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Chapter One

‘Joanne, tonight I’ve met the man I want to marry!’

I’d been waiting all evening for my flatmate to return from the theatre to make my announcement and I was so excited, the words came out in a near squeak.

Jo, my best friend since our school days, flopped into the nearest armchair and kicking off her high-heeled shoes, stared at me with appropriate astonishment.

‘But I thought …’

‘Yes, I know …’ I broke in. ‘Tim was coming round.’

Tim was my most recent boyfriend whom I liked but certainly did not love and although I’d written to him he refused to believe I wanted to end the relationship unless I told him so to his face. Joanne had advised me to let Tim come round to the flat and get it over with. It hadn’t been easy and I hated having to hurt him. He was convinced that there was another man in my life; and I had been trying to convince him otherwise when the doorbell rang.

‘And there he was … the man I want to marry, Jo!’ I told her breathlessly. ‘Just the way it happens in books—love at first sight!’

Jo grinned.

‘Well, I suppose it had to happen eventually,’ she said, ‘although I’d about given up hope.’

I threw a cushion at her.

‘I’m hardly on the shelf at twenty-four!’ I protested, laughing.

‘Okay! But all the same, Tim was far from the first to get the cold shoulder. You invariably find something wrong with all your boyfriends …’

I sat down beside her and felt a rush of affection for this plump motherly friend of mine. In many ways, she really had ‘mothered’ me although she was only three years older than I. I had lost both my parents when I was eleven and my only living relatives were an elderly uncle and his equally elderly wife. Already retired, my uncle had been a bank manager and was one of my father’s trustees. Neither he nor his wife were unkind to me; they did their ‘duty’, overseeing my education, health, upbringing. But they had not really wanted a young girl foisted upon them and were relieved when Jo’s family invited me to spend my holidays with them. Jo was a senior at the private boarding school my uncle sent me to and had obviously felt sorry for me. As I grew up, we became friends and when I left school, we decided to share a flat together in London. It was Jo who found me a job at the Berman School of Languages after I had got my degree at college.

‘You’re looking for a father figure!’ she told me more than once when I’d explained that most boys of my own age seemed far too young; that I was only at ease with older people. It was true that I had adored my father and perhaps I was trying to find someone I could love and respect as much as I had him. Now, miraculously, he’d appeared on the doorstep!

‘Are you or are you not going to tell me what happened!’ Jo said with pretended exasperation. ‘Who is this miracle man?’

I drew a deep breath, excitement still holding me in its grip.

‘His name is Campbell Rivers. He is thirtyish and a widower. His home is in Yorkshire but he has a flat in London where he works. He’s tall, dark and terribly handsome—distinguished looking …’

I broke off, remembering that first sight of Campbell when I opened the door. I’d noticed his eyes—dark, compelling; and the way he dressed—elegant but not stuffy! We’d stared at one another for one long minute and then Tim, whom I’d momentarily forgotten, came up behind me.

‘So there is someone else!’ he said, jumping to a wild conclusion that could not have been further from the truth at that moment. ‘You could at least have admitted it, Kate …’

And he’d stormed out, brushing shoulders with the stranger who was looking from one to the other of us in complete bewilderment. I know it was unkind when Tim was so obviously hurt as well as angry, but I couldn’t help smiling at his dramatic exit as he rushed down the stairs and out of my life.

‘At that time,’ I explained to Joanne, ‘I thought Campbell had come to see you, so I invited him in. “This is Flat 2a, isn’t it?” he asked, at which point I realised he wasn’t a friend of yours. He wanted those people in 2a which I explained was, oddly enough, on the next landing.’

‘Well, go on, Kate,’ Jo said as I paused.

I spun out my story, happy to relive it as I did so. Campbell Rivers had followed me into the flat and I’d closed the door before we had discovered the mistake. He started to apologise but I explained that his surprise visit had turned out to be fortuitous since it had the effect of ridding me of Tim’s persistent presence. Relieved he hadn’t embarrassed me after all he’d smiled.

It seemed the most natural thing in the world for us both to sit down and start talking. Cam introduced himself and explained that he did not know the tenant in Flat 2a but was delivering the bottle of champagne for a friend, as our building was on his way home.

By the time he left, we’d consumed the champagne between us—and I was in love.

I did not then know Cam’s exact age. His face, long and thin, already a little lined, struck me as sensitive and beautiful. His voice was deep and soft and perfectly modulated. I loved the way he laughed and the intense direct way he stared at me when he was talking—as if what I said really mattered to him.

Jo put an arm round my shoulders and hugged me.

‘So that’s why you’re on cloud nine!’ she said. ‘And when are you seeing this paragon of all the virtues again?’

‘We’re lunching tomorrow!’ I said. ‘Can I borrow your red skirt, Jo? I want Cam to see me looking a bit more sophisticated than I did tonight.’ I glanced down at my faded jeans and old T-shirt and wondered what on earth someone like Campbell Rivers could have found attractive about me. But he must have liked me to invite me out to lunch.

‘Don’t be such a goof!’ Joanne said. ‘You underestimate yourself, Kate. You’d look fantastic in an old potato sack. Lucky old you with that size ten figure and those fabulous green eyes. And sometimes, you can even sound intelligent!’

I threw another cushion at her and then we made tea and turned in since both of us had jobs to go to in the morning and it was growing late.

Our lunch next day—at a smart French restaurant where Cam was obviously well-known to the headwaiter—was an extension of the previous evening. I did something I had never done before and played hookey so that I could spend the afternoon with him. We were still discovering each other at dinner time and it was two o’clock in the morning before he took me back to the flat and kissed me goodnight.

The more I learned, the deeper I fell in love. But a week later, my radiant happiness had given way to a deep depression. I was afraid—not of what was to happen later, of anything positive—but of the negative fact that while he seemed as eager for my company as I was for his, Cam showed not the least sign of falling in love with me. I was terrified he would leave London for his home in Yorkshire before I had any chance to implant myself sufficiently deeply in his mind and heart. I was afraid that once away from me, he would instantly forget all about me.

Joanne thought I was crazy, not just because I’d fallen so quickly in love with a total stranger, but because I doubted that Cam was in love with me.

‘My dear girl, of course he’s crazy about you. I never saw a man more obviously smitten. But the whole affair is ridiculous; he must be twice your age!’

‘What if he is!’ I said, annoyed and as touchy as anyone suffering the pangs and glories of first love. ‘I don’t care how old he is. I love him!’

I was terrified he’d walk out of my life as mysteriously as he’d walked into it. I knew he was rich and with his looks, I felt sure he must have a dozen or more beautiful, sophisticated women chasing him.

I found that Cam had a great many other people in his life. I was shaken to discover that he was, at the comparatively young age of thirty-eight, already twice a widower. He had first married at twenty-two, a woman several years older than himself, who had a small daughter. His wife had died four years later in tragic circumstances he did not describe and left him with a stepdaughter of six. Partly for the child’s sake, since his business interests often took him to Europe, Cam quickly remarried his stepdaughter’s nanny. In the subsequent five years they had three little girls, now aged eight, ten, and eleven. His stepdaughter was eighteen. His second wife had died three years ago.

Until I met Cam, I imagined that I had had a sadder life than most people, losing the parents I had loved when I was still a child. Fate had seemed very cruel. Now Cam’s past life seemed even sadder.

He told me he had never really loved his second wife. He was fond of her, and she was good to him and to the children. He had not been unhappy. She had given him three little girls whom he adored, and between them and the building up of his business abroad, his life had been full enough. Or so he had thought until he met me. Then, he told me, he realised for the first time how empty it had been of the most necessary ingredient of all—love! He was, he told me, head over heels in love with me. I was delirious with happiness. We behaved like every pair of lovers, walking, talking, holding hands beneath the dinner table of our favourite restaurant, telephoning each other for hour-long calls if we were unable to meet each day. I wrote love poems to him. He sent me flowers. When he went home for the Easter holidays, I was so restless and miserable that I nearly drove poor Joanne mad.

But Cam, too, was suffering from our separation, and when he returned to London, on our first night out together, he finally asked me to marry him.

I was so happy, excited, and relieved that I burst into tears. I cried all the way to the restaurant, Cam hugging me and looking quite desperate because he had actually believed I was going to refuse him! When I calmed down, he told me he had been trying for months to pluck up courage to ask me to marry him—as if courage were necessary! I would have said yes that first weekend. But he had quite naturally imagined that a girl of my age would shy away from the thought of four stepdaughters, one only six years younger than myself. Moreover his home was in a remote part of Yorkshire, with little or no social life, and marriage to him would automatically mean I would have to give up the career which I had described to him in such enthusiastic terms.

My darling Cam—it showed how little he really knew or understood me that he could doubt I would give up twenty careers to be with him. I would have taken on twenty stepchildren, too! Besides, I had always thought that one day I would like a large family. I loved children and, being an only child, a large, happy family represented security and the companionship I had lacked.

Joanne’s reactions to the news that Cam and I were going to get married as soon as possible were strange and, to me, perturbing. She accepted that we were both genuinely in love, and yet she showed no enthusiasm of any kind when I talked of our marriage. She agreed that Cam was nice, kind, generous, as well as charming, attractive and rich. She agreed that we seemed ideally suited: accepted that the age difference didn’t seem to matter much to either of us and that I’d always preferred older men anyway.

I really had to put pressure on her to admit the real reasons for her misgivings. When she told me what was in her mind, I felt an enormous surge of relief.

‘Call me superstitious if you like, Kate,’ she said, kneeling in front of the electric fire drying her beautiful long chestnut hair, ‘But I just don’t like it—both Cam’s former wives died in tragic accidents. Aren’t you scared out of your wits that you may be number three?’

I laughed. But Joanne refused to laugh with me.

‘But third time is lucky!’ I said, throwing a hairbrush at her. ‘You are not seriously trying to make me see my beloved Cam as a Bluebeard, are you?’

She turned her head slowly and looked up at me, her eyes so serious that the laughter faded from mine. She ignored my last frivolous remark. ‘I still think you ought to go up to Yorkshire—see the house, meet the children, look around, find out more about everything—before you get married. Honestly, darling, it’s crazy not to do so.’

‘But why?’ I asked, shrugging my shoulders. I couldn’t take Joanne’s remarks seriously, but it was so seldom she got maternal with me, that I was forced to listen.

‘I don’t know.’ Joanne said with a flat honesty that impressed me more than wild surmises might have done. ‘Say I’m silly if you like. I just have a feeling—here!’ She put her hand to her head. Then suddenly she gave a nervous laugh, as if she were ashamed of what she was about to say … Joanne who always spoke first and thought afterwards. ‘I’m the seventh child of a seventh child, and Irish to boot. Call it a premonition, if you like.’

My laugh came out a little louder than I had intended. ‘Are you claiming second sight?’ I asked sarcastically. To my surprise, Joanne did not answer. Usually she was sharp and quick with a comeback when I teased her. I relied a lot on Joanne’s intelligence. She was a highly successful career woman, independent, resourceful and down-to-earth. She had a wonderful sense of humour, and was not superstitious.

‘I think you must have been reading Rebecca!’ I said, turning away with a strange feeling of apprehension. The book was a favourite of mine, and I knew Joanne had read it, too. In a way, my circumstances and those of the heroine were not dissimilar, both of us marrying older men, widowers, whose wives had died tragically.

I found myself thinking about it later that night in bed, but then I knew I was being silly. Cam had not been in love with his second wife, Jennifer. Unlike Rebecca, she wasn’t in the least attractive, judging by the photo Cam had shown me, although she had a nice, friendly face—the sort of woman who knitted and baked and turned the sheets sides to middle—ordinary, domesticated, plump, and kindly.

Cam didn’t tell me much about his first wife. On our honeymoon in Majorca, he said he preferred not to remember her. She had married him for his money, and he had been deeply scarred by discovering, a few months after their wedding, that she had no love to give him. Money was the only thing in the world that mattered to her. Nevertheless, it had been a terrible shock when she had slipped on a craggy path on one of the mountains behind the house and fallen to her death on the rocks below. He had been in Europe at the time and had flown home for the inquest. A kindly Yorkshire woman had taken the little girl, Muriel, into her home, and Cam’s main preoccupation at the time had been to see that the child did not suffer too greatly from her mother’s death.

He had tried to give the little girl as much love and attention as he could, but she had a strange, reserved nature which barred any of the usual physical demonstrations of affection. She didn’t care to be hugged or cuddled, and after a while he found it easier to leave Muriel in the care of the woman with whom she seemed perfectly content. He might have left this domestic in charge for some time but for the fact that, after a year, the woman said she could no longer continue with the fostering as she had a growing family of her own on whom she wished to concentrate. That was when Cam engaged a nanny—Jennifer, who subsequently became his second wife. The big old house in the Yorkshire hills, closed down after the accident, was reopened, and within a year the first of his daughters was born—a happy, laughing baby they christened Sandra. Debbie and Lillian followed soon afterwards and Quarry House was filled with the pleasant, homely paraphernalia of prams and nappies and ironing airing on the nursery fender, toys scattered on the green lawns in summer and over the big Persian rugs in the drawing room in winter.

Cam told me that those early years were happy ones in a calm, soothing way. Jennifer was an excellent housewife and mother, and he adored his baby girls. The only fly in the ointment was Muriel who, understandably enough, was showing signs of jealousy of the new arrivals. Cam himself did not have to deal much with the girl’s silent oppressive moods since he was frequently away on business and had a service flat in London where he stayed when necessary. But he had known that Jennifer found the going tough. A less placid nature than hers might well have wilted under the thankless task of trying to bring a smile to Muriel’s face.

Cam thought that boarding school might be the solution as soon as she was old enough, but Jennifer pleaded for the child, pointing out that she might feel they were trying to get her out of the way, thereby increasing her jealousy. Muriel herself begged and pleaded to remain at home. Jennifer was giving her adequate lessons and, she told him, she was perfectly happy at home. She liked to run wild on the moors and in the hills and did not need the companionship of children her own age. She promised Cam that she would be no further trouble to Jennifer—indeed, she would help more with the little ones if he would permit her to stay at home.

‘So naturally she did not go away!’ Cam told me. ‘I’ve sometimes wondered if I did right to let her remain at home. The little ones were too young for her to play with, and she led a solitary life. When Jennifer died I felt guilty that the poor child should have to live through a second tragic death. For several weeks she shut herself up in her room and spoke to no one. It was a terrible shock for her even though Jennifer was not her mother. I’ve no doubt it brought back memories of her own mother’s death. This time I insisted that she should get right away from home into a good boarding school. I found a housekeeper to look after the babies, and as soon as they were old enough, they, too, went to boarding school. Muriel, of course, has now left school, but the others are at home for the holidays. So you see, my love, you are going to have your hands full.’

I suppose of the four children, my sympathies lay most with the solitary Muriel, odd-man-out in the family. Although I knew Cam had shown her only kindness, she was not his child. She must have felt this deeply when his own little girls arrived on the scene. I resolved, if it were at all possible, to make a special attempt to befriend her. With only six years difference in our ages, it might be possible for me to break down the barrier she had obviously built around herself, and become her friend. I was not likely to forget how, only a few years ago, Joanne had made herself my friend when I was alone in the world. Now I would do my bit for Cam’s stepdaughter. As for his children, I had no doubt I would love them since they were a part of him and I loved him to the point of insanity. The mental affinity between us had been complemented by the perfection of our physical relationship. He was, to me, the perfect lover. He did not have to tell me what I felt in every pore of my being—that he loved me as passionately and fully as I loved him.

Cam spoke during our honeymoon of the children we would one day have. I suggested teasingly that his family was quite big enough already. But Cam reminded me he had no son.

‘I’d like at least one boy,’ he told me. ‘But not yet, my darling. First I want to give you time to get used to your ready-made family. Then, when you can take them in your stride, we’ll think about having a child of our own.’

I wanted whatever Cam wanted. At the same time, I knew that if he wanted that son now, I would instantly become pregnant. I was feeling, for the first time in my life, the primitive urge to carry the child of the man I loved so desperately. I forgot my interrupted life’s work—my career. Nothing mattered to me now but Cam and his happiness. My own lay simply in being with him. As long as I could be near him I was content. I could listen to his deep, resonant voice for hours on end and when he turned his head and smiled at me—not the worried smile I had noticed when we first met, but one of total joy—I wanted nothing more from life. I determined that he would never be sad again.

‘Tell me more about Quarry House!’ I asked him on our honeymoon. I lay curled against his long, hard back, my arms clasped around his slim waist, my face burrowed in the curve of his shoulder. I loved to lie like this with the whole of my body touching his. When we lay in the reverse way with Cam pressed against my back, my front felt lonely despite the warmth of his hands over my breasts. ‘Funny girl!’ he’d say but I think he understood my desire to be both physically and mentally near. That’s why he never refused to answer my endless questions.

Quarry House had been bought by Cam’s father—a wealthy Lancashire cotton merchant. Cam had been brought up in Yorkshire amid beautiful lakes and moors, riding his pony, fishing in the rivers, leading the kind of life all young boys desired. Although his father was a self-made man, he was determined to have his boy educated as well as possible and he was sent to a good public school and on to university. Unfortunately the idyll of the boy’s childhood was interrupted by the death of Cam’s father from pneumonia. His mother lived long enough to attend Cam’s graduation from Cambridge and then she, too, died.

Cam was shrewd enough to see that the rapidly dwindling fortune his father had amassed would be better invested out of cotton. He started an export business in London which soon began to pay dividends. Quarry House remained shuttered and empty until Cam’s marriage. Remembering his own childhood, he thought that his stepdaughter would enjoy the same happy, carefree childhood he had enjoyed there. He persuaded his new wife to open up the house and restore it to some of its former comfort and beauty.

‘Neither of my parents was artistic,’ Cam told me. ‘Father was practical and called in experts when he bought Quarry House. It was badly in need of repair, but Father was determined to live there because it was a unique building and the land was valuable. So he paid a big price and an even bigger one for the restoration. That’s why Quarry House is now as lovely as it was three hundred years ago.’

Later, I was to discover for myself that Cam’s house was a Jacobean mansion of considerable beauty, but now I sat leaning against his knee, listening with breathless interest to all that he described. It was obvious that he loved the place.

‘Incidentally,’ Cam told me, ‘Quarry House has taken its name from an abandoned quarry half a mile away.’

Both Cam and I were fond of history, so I was interested in all he had to tell me. His home had been built in the reign of James I, and during that period the influence of Flanders had been at work even in Yorkshire. Quarry House was a gem of that period, magnificently panelled in rich old oak. The dining-hall ceiling was vaulted.

‘I think you’ll like the plastering in the drawing room, too,’ Cam added in the eager voice he used when he was describing his home. ‘I can’t wait to show it all to you, darling.’

‘Nor I, to see it,’ I said.

‘Not only is it beautiful indoors, but the moors are splendid,’ he went on. ‘We can see them from the top of the house. We also have a lake at the end of our grounds. Beyond that is the valley; then the land rises again up into the moorland. It’s pretty isolated, except for the odd shepherd and farmer. We rarely meet people, and the tourists usually visit Yorkshire to see the better-known places such as Wuthering Heights—the Bronte parsonage. Our property is even wilder, more sequestered than most. Thank goodness our nearest neighbour is three miles away.’

I smiled and sighed with contentment. I could picture it all. It sounded marvellous, and I didn’t mind how many miles away the neighbours were, nor how lonely Quarry House would be. I was enjoying an entirely new emotion—possessiveness about another human being. I wanted Cam all to myself. The fewer people I had to share him with, the happier I’d be. I knew he’d frequently have to be away on business; he had already warned me that he might not always be able to take me with him. But he promised, if it were ever to be for more than a week, he’d arrange that I went too, provided I could amuse myself while he attended his dreary conferences.

‘At least I’m well enough off financially to be able to buy you a ticket to anywhere in the world whenever you want it,’ Cam said reassuringly. ‘And unless you want it otherwise, I shall keep Mrs Meadows on as housekeeper so that you are not always tied down by the children. Believe me, dearest, I want you with me whenever it’s humanly possible. Now that I’ve found you, I don’t intend to have you out of sight if I can help it.’

So Cam could be possessive, too!

I was very, very happy.

‘You look like the proverbial cat who’s licked the cream!’ Joanne told me as we stopped off for drinks at the flat on our return from Majorca. We were going up to Quarry House that afternoon by car, and I had one or two suitcases I wished to pick up.

‘I have everything in the world I want,’ I told Joanne. For the next few minutes I bored her with rhapsodies about Cam and how wonderful married life was.

‘Wait till you get to Yorkshire!’ Joanne said darkly. ‘That’s when this “great wonderful love” will have to meet the test!’

I laughed. I was looking forward to meeting my ready-made family. The snapshot Cam had shown me of his three little girls could not have been more appealing; their serious little faces and big wistful eyes seemed to call to me to come as quickly as I could and bring some gaiety into their lives. Moreover, they all three strongly resembled Cam. They had his large, wide-apart eyes and high, intelligent forehead. The truth was, Cam had evoked so much love in me that I felt I had enough and to spare for all his family.

I had no regrets at leaving London. Although I had many acquaintances, there was no one with the exception of Joanne to whom I was deeply attached. I had said goodbye to my business colleagues before my marriage. The past had become completely meaningless to me and I wanted nothing but Cam and the future.

Why then, I asked myself as we drove up to Quarry House in the summer sunshine, should I suddenly have this strange feeling of apprehension? I stole a glance at Cam’s face. He looked happy, relaxed and I knew was excited at the thought of seeing his children again and introducing them to me. There was nothing in him to evoke the uneasiness within me; nothing about the big grey house with the glorious trees casting dappled shadows on the lawns to explain my sudden shiver of fear.

‘I’m just tired!’ I thought, remembering that Cam and I had slept little the night before, for our love-making was still new and wonderful enough to make sleep seem a terrible waste of time.

Cam braked gently in front of the heavy carved door and turned to look at me.

‘Happy, sweetheart?’ he asked in that deep attractive voice I so loved to hear.

‘Wonderfully, darling!’ I answered.

But it was a lie.


Chapter Two

As we entered Cam’s house—my home now, too—we were surrounded by brown and white King Charles spaniels jumping up at Cam. Cam, watching my face, laughed.

‘I forgot to tell you about them. You don’t mind them, darling?’

‘No, of course not!’ I said. I’d never had a dog of my own as a child, and in a London flat with a full-time job, it didn’t seem fair to have pets.

There was a sudden rush on the stairs and three little girls in blue jeans and yellow T-shirts descended in a heap upon their father. I stood watching as he tenderly hugged each one in turn. For a moment or two he quite forgot my existence as he listened attentively to their excited welcome. I felt curiously alone—outside the family circle. Then Cam turned and put his arm around me.

‘This is your new mother!’ he said simply. ‘You may call her Kate.’

Three pairs of eyes stared into mine with a mixture of shyness, curiosity, and speculation. I sensed their uncertainty of me, a stranger who had come into their lives through no choice of their own, and resolved there and then that they should never regret their father’s choice of a new mother for them.

‘This is Sandra … Debbie … Lillian.’

As in their photograph, they were all very alike; slender, attractive little girls, with only the youngest, Lillian, retaining the unformed look of babyhood. They said their polite greetings. I noticed that Sandra stuttered. I wondered if she were the most highly-strung of the trio. Lillian took a tentative step towards me and touched my new scarlet jacket—it was what Joanne called my ‘honeymoon special’.
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