d first broken the news to him. ‘And Susanna’s coming back next week,’ she added,

  ‘and she’s dying to meet you.’




  ‘Susanna?’




  ‘Haven’t I told you about Susanna?’ Caroline looked surprised.




  ‘I don’t think so.’




  ‘Susanna Durkin,’ Caroline said. ‘She’s a psychotherapist and a dear friend. I met her years ago, while Richard was still alive. Then, after he died, when Imogen was

  going through her depression, Susanna counselled her wonderfully.’




  ‘I didn’t know Imogen suffered from depression.’ Matthew felt a pang of guilt and surprise. ‘Are we talking about depressed because of her father? Or clinical

  depression?’




  ‘Both, I suppose,’ Caro answered quietly. ‘It was because Richard had died, and so of course we were all unhappy, that I didn’t spot that Imo’s problems were more

  serious.’




  The guilt magnified. ‘How could you not tell me this, Caro?’ He was deeply perplexed. ‘How could you let us go ahead and do something so guaranteed to upset any teenager

  without that kind of history, without us discussing it?’




  Caroline’s eyes were startled, wounded. ‘It was Imo’s private business. I didn’t think it was right to tell you about it if she didn’t want me to.’




  ‘Okay.’ Matthew considered that for a moment. ‘But does the fact you’re telling me now mean that Imogen’s changed her mind or that you’re ready to trust me

  with it?’




  The wounded look grew more intense. ‘You asked me about Susanna,’ she said. ‘Telling you about her and Imogen just came naturally.’ She paused. ‘It shouldn’t

  have, I suppose.’




  ‘So Imogen doesn’t want me to know?’ Matthew reached for her hand. ‘Honey, if it sounds as if I’m giving you the third degree—’




  ‘It does rather.’ She took her hand away.




  ‘I’m sorry. I just think it might have helped me to know. I’d have realized that I needed to be more patient with her.’




  ‘Haven’t you been patient?’




  ‘I guess that isn’t the right word. I mean, maybe I might have been more considerate of her feelings.’




  ‘Imo isn’t the type of girl who would want special treatment,’ Caroline said. ‘That’s one of the reasons she wouldn’t want you knowing.’




  ‘So she doesn’t want me to know?’




  ‘No.’ She paused. ‘Now I don’t know if I should have told you or not.’ The hurt in her expression had gone, but instead there were creases of worry. ‘This is

  all quite hard for me, darling, in some ways. Being a new wife and old mother, if you see what I mean. I didn’t really consider that aspect before. These kinds of divided

  loyalties.’




  A new, mild sense of disquiet struck him. What else had Caro not considered before? Or he, for that matter? Had they not, after all, committed an appallingly insensitive and selfish act in

  marrying so swiftly?




  ‘Matthew?’




  He shook his head slowly. ‘It is hard for you.’ A little of his disquiet drifted away. The deed was done, and wallowing in guilt wasn’t going to help now any more than laying

  guilt trips on his wife. ‘I can see that. And there’ll be more of it, I’m afraid. It’s inevitable.’




  ‘But you’re my husband. I should be able to tell you everything.’




  ‘Able to, yes.’ Matthew paused. ‘I don’t think that means you have to tell me everything. Especially not when it concerns other people’s privacy.’




  ‘But we’re talking about our children, not other people,’ Caroline said.




  ‘No,’ Matthew said, carefully but deliberately. ‘Your children, Caro. My stepdaughters.’ He saw the hurt again, felt just a little irritated by it, disliked himself for

  feeling that way. ‘Don’t look like that, sweetheart. We’re talking about their feelings now, not ours. So far as the girls are concerned, they regard themselves as your

  children, not mine. You know that as well as I do.’




  Caroline nodded, pensively.




  ‘Anything you feel you want to share with me, even if it is private,’ he told her, ‘I’ll keep between the two of us. I promise you that.’ He reached for her hand

  again, found it cold, squeezed it, and this time she did not pull away. ‘But I’m saying it’s okay for you to keep the girls’ secrets, even from me.’




  ‘Remarkable, isn’t she?’




  Matthew was standing watching Caroline three Saturday nights later at their party, when the low female voice spoke from behind him close to his left ear.




  Susanna Durkin, to whom Caro had earlier introduced him briefly, was an imposing-looking woman with bold features, dark eyes with heavy brows, a prominent nose and a chin that jutted slightly,

  giving her a challenging look. She wore minimal makeup, just pale lipstick on her rather narrow mouth, the only weak part of her face – or any other part of her, Matthew decided.




  ‘She certainly is,’ he answered, looking back at the object of Susanna’s admiration. Caroline was certainly on form, everything about her sparkling this evening, her slim

  figure and fine legs enhanced by the little black dress and lethally high-heeled shoes she’d bought for the occasion.




  Susanna’s eyes were still fixed on Caro. ‘She looks happy.’




  ‘I hope she is.’ Matthew smiled. ‘I know I am.’




  Susanna inclined her face to look at him. ‘Why wouldn’t you be?’ He asked himself later if perhaps he’d imagined the sardonic tone, if he was getting into the habit of

  overreacting to the reactions of people close to Caroline, but he was, on reflection, pretty sure that the remark had been deliberately droll. And why not? he asked himself. Susanna was a close

  friend of his wife’s, probably anxious that Caro had not made a grave mistake, and as a psychotherapist she was bound to peer a little more deeply than most.




  ‘Isn’t Susanna terrific?’ Caroline asked him moments later as they passed each other, she carrying a tray of sushi, he carrying bottles of red and white wine.




  ‘She certainly thinks you are,’ he answered.




  ‘Karl’s a sweetheart, by the way.’ Her gaze darted around the room, checking that guests were eating, drinking, mingling. ‘I can’t see him. Is he okay? Not worrying

  too much about Amelie?’




  ‘He’s fine. Probably in the dining room.’




  Karl’s wife had been planning to come over for the weekend, but she was pregnant again, and Karl had phoned to say that she’d had a touch of bleeding and that the doctor said

  everything was fine but flying was probably inadvisable. Matthew had told his friend to stay home with her and Heinz, but Karl had known that with Ethan and Susan unable to make the trip, he would

  be Matthew’s only personal friend at the party, and had assured him there was no reason, thankfully, for him not to fly over for one night.




  ‘If I were Amelie,’ Caroline said now, ‘I’m not sure I’d have been happy about your leaving me.’




  ‘Apparently she pushed him to come.’




  ‘Understanding woman.’ Caro brushed his cheek with her own and left him in a soft cloud of Chanel.




  Gabriel Walters, her former father-in-law, had decided against coming up from Devon, mostly, Caroline said, because he’d always disliked parties.




  ‘I think you’d like Gabriel,’ Sylvie told Matthew after he’d refilled her champagne glass a little later. ‘He can be a bit of an old goat, but he’s got a

  lovely sense of humour.’




  Matthew smiled at his mother-in-law, had already told her how good she looked in her aquamarine silk suit, her legs almost as perfect as her daughter’s.




  ‘What do you think of Susanna?’ Sylvie asked.




  ‘I’m not sure. We’ve only spoken briefly.’




  ‘Caro thinks she’s the bee’s knees,’ she confided, ‘but I’m not her greatest fan.’ She glanced swiftly around. ‘Bit pushy.’




  Matthew grinned at her. ‘Sylvie, may I ask a personal question?’




  ‘You can try.’




  ‘Why have you never remarried? It can’t be for lack of admirers.’




  ‘It hasn’t been,’ she said candidly, ‘though thank you for the observation.’




  ‘So why not?’




  ‘Once bitten, as they say.’ Sylvie chuckled. ‘Or maybe I like men too much to want to ruin things for them and myself.’




  ‘I hope that’s not your opinion of marriage in general,’ Matthew said.




  ‘Oh, I rather think it is,’ Sylvie said.




  It seemed to Matthew that the evening spun on around him, that even whilst he was busy talking to guests, getting to know people, ensuring they were having a good time, he was

  still, inevitably, an outsider and an observer. Aethiopia was playing its part beautifully, he registered, Caroline in her element, the perfect hostess. Isabella and Mick, her husband, were

  helping, but as guests rather than staff, though Matthew wasn’t sure if he liked the musician, and he didn’t think it was the three rings through his left ear or the stubble on

  his face – more grubby than designer – but he couldn’t help wondering how a man like that had made someone like Isabella fall for him.




  But the high point of the evening was the way the girls were behaving towards him. Flic, as predicted by her mother, had invited no one, but was clearly entirely at ease with the older

  generation of guests. Annie Pereira, one of Imogen’s close friends, had been asked to the party but had come down with flu, but Imo had a boyfriend in tow, while Chloë seemed to be

  having a marvellously giggly time with Beatrice Lang. They were all, unquestionably, thoroughly enjoying themselves, yet all three were still taking the time and trouble, somewhat to his surprise,

  to check, now and again, that Matthew was okay.




  ‘Having a good time?’ Flic, wearing a sleek ice-blue silk trouser suit, asked him as she relieved him of a tray of assorted crostini.




  ‘The best,’ he told her.




  ‘Are you all right?’ Chloë enquired a little later, with great tact, having introduced him to Beatrice, a very pretty, dark-haired girl with braces on her teeth and slanting

  eyes.




  ‘I’m just great,’ he told her.




  ‘If you need me to introduce you to anyone, just ask,’ she whispered.




  He smiled. ‘I sure will.’




  Imogen’s approach, upon later reflection, meant the most, especially since Matthew had, early on in the evening, happened upon her and her boyfriend – a nice-looking fair-haired

  young man of about sixteen – in mid-clinch in the narrow corridor by the study. The boyfriend, to his credit, had stepped away the instant he’d spotted Matthew, wiping his mouth in

  obvious embarrassment, but Imogen, predictably enough, had looked him squarely in the eye until he had smiled and turned away. And yet a half hour or so after that, she had come into the dining

  room, tugging the boyfriend by his hand to where Matthew was standing.




  ‘Thought I’d better introduce you properly,’ she said, raising her voice to be clearly heard over the din. ‘Matthew, this is Tim.’ She paused. ‘Tim, this is

  Matthew, my mother’s new husband.’ She paused and grinned. ‘My stepfather, I suppose that makes him.’




  Not much, Matthew realized, from most people’s perspective, but a public declaration, he felt, of something that just a few weeks ago would probably have made Imogen choke.




  ‘Isn’t that the one you’ve been most worried about?’ Karl asked quietly a few moments later.




  Matthew nodded.




  ‘The breakthrough you’ve been hoping for, perhaps?’




  ‘I hope so.’




  His hopes seemed further consolidated when Isabella, taking photographs, sought him out in the kitchen where he was opening more bottles of white wine.




  ‘You’re needed in the drawing room, Matthew.’




  ‘Be right there,’ he said, drawing another cork.




  ‘Now.’ Isabella smiled. ‘Caro said now.’




  Caroline, her mother and the girls were waiting by one of the stained glass windows, Chloë holding Kahli by his collar.




  ‘I found him,’ Isabella said from behind him.




  ‘Photo opportunity,’ Sylvie told him as he approached. ‘Family group.’




  ‘Come on, darling,’ Caroline said.




  Matthew looked at Flic and Imogen, standing close on either side of their mother, and wondered who would make room for him.




  ‘Come on, Matthew,’ Flic said, and cleared a space.




  He stepped forward, felt Caroline’s hand slip into his and smiled with pleasure as the camera flashed once, then again.




  ‘Isabella,’ he said, ‘give me the camera so I can take one of you with the rest of the family.’




  ‘In a minute,’ Flic said. ‘Let’s have one of you and us three first.’




  It took Matthew a second to be sure.




  ‘Come on, Matt,’ Imogen stepped out from her mother’s other side.




  ‘Come on, Matty,’ Chloë said, and giggled.




  Caroline and Sylvie moved away. Behind Isabella, Matthew noticed some of the guests watching, smiling.




  ‘Let’s have me and Imo on either side of you,’ Flic suggested. ‘And Chloë in front, with Kahli – Chloë, you’d better kneel or you’ll hide

  Matthew – you’re getting so tall.’ She paused. ‘How’s that, Isabella?’




  ‘Lovely.’




  Flic took Matthew’s right arm, and then Imogen, on his left side, did the same, and his eyes grew moist, and he felt another rush of happiness.




  Karl found him a few minutes later. ‘Definitely a breakthrough, I’d say.’




  ‘Looks like it,’ Matthew agreed.




  ‘I’m very happy for you, Matt.’




  







  Chapter Seven




  ‘You’re lucky girls, I’d say,’ John Pascoe, the gardener, told Flic two Saturday afternoons after the party, the last weekend of March.




  They were sitting near the air-raid shelter at the bottom of the garden. They had always got along particularly well, the svelte Hampstead girl and the old man from Devon who had worked first

  for Gabriel Walters, and then, after a gap of more than a dozen years, for his son Richard. He had been many things to Richard, driver, handyman, decorator, courier, but Pascoe – old John, as

  he was most often referred to now by the family – had always derived his greatest pleasure from gardening. These days, with his eyesight, heart and back all starting to betray him, he still

  liked to potter, had insisted to Caroline that his doctor said there was nothing wrong in his taking a little exercise, especially since it was what his old body was accustomed to, and if she

  wouldn’t let him go on taking care of Aethiopia’s undemanding garden, he would just go home and do twice as much on his own allotment out in West Finchley.




  Some days Pascoe would come into the house for lunch and tea, but more often he would bring up one of the fold-up chairs he kept down in the shelter and sit beneath his favourite willow tree,

  usually with Kahli close by, watching the birds at the feeding table he’d set up for Chloë about five years before. Richard’s youngest still came out to see the birds when she

  remembered, but it was generally Flic who liked sitting with him under the willow, drinking the strong, muddy tea he made on his little primus stove down below in the concrete shelter.




  ‘You’re lucky,’ he told her now, ‘to have a decent chap like Matthew come and take care of you all.’




  ‘Yes,’ Flic agreed. ‘We know.’




  ‘Your mother looks well on it, I must say.’ Despite all his London years, the West Country lilt still clung to old John’s voice.




  ‘Mum’s very happy,’ Flic said. ‘We all are, really.’




  ‘Must have been a bit hard on you, to start with.’




  ‘A bit, perhaps. But we could see how Mum felt, knew how lonely she’d been.’




  ‘So you made him welcome, like the kind girls you are.’




  ‘I suppose so, yes. I hope so.’ Flic paused. ‘I sometimes get the feeling Matthew’s not quite as happy as Mum though.’




  ‘Really?’ Pascoe was surprised.




  ‘I don’t mean that he doesn’t love her, nothing like that. It’s just with us.’




  ‘How d’you mean?’




  ‘I don’t think I mean anything in particular.’ Flic paused again, seeking the right words. ‘It’s just a feeling. I’m not quite sure he’s all that keen

  on having us around, that’s all.’




  ‘Well, I must say, I am surprised by that. He always gives me the idea that you all matter to him a good deal. All you girls.’ He shook his shaggy white head. ‘Mind,

  it’ll be hard for him too in some ways. Young chap like that. And an American. Not easy. You need to remember that, make allowances.’




  ‘I will,’ Flic said. ‘We all will.’




  Early the following Sunday evening – Mothering Sunday, complete with flowers, cards and an excellent lunch that the girls had put together for Caroline and Sylvie without

  any help from Isabella, who was home with Mick; a day that had already, from Matthew’s perspective, been altogether heartening – Flic came to the study, where he was dealing with

  overdue correspondence, to ask if he wanted to join her and Kahli for a short walk on the Heath.




  ‘Sure.’ He glanced at his watch.




  ‘BST, remember?’ Flic said. ‘Stays light longer.’




  ‘Who else is coming?’




  ‘No one,’ she said from the doorway. ‘Mum’s snoozing in front of the fire, Imo’s holed up in her room and Chloë’s doing a still life.’ Sylvie had

  gone home a while ago. ‘So it’s just us, if you don’t mind.’




  ‘Not one bit,’ he said.




  Things really were looking up, he decided with pleasure as he found his boots and the green waxed jacket Caroline had urged him to buy a fortnight ago. He had not much looked

  forward to their earlier family outing that same day to Hampstead Cemetery. His stepdaughters went regularly – sometimes with their mother or grandmother, sometimes alone – to

  Richard’s grave, but until yesterday, no one had suggested he might like to go along and he hadn’t thought it appropriate to suggest it.




  ‘We’ll all understand,’ Caro had said to him tentatively after dinner, ‘if you’d rather not come. But the girls wanted you to know that you would be very welcome,

  if you did want to.’




  ‘Of course I’d like to come,’ he’d told her. If they’re sure.’




  ‘You know my girls,’ Caroline had replied. ‘If they weren’t, they wouldn’t have made a point of asking.’




  Standing in the cemetery, observing them by the grave, then-sense of love for the man whose mortal remains lay beneath the earth had never felt stronger to Matthew. Richard’s women had

  stood in a tight semi-circle, holding hands, looking silently down at the granite slab engraved ‘richard gabriel Walters – Artist, son, husband and

  father’, and a surge of emotion had seemed to flow back through the air to Matthew, standing a little distance away.




  Sylvie had come away first. ‘I always like to give them a little time alone,’ she’d said quietly. ‘Not so much for Caro, but for the girls.’




  ‘Caro misses him, too,’ Matthew had said. ‘I understand that.’




  ‘Caro’s much better than she was. Thanks to you.’




  It had been exactly what he’d needed to hear at that moment – and then, soon after, as they’d all walked back to the Range Rover, Chloë had taken his left hand, and just a

  moment later, Flic had come to his other side and taken his arm. And Matthew had caught Caroline’s eye, seen her happiness, and shared it.




  It was almost seven o’clock when they crossed East Heath Road, made their way onto the Heath and walked on a little way, getting clear of the road and traffic, before

  Flic undipped Kahli’s lead to let him run on ahead.




  ‘Did you know,’ she said as they walked, ‘that hundreds of years ago wolves used to roam around here?’




  Matthew did know because Caroline had told him.




  ‘No,’ he said. ‘I didn’t know that.’




  ‘And the Vale of Health – which is just west of our house – was a malarial-ridden marsh by the eighteenth century.’




  ‘I read somewhere,’ he said, wanting to contribute a level of interest, ‘that Hampstead got a mention in the Domesday Book.’




  ‘Called Hamestede,’ Flic said.




  ‘I’m impressed,’ Matthew said. ‘I didn’t know you were such a history buff.’




  ‘I’m not especially,’ she said. ‘But my father taught me all about Hampstead.’




  They had been walking and talking and throwing sticks for Kahli, taking time out to observe a family football match and watching the retriever ward off the attentions of a grey

  standard poodle, when suddenly Flic let out a low cry of dismay.




  ‘What’s wrong?’




  ‘My bracelet.’ Her distress was evident. ‘It’s gone – it must have fallen off.’ She hunched over, her long hair falling into her face, scanning the grass

  around her feet. ‘I can’t lose that, I just can’t . . .’




  ‘Are you sure you were wearing it?’




  ‘Of course I’m sure.’ She roamed around, head still down, searching. ‘I always wear it. My father gave it to me, it was his very last gift to me.’




  ‘Okay.’ Matthew made his tone positive. ‘We’ll find it.’ He paused. ‘Tell me what it’s like.’




  ‘It’s a bracelet,’ she flung impatiently, then shook her head, brushed her hair out of her eyes, bit her lip. ‘It’s gold, little narrow bars of gold. Dad had

  my initials and birth date engraved on two of the bars.’ Her eyes filled with tears. ‘Oh, God, I should never have worn it on a walk like this.’




  ‘If you always wear it, why would you even think about it.’ Matthew had never seen Flic weep. He had an impulse to put his arms around her, but he realized that the best way for him

  to comfort her would be to find the bracelet. ‘We’ll have to backtrack,’ he said. ‘Take a few seconds, try and think where it might have happened? Did you catch your sleeve

  on anything?’




  Flic shut her eyes, felt her right wrist, shook her head. ‘Not that I remember.’




  ‘Never mind. We’ll just go back. It’ll be okay, we’ll find it.’




  ‘I hope so.’
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