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PART ONE




Chapter One


Jeffrey Sachs was neither a politician nor a ruling monarch, but when he issued an urgent summons to his presence, you obeyed. You jumped up from your Michelin three-star restaurant table, off the cross-trainer, out of bed with your lover; you told your chauffeur to turn around your limo, your pilot to alter the route your private plane was currently taking, your assistant to charter a helicopter. Whether you were a media tycoon, a Saudi prince, a Russian oligarch or a prime minister, you came when he called.


And if you were an underling, working for one of the many companies he owned, as you rushed to your meeting with him you were in a cold sweat of fear, scrambling desperately to work out why you had been ordered to his presence. Because this unprecedented command meant that the meeting was bound to be life-changing. All you could do was pray as hard as possible that it would be positive.


The four employees who were converging on Jeffrey Sachs’s mansion in Maida Vale for the appointed time of three in the afternoon were his ultimate underlings: his children. They had been trained from birth to anticipate what he wanted from them even before he voiced the words, four little von Trapps who didn’t need the whistle to get in line.


So when an Aston Martin DB11 bounced over the bridge that spanned the Regent’s Canal, screeched around the corner of Warwick Avenue, hit the brakes, and reversed almost as fast into an achingly tight parking space, its driver was perfectly well aware that his other three siblings would already be sitting in their own cars, watching their phones tick the seconds away until a few minutes to three, at which point they would converge on the electric gates between two huge white colonnaded pillars set in the perfectly maintained hedge that ran around the mansion. The four of them had not convened previously to discuss why they thought their father had called this very unusual family meeting. Jeffrey Sachs had played the game of divide and conquer with his children so successfully that sibling solidarity was non-existent.


‘For fuck’s sake, Bart!’


The driver of the vehicle parked directly behind the Aston Martin, a Jaguar SUV, leapt out and slammed the door furiously.


‘You’re practically up my exhaust pipe!’ he shouted at the Aston Martin’s driver. ‘Do you know how much this cost?’


‘God, Con, be cool,’ drawled his brother Bart, sliding out of the seat of his sports car with snake-hipped ease. ‘Don’t be all . . . uncool.’


‘You’re a centimetre away from my bumper, you careless fuckwit! You nearly hit me!’


‘But I didn’t, did I? You know, years ago in St Moritz, I accidentally shunted this German chappie in a top-of-the-range Audi,’ Bart informed his brother, his tone relaxed as he recounted the anecdote. ‘Not a big shunt, but I definitely shoved him through the snow a bit. I was terribly sorry, of course – jumped out and told him I’d pay for any damage. D’you know what he did?’


‘I hope he called you a twat and punched you in the face!’ his brother Conway snapped. ‘I’m close to doing that myself!’


‘He got out,’ Bart continued cheerfully, not a whit intimidated, ‘walked around his car and had a squint at the back of it. Then he looked at me – huge chappie, good head taller than me, they breed them really big in Deutschland – and said, completely stone-faced: “Zis is not a problem. Zis is vot bumpers are for.” Never forgot that. You need to take that attitude yourself, Con. Bit of Germanic calm’d do you the world of good.’


Visibly struggling to control himself, his jaw muscles clenching as he ground his teeth, Conway turned away from his brother, dragging his key fob from his jacket pocket to lock the SUV.


‘You two! You never change, do you?’ commented a woman’s voice behind them, her high heels clicking onto the pavement as she swung both legs out of the back seat of her Range Rover, her knees pressed together as if she were an actress or a model surrounded by crouching paparazzi keen to direct their lenses up her skirt. She gave a nod of thanks to the driver, who had come around to open the door for her, and shook out her wonderfully thick mane of streaked blonde hair with a swift, practised move that settled her curls into the perfect shape into which they had been tonged by her hairdresser half an hour ago.


‘Honestly,’ Charlotte Sachs said dismissively to her brothers, ‘you’ll be in your nineties and still going at each other as if you were fighting about who gets to play with the Scalextric limited-edition Bentley, or whatever it was back then. When actually, we should all be worrying about what the hell Daddy’s playing at, sending for all four of us on such short notice! He never does this!’


Unnoticed across the street, Jeffrey Sachs’s other daughter, Bella, climbed out of her own car, a sensible Audi saloon which was quite overshadowed by the Aston Martin, the Jaguar SUV, and the Range Rover. Glancing over at Charlotte, Bella realized that her sister was clearly fresh from the Nicky Clarke salon on Carlos Place.


The way the two daughters had reacted to their father’s summons, a call from his personal assistant which had come in a couple of hours ago, had been entirely typical of their respective characters. Bella had spent the time holed up in her office, frantically passing in review as many of her current and recent projects as she could, while Charlotte had rung up Nicky Clarke and insisted he shoehorn her in for an emergency appointment. To Bella’s extreme frustration, Charlotte appeared not just perfectly groomed but superbly confident, much more prepared than her sister for a crucial, once-in-a-lifetime meeting with their father.


Because Charlotte was carrying herself with the assurance of a woman who had enough sway for Nicky Clarke himself to do her hair on such short notice, and who knew that the two-hundred-pound blow-dry made her look like a million dollars. By contrast, Bella was the sturdy workhorse to her sister’s show pony. Bella reached a hand up to hook her shoulder-length hair behind her ear, gloomily aware that the best she could hope for was that it be neat and tidy. Meanwhile, Bart exclaimed wistfully, quite ignoring the last part of Charlotte’s comment:


‘That Scalextric! God, I was obsessed with it for years!’


His eyes were misty with memory. For a moment, he looked exactly like the small boy who had adored his racing cars. In many ways, he still was that small boy: impulse-driven, greedy, and highly skilled at coaxing others to give him what he wanted.


‘Remember my 1970s McLaren Formula Ones, Con?’ he continued, oblivious to his brother’s scowl. ‘I practically took them to bed with me every night.’


It would have been instantly obvious to any observer that the four of them were siblings. The family resemblance was extremely strong. They were all blond and fair, colouring they inherited from their mother who, though American, had entirely German family origins. Christie had been a model for years, famous for her extraordinary cornflower-blue eyes; like hers, her children’s irises were unusually large, which made their eyes seem almost otherworldly, flooded with intense colour.


As children they had all been angelically flaxen-haired, which had added to the unearthly impression. Bart’s tousled locks, more like a surfer’s than a businessman’s, were still sun-kissed, though their bright gold, like Charlotte’s, owed more to art than to nature. Charlotte’s exquisite layers of pale caramel to gilt were hand-painted every two months using a technique called balayage; Bella never seemed to have time for the colourist, and her hair was the exact shade that Charlotte’s would have looked had she left it untouched, a soft, light golden brown. Since Bella’s husband preferred the natural look, however, she was perfectly fine leaving it as it was.


That decision, however, always weakened when she saw Charlotte again. It wasn’t just the hair. Since the sisters were identical twins, Bella was the living example of how Charlotte would have looked had she never gone to the gym, hired a dietician and nutritionist, seen her personal trainer three times a week, taken Yogalates classes or had both a breast and a nose job. Even when the twins were small, Bella had felt that she was a distorting mirror version of Charlotte: plumper, dowdier, less toned, half a step behind, her demeanour anxious where Charlotte’s was coolly confident.


As soon as they could toddle, Jeffrey had joked that he could tell that Charlotte had been born first. Charlotte was quicker-witted, with a tremendous need for attention and an instinct for grabbing the spotlight. As the girls grew up, Charlotte was the one with the innate sense of style, spending a great deal of time choosing her outfits every morning. Bella had swiftly given up any attempt to compete. Better to be different than a weaker copy of her five-minutes-older sister. At least this way she had her own identity, even if it meant being cast as the shy, retiring, quiet one.


So Bella was the overlooked child, the one who could be absent from a room without anyone noticing, the one who put her head down and got on with work. She was the only one of the four to take a first-class degree at university, though that was attributed by her father to her being a plodder, rather than her having superior brainpower. Even now, she noticed, her siblings had formed into a triangle, albeit a grumpy one. Conway was telling Bart to shut up about his bloody Formula One Scalextric cars, Charlotte was mocking Bart’s childishness, but none of them were looking around for Bella, the least important, the second violin in the quartet.


She was used to it. But it never stopped hurting.


‘It’s two minutes to three, everyone,’ she said as she crossed the street, and then wondered why she had bothered. Why she was acting as a sort of personal assistant to her more glamorous siblings, rounding them up, when they were all in their thirties and perfectly well able to check the time on their extremely expensive watches?


The trio turned to look at her, almost surprised at hearing a fourth voice. The men could have been Ralph Lauren models in designer business wear, dark suits of which they knew Jeffrey would approve. Bart, in a form-fitted purple shirt intended to be worn without a tie, was dashing and rakish, but Conway, with his smoothed-back hair, immaculate suit and crisp white shirt, was the picture of a handsome but conventional executive, the sexy, buttoned-up boss who starred in a thousand soft-porn fantasies.


‘Hey, sis!’ Bart bounded over to hug Bella. ‘Looking good! This is bloody weird, eh? What the hell’s going on, d’you think?’


He had an easy compliment for every woman he met, and every recipient blossomed into a delighted smile at the words: whether they were sister, administrative assistant, CEO or prime minister, no female was immune to his boyish charm and the sincerity in his periwinkle-blue eyes. Because Bart meant every word of every compliment he paid. He adored women, and they returned that emotion even more fervently.


‘Hi, Bart,’ Bella said, glowing happily at the embrace. He smelt wonderful, as always, his body hard and muscled under the expensive suit.


She pressed the gate bell, heard Maria the housekeeper respond. It was a voice as familiar to the children as that of their mother and father, possibly even more. Maria had been working for Jeffrey Sachs for over thirty years, but her accent was still as strong as ever; she barely spoke English apart from at work, as she lived in the Portuguese stronghold along the Golborne Road, twenty minutes away on the borders of Notting Hill. So many of her fellow immigrants had opened businesses there that it was quite possible to speak Portuguese the entire time.


‘It’s us, Maria,’ Bella said, the door buzzing and clicking open even before she had finished.


It was September, and the garden was at peak beauty. It wasn’t large by general standards, but for central London it was generous, made to look even more so by the clever, architectural use of perspective, low topiary contrasting with high narrow cypresses and carefully placed statuary. A fountain tinkled gently behind a sculpted wave of lavender and rosemary bushes in which bumblebees were busily buzzing; the lawn was as perfectly manicured as the topiary, a smooth sheet of green which looked as if every single stalk had been measured with a ruler and cut to the same length. The only colours were the soft mauve of the lavender and the textured greens of the foliage. Jeffrey Sachs did not like flowers.


He did not particularly like nature, either. One might have expected to find the owner of this flourishing, immaculately maintained garden to be sitting on the terrace in the sunshine, listening to the softly flowing water and the bees in the rosemary, the lawn flooded with golden light that made the grass glow a deep emerald. His children, however, knew better. They walked up the wide pathway to the white-stuccoed Georgian mansion without even a glance sideways to the sprawling lawn beyond.


‘Miss Bella! Miss Charlotte! Mr Conway, Mr Bart! I’m so happy to see you all!’


Maria, short, stout, greying hair pulled back, not a scrap of make-up on her round beaming face, was at the door to greet them. She hugged her employer’s children as they came in, not letting each one go until she had wrapped her arms around them for a good ten seconds.


‘I never see you no more!’ she complained. ‘All my babies, and I never see you!’


Their task was to accept her reproaches without protesting, and they knew it. The reasons why Jeffrey Sachs’s adult children rarely visited the house in which they had grown up were known to all, and could not be said aloud. Maria embraced Bart last and longest; he was her favourite, naturally, being the baby and the most adorable. She ruffled his hair fondly.


‘Always a mess!’ she said with a huge smile. ‘Always so naughty! You have a girlfriend, Mr Bart?’


‘Maria, it’s just “Bart”!’ he said as he always did, dropping a kiss on her forehead. ‘Come on now!’


‘He’s got twenty girlfriends,’ Charlotte said to her reflection in the huge silver-gilt mirror over the marble fireplace as she rearranged her tresses post-hug. ‘They all know about the others, but they’re all hoping they’ll be The One.’


Bart threw his arms wide, grinning bashfully.


‘It’s Maria’s fault!’ he said. ‘She didn’t have a daughter for me to marry! That’s the only woman who could make me settle down.’


‘How’s Ronaldo?’ Bella asked, a touch of pink appearing on her cheeks. She had glanced into the mirror once Charlotte had turned away, not wanting to see the direct comparison between herself and her twin sister, and was annoyed now to notice the colour that had blossomed there, the sparkle in her eyes. This always happened when she mentioned Maria’s ridiculously handsome son, with whom the children had, to some degree, grown up; Ronaldo had been her first crush, and was still her absolute physical ideal, though she had not seen him since she was a little girl.


‘Oh, he is very good, very good! But you must go in,’ Maria said nervously, looking up at the huge ebony grandfather clock, which had been chiming as the children walked in. It was already five minutes past the hour. ‘Mr Jeffrey don’t like to wait.’


Conway huffed out a sarcastic laugh.


‘You don’t need to tell us that, Maria,’ he said, shooting a quick look in the mirror to reassure himself that his tie knot was perfectly centred. Careless, charming Bart, the spoilt playboy of the family, was the only child of Jeffrey Sachs’s not to bother to check that his appearance was as immaculate as his father would demand; he strode across the black-and-white-chequered hallway, his heels ringing a tattoo on the marble. Setting his hands to the double doors at the far end, he slid them open simultaneously, pushing them into their recesses. The grooves in which they moved were polished and oiled, so the process was near-soundless, but the effect was undeniably dramatic.


Even more so, however, was Bart’s reaction to the sight before him. He stood stock-still as, behind him, his siblings, eager to follow him into the living room and demonstrate to their father that they had been on time, cannoned into his back; they had naturally been expecting him to walk straight in.


‘Well!’ Bart said, unabashedly staring at the woman draped over his father’s armchair as elegantly as a swatch of silk velvet in a fabric store which had been expertly thrown out from its roll by the salesperson to show the drape and shimmer of the material. ‘This is quite the turn-up for the books! And who might you be?’




Chapter Two


The woman returned Bart’s stare with an absolutely impassive expression in her long, greenish eyes. She was like a leopard at the zoo, idly regarding the human on the other side of the bars as if Bart were the exhibit, and one for which she could not summon up much interest.


Her perfectly shaped lips did not part to answer his question. He might as well have not uttered a word.


‘Come in, come in!’ Jeffrey Sachs said irritably. ‘What are you doing piling up there in the doorway like the Keystone Cops?’


He was nearly eighty, and he looked it. His American contemporaries were permatanned, dermabraded, their liver spots faded with peels and retinol, their hair awkwardly dyed – it seemed impossible for men of a certain age to dye their hair with any plausibility – their cheeks plumped with fillers. It was an interesting phenomenon that these procedures made them seem barely any younger, just different. One would still have looked at them and evaluated their age more or less accurately.


But they were, perhaps, not aiming for the appearance of eternal youth so much as trying to look less like a memento mori, a reminder of inevitable death. Jeffrey’s deep wrinkles, his skin, like thin tissue stretched over bone, the dark patches of sun damage on his face and hands, the sparse white hairs stretched over his scalp, the sagging body in the grey suit that seemed too large for him, all spoke eloquently of the ravages of time.


As did the contrast with the beautiful woman who had one hip propped on the arm of his chair, one arm lying along the back of it, whose skin was as firm and peachy and smooth as Jeffrey’s was not. His children, filing into the living room and lining up in front of the armchair, stared at her in frank disbelief. Conway was the last in, and he had turned to pull the sliding doors closed; when he turned back, and got his first clear view of her, he swallowed, his hand going to the knot of his tie in automatic tribute.


None of the children were going to say a word. Why put your head above the parapet if you were likely to get it blown off? Jeffrey had always been scathing if they came out with a statement that he considered blindingly obvious; they had learned the hard way to think before they spoke. Even Bart, the least inhibited of the quartet, limited himself to staring silently at the tumbling chestnut mane, the flawless, tanned skin and the slender yet curvaceous body of the leopard, sheathed in a sleek snake-print silk dress.


‘Well? Cat got your tongues?’ Jeffrey barked eventually.


Bella knew better than to roll her eyes, or to glance sideways at how her siblings were reacting to this. However, from the restless shifting of their feet, the rustle of their clothing, she was aware that this question had irked her siblings as much as it had her. You were damned if you spoke up, but equally so if you didn’t; with a father like Jeffrey, you couldn’t win for losing.


‘What do you want us to say, Daddy?’ asked Charlotte eventually in crisp tones, arching one eyebrow. ‘Clearly some major change is under way, and you’ve summoned us here to show, not tell.’


Jeffrey barked again, but this time it was more like a laugh.


‘Well, sit down, sit down!’ he commanded, waving one thin, liver-spotted hand. ‘What are you all waiting for?’


As they dutifully sank into the long sofa that faced the armchair, the girls on the cushions, the boys on the arms, Bella noticed that the woman draped over Jeffrey’s armchair had not moved one iota. It couldn’t, she thought, be a particularly comfortable position; she was twisted at the waist, like a model posing for the cameras, not a woman actually reclining comfortably next to her . . . whatever Jeffrey was to her.


‘I’m getting a divorce,’ Jeffrey announced, a statement that by now came as no surprise to anyone.


‘No shit, Sherlock,’ muttered Bart irrepressibly.


‘How’s Jade reacting to this?’ Charlotte asked, leaning forward.


‘How d’you think?’ Jeffrey said, a hint of amusement creeping into his voice now. This was as brusque and strong as ever, belying his frail stature, and it still intimidated Bella as if she were a small child. She wondered if it had the same effect on her siblings. Probably not Bart, she thought; Bart was fairly bulletproof, as he simply didn’t have as much to lose. His trust fund was secure, and he had no career ambitions he needed his father to support.


Turning to look at her sister, Bella saw, just as she had expected, that a smile of pure pleasure was lighting up Charlotte’s face. Out of the four children, Charlotte hated their stepmother Jade the most. Once Jade had grappled her hooks into Jeffrey, she had swiftly proceeded to alienate him from his children as much as possible. Jeffrey’s children were banished from the house along with their mother, forbidden to show up without an invitation, not even to come in through the tradesman’s entrance to sit in the kitchen with Maria and have a cup of tea and one of the pastel de nata pastries she brought to the house every day from the Lisboa Patisserie on the Golborne Road.


Naturally, those invitations had been very few and far between. Jade had got pregnant almost immediately, the classic gold-digger move to ensure not just alimony but child support and much better accommodation if a divorce should happen. Which, considering that Jeffrey had shown himself vulnerable to gold-diggers by leaving his wife for her, was by no means unlikely . . .


Jade had used the birth of baby Roman, and then baby Brutus, to effectively exclude Jeffrey’s children by Christie from their father’s life. Jeffrey had not raised a finger to stop Jade when she declared that she would no longer be hosting the extended family in Warwick Avenue for Christmas and birthdays. Jeffrey’s children, Jade said, were much too loud and boisterous, and upset hers; they interfered with the new family that Jeffrey was building with her.


Even as the four children grew to adulthood, as Conway and Charlotte had children of their own, there was almost always a problem when they tried to arrange events with their father and his new wife, some fresh roadblock that was thrown up. Like many fathers in this situation, depressingly enough, Jeffrey seemed oblivious every time this happened.


Charlotte was significantly incensed by this treatment, more than any of the others. Having been her father’s favourite daughter, Daddy’s little girl, she felt that it was not just her mother, but herself who had been supplanted by another woman. It was insult added to injury when her precious children were banned from seeing her father, from playing happily in the house in which she had grown up.


For Conway, it had not seemed that important. He was not particularly invested in his children, who were being brought up principally by his stay-at-home wife Samantha, and he had always been encouraged by his father to see himself as the favoured son, the presumed heir-apparent to Jeffrey’s empire. Family gatherings were not his priority. Bella had always been overlooked anyway, so expected nothing else, and Bart flitted through life so lightly that very little bothered him.


So it was Charlotte who was positively beaming now.


‘Where is Jade?’ she asked. ‘And the kids?’


‘Oh, she’s renting a house in Mayfair,’ Jeffrey said with a little shrug. ‘We’re working out the details now.’


‘I imagine the prenup will have been pretty much ironclad,’ Conway said, his focus on the finances rather than personal revenge.


‘That’s what my lawyers say,’ Jeffrey agreed blithely. ‘Hopefully we’ll get it sorted out as soon as possible. It should be fairly straightforward.’


Charlotte’s lips pursed together as she remembered the brutality of the previous divorce negotiations. At least Christie had emerged from them with a considerable chunk of money, and had negotiated even more fiercely for her children than herself. Jeffrey and Christie had not had a prenup, and Christie had helped to build up a considerable part of his hotel empire; she had been furious at being ousted by a woman twenty-five years younger than her who had made the running while Christie was struggling with early-onset menopause. The delicate process of balancing her hormones, adding testosterone to combat lack of sexual desire, then booking in lipo for the pot belly which had grown inexorably despite her iron discipline with diet and exercise, had fatally distracted Christie while Jade, the consultant hired to curate the Sachses’ expanding art collection, had moved in for the kill.


What Jade’s weakness had been, Charlotte had no idea. But as Jeffrey reached up his liver-spotted hand to take that of the young woman lounging on his armchair, it was eminently clear that, in turn, there had been a chink in Jade’s armour. And it made Charlotte’s heart sing like Callas and Caruso’s voices soaring in a glorious duet.


‘And it won’t come as any surprise,’ Jeffrey continued, ‘that as soon as the divorce is finalized, I’ll be marrying Adrianna.’


As if she had been under an enchantment till this point, only stirring to life at the mention of her name, Jeffrey Sachs’s future wife uncoiled herself. Sitting up straight on the arm of the chair, she gazed directly at her future step-daughter, giving a little nod to acknowledge their presence. She did not, however, feel the need to utter a word.


‘She’s making this old man very happy,’ Jeffrey announced unnecessarily.


‘I bet she is,’ Bart agreed enthusiastically.


‘Hah! There’s life in the old dog yet, eh?’ Jeffrey said, grinning at Adrianna, who smiled back at him, her face so devastatingly beautiful in movement that everyone but Charlotte caught their breath.


‘I look forward to many years with my Jeffrey,’ she said, her voice husky, her accent Eastern European. ‘I feel very lucky to have found my soulmate.’


‘Dad, what’s going to happen with the family trust?’ asked Conway, and at this question every single one of the children stirred eagerly.


Typical of Conway, Bella thought, to go straight to the finances. He was the most selfish person she had ever known. He hadn’t cared about his mother being set aside for Jade; even when Jade had had sons, he had calculated that they were simply too young to be a threat to him at the Sachs Organization. Should they want to challenge him for the position of CEO, they would need to graduate and attend business school first, and by that time he was confident that he would have consolidated power over his father’s entire business empire.


However, the family trust was something to take very seriously. Currently, only Jeffrey and the four children by Christie had an interest in it; he had five votes, his children one each, so that he would always have the majority. There had been no suggestion up till now that Roman and Brutus should be given voting rights, but none of the adult children knew the terms of the prenup, or what Jeffrey might be prepared to concede in a divorce settlement.


The Sachs family trust was as safe as Fort Knox, established by the best trust lawyers in the country at Christie’s insistence during the divorce. Conway, Charlotte, Bella and Bart could be sidelined from power, but they could never be disinherited. They could, however, conceivably have to share that inheritance, to a minor degree, with Roman and Brutus.


Jeffrey looked levelly at his older son.


‘Might’ve known you’d be the one to cut to the chase, Conway,’ he said, without any expression in his voice.


His son shrugged.


‘It was bound to come up,’ he said. ‘I know I speak for my siblings when I say we’d all strongly object to the little boys being put on an equal footing with us after we’ve devoted our lives to the family business.’


Even Bart nodded along with his sisters. He wasn’t completely oblivious; he could see that there was no benefit to him of voting rights being extended to his two younger half-brothers.


‘Nice to see you four agreeing on something for a change,’ Jeffrey said, cracking a smile that made Bella, very attuned to his moods, instantly wary. She was suddenly acutely aware of the hairs on the back of her neck, prickling with sweat. ‘Enjoy the moment. I doubt you’ll all be singing from the same song book when I tell you why I’ve got you here.’


Bella darted glances at her siblings and saw that they were all staring at their father, on high alert. Moments before, they had been as relaxed as they could be in his presence. Jade, the interloper, had been pushed out by a younger version. Jeffrey’s tastes in women were clearly catholic: he had progressed from Christie’s Germanic blonde beauty to Jade’s striking Chinese-American good looks, and now this statuesque Eastern European dazzler. Jade having been discarded meant that her sons were much less of a danger to Jeffrey’s older children than they had been up till now: with the mother rejected, the children’s value automatically decreased. Adrianna would certainly have children, but no matter how much Jeffrey might dote on them, they would be much too young to pose a challenge to their elder siblings’ careers at the Sachs Organization.


The ground had just fallen away from beneath their feet, however. Because surely Jeffrey had summoned them here to tell them that he was divorcing Jade and had a new, younger wife already lined up? How could that not be the key piece of information he wanted to divulge?


‘I’m retiring,’ Jeffrey announced. ‘On the day Adrianna and I get married. And one of you is going to take over my job.’


His pale-blue eyes, as keen and sharp as ever, scanned his children’s faces, his amusement at their reaction very obvious.


‘Nothing’s set in stone,’ he said, to make his point absolutely clear. ‘I haven’t made any decisions yet. But in six months, one of you four will be running the entire company.’




Chapter Three


Up till that moment, Adrianna’s physical control of her body had been extraordinary. Bella guessed that as well as the modelling Adrianna had doubtless done, she had taken extensive yoga classes, enabling her to hold positions for a considerable length of time. This brought images to Bella’s mind that she would much rather not contemplate, and she pushed them firmly aside, noticing instead that, for the first time, Adrianna had made a spontaneous movement. Instead of staring serenely out into the room over the heads of her lover’s children, as she had been doing, she was now looking straight at Jeffrey. Her sculpted features were clearly Botoxed into immaculate smoothness, but her heavy brows were struggling to meet in a frown.


‘This old guy wants to spend the rest of his life with his beautiful new bride,’ Jeffrey said, squeezing Adrianna’s hand. ‘I never thought I’d say this – I’ve always been such a workaholic! But she’s a gem, and I want to enjoy every minute I have with her. We’ve got so much in common.’


‘Really,’ Charlotte was unable to resist muttering.


‘Chess!’ Jeffrey said surprisingly. ‘We play a lot of chess.’


Adrianna nodded automatically, but her brows were still quivering in an attempt to move close together. Also, her nostrils were twitching slightly, a sign that the twitcher has had so much Botox that the normal muscles that show emotion are entirely paralysed.


‘I’ve got plenty of time left,’ Jeffrey said cheerfully. ‘I might even go to LA and get all those treatments the tech guys have. Blood transfusions, cryogenic chambers, the works. Hire myself a personal trainer. I used to scoff at ’em, but now I get it. You want to stay active as long as possible when you’ve got a beautiful young wife to keep up with. I don’t think Adrianna much fancies pushing me around in a wheelchair for twenty years! She’d much rather have a husband with a bit of vim and vigour, wouldn’t you, darling?’


He winked at his fiancée, who made no sign of agreement. Instead, her face stopped struggling to express itself, reverting to the perfect impassive mask it had been for most of the conversation. Bella concluded that this meant that Adrianna would infinitely prefer a husband she had to push around in a wheelchair to one who was submitting himself to a range of probably humiliating and invasive treatments in order to keep himself sprightly enough to . . .


‘Yikes, Dad, TMI alert,’ Bart said frankly as Conway, unable to restrain himself a moment longer, exploded with:


‘What did you mean, one of us is going to take over the company? Who is it?’


‘That’s up to you!’ Jeffrey said, with the peculiarly crocodile-like smile that he used as a challenge. ‘I’ve been told by my lawyers that I can get this divorce done and dusted in six months. I’ll be marrying Adrianna pretty much the day after it goes through, and on my wedding day, I’ll announce which one of you takes over from me as CEO of the Sachs Organization.’


On hearing this confirmation that Conway was in fact not the designated heir after all, Bella’s heart pounded in her chest so violently that it was all she could do to keep still. She felt as if she were being resuscitated with the metal plates doctors applied to patients in extremis to shock their heart back into beating. Heat flooded her body. Her hairline prickled again with sweat. She did not look at her siblings; she didn’t dare, as she knew her facial expression would be much too revealing.


‘It’s a competition, then,’ Charlotte said, her voice crystal clear, each word dripping ice. ‘But what are we being judged by?’


Their father emitted what could only be described as a cackle. Bella thought he looked like a wicked old elf from a fable as he rubbed his brown-spotted hands together gleefully.


‘Everything!’ he said briskly. ‘Absolutely everything! I’m not setting any targets for any of you. That would be much too easy, wouldn’t it? You’ll have to challenge yourselves. Pull out rabbits from hats I didn’t even know existed. Go an extra hundred miles. I’ve got no favourites here, despite what some of you might think.’


Charlotte, Bart and Bella promptly turned to look at Conway, whose jaw was set.


‘Hah, yes! I know you all thought Conway was set to take over from me!’ Jeffrey chuckled. ‘And maybe he was, once upon a time.’


This fairy-tale reference made Bella start in surprise, having just made that comparison herself.


Though there should be three of us, not four, for it to be a proper fairy tale, she thought. Three sons sent off on a quest to see who gets to rule the kingdom. It’s always the youngest who wins, but the likelihood of Bart pulling it off is practically nil . . .


‘But everything’s up for grabs now, as the Americans say!’ Jeffrey continued. ‘Exciting, isn’t it? Go forth and conquer! Knock my socks off! I’m going to have my hands full negotiating with Jade and organizing my new life with my lovely bride-to-be – I won’t be overseeing you much for the next six months. There’ll still be my board, of course. You’ll have to answer to them. Take risks, but don’t fuck up. Impress me.’


‘Whoa,’ Bart said slowly, pushing back his blond-streaked hair with both hands. ‘I must admit, Dad, I did not see this coming—’


‘You bastard! You fucking bastard!’ screeched a woman’s voice. It was strangely muffled, but instantly familiar to almost everyone present.


Everyone jumped and looked across the wide living room. At the far side were three big double French windows, running the length of the room, which opened onto a stone terrace bordered by a balustrade elaborately decorated with finials, decorative balls, and cypresses in pots. A dark blur of movement streaked past one set of doors and smacked into the central French windows, resolving itself into a woman’s body, the face pressed up against the glass, glaring into the room: everyone jumped again.


‘You bastard!’ shrieked the woman, grabbing the handle of the door and rattling it madly in an attempt to open it. Having no success, she dashed over to the next set of doors and tried them too. She was dressed entirely in black, a long-sleeved zipped top over exercise tights; with her equally black hair falling over her face, she looked like a deranged ninja.


The second set of doors failed to yield. She doubled back the way she had come, attempting to enter by the French windows she had passed. Everyone’s head turned from side to side, watching her like spectators at a tennis match. It was all so fast; she moved with the speed of a woman who regularly entered competitive triathlons. Which she was.


‘Well, don’t just sit there!’ Jeffrey said sharply to his two sons. ‘Do something!’


The third door was also locked, a tribute to the general security levels necessary when you lived in central London. The woman shrieked again in frustration, slammed her fist against the glass, and disappeared from sight around the side of the house.


‘Shall I ring the police?’ Bart asked, which made his father grind his teeth in frustration.


‘No, you fool!’ Jeffrey yelled; if he had had a cane he would have banged it on the floor. ‘Think I want this story getting in the papers? Go outside and shoo her out!’


‘Shoo her?’ Conway repeated, getting to his feet. ‘Honestly, Dad, the way she looks she’ll take my face off! I’m inclined to agree with Bart – we should ring the police. They have all that gear—’


‘Tell ’em to bring riot shields,’ Bart quipped.


Charlotte huffed out a laugh.


‘She won’t get in,’ Jeffrey said. ‘Maria’s under strict instructions not to let her in the door, no matter what she says.’


‘Lovely,’ Charlotte muttered to Bella. ‘Quite a familiar scenario, isn’t it?’


Bella nodded, vivid memories rushing back. The twins were not close, but at that moment, as their eyes met, they exchanged a look of such absolute understanding and sadness that their resemblance was even more marked than usual.


Because, as Jeffrey’s estranged wife Jade had been screaming and rattling the French windows of the house which had once been hers, Christie’s daughters had been vividly reminded of what Jeffrey had done to them, although their mother had behaved with infinitely more dignity. From one day to the next, their lives had been utterly upended. Christie, too, had been evicted from the house to which she brought back her children as newborns from the St John & St Elizabeth hospital in St John’s Wood; in which she had raised them; from which she had taken them every morning to the Stepping Stones kindergarten on Fitzjohn’s Avenue, then driven the twins to the Francis Holland School in Regent’s Park, while the boys caught the bus to Westminster School.


Christie had been the perfect wife to Jeffrey, faithfully following the routines and rituals of the affluent, society-conscious one per cent who lived in St John’s Wood and Maida Vale. She had produced four attractive and well-bred children, organized their admissions into suitable schools, thrown intimate dinner parties, hosted gala balls, all while sitting on the board of the Sachs Organization and overseeing the decor of the five-star hotels in their portfolio. Jeffrey had been neither the perfect husband nor father, either taking his family for granted or browbeating them for the tiniest of faults, but he had never shown any signs of being likely to stray.


So it had been an utter surprise when, one Tuesday, Christie had picked up Charlotte and Bella from an after-school activity and returned home to find an enormous pantechnicon outside already full of wardrobe rails, suitcases packed with clothes, boxes of her children’s toys, books, musical instruments, the move overseen by a sobbing Maria, whose swollen, puffy face clearly indicated that she had been crying for most of the day. And Christie realized with cold, bitter clarity that Jeffrey had chosen that Tuesday because he knew she had appointments from nine onwards and would be far too busy to pop home before the after-school pickup, so that the coast would be clear for a good eight hours . . .


Bella and Charlotte, lost in memory of their mother’s tears that long-ago Tuesday, were the last to realize that silence had finally fallen in the living room. Jade had stopped screaming. Everyone was frozen in place, wondering if she had given up and gone away.


‘It’s too quiet,’ Bart said suddenly.


As if on cue, the double doors slid open so violently that they smashed into their recesses and a slender black figure stumbled through the gap, her eyes wild.


‘Fuck you, you bastard!’ she screamed. ‘You can’t do this to me and the boys! You can’t just throw us away like we were nothing! I won’t let you, I won’t! Where is she? I’ll tear her to pieces! Where is she?’


The mansion was entirely surrounded by a high hedge which Jade would have had to scale, or push through, in order to gain access to the garden; the entrance gates were specifically designed to be climb-proof. It was clear that she had come by the hedge route from the leaves and small twigs in her dishevelled hair and sticking to the fleece of her fitted, zipped jacket, and from the nasty graze on her cheek. In contrast to her previous swift-as-lightning pace, she was now limping slightly.


Behind her Maria appeared, wringing her hands.


‘The toilet window!’ she said miserably. ‘I hear Mrs Jade and check the side door is locked, but I was wanting to make the air in the guest toilet to be fresh, as we have guests – I forget I leave the window open—’


She looked unhappily at the children, hating to call them ‘guests’.


‘I had to scramble through the hedge and bang my leg climbing in through the guest toilet in my own fucking house!’ Jade shrilled. ‘Look!’


She dragged up one leg of her exercise tights to show a large bruise rapidly forming on her shin.


‘Nasty,’ Bart said sympathetically. ‘You want to get some arnica on that. Shall I—’


But Jade totally ignored him. Since she had always done her best to pretend Jeffrey’s children by Christie didn’t exist, this came as no surprise to anyone.


‘You!’ she said, her eyes lighting on Adrianna, whom she had not spotted when she had peered frantically through the window, as Adrianna had been sitting on the far side of the large, high-backed armchair. ‘I knew you’d be here, you bitch! What’s he doing, introducing you to the fucking family? They should see the pictures of you on his phone, you dirty slut! That’d be the real introduction!’


‘Nooo!’ Bart exclaimed. ‘Dad! I don’t know whether to be shocked or impressed.’


‘Oh, yuck,’ Charlotte muttered.


The leg of her tights still pulled up, Jade launched herself towards Adrianna, who jumped up, strategically putting the armchair between her and her assailant. Jade tore round the chair, and Adrianna shot away, moving at a good rate of speed, but hampered by her tight-fitting dress and five-inch strappy heels; even limping, Jade was much faster. Adrianna was sensibly making for the sofa, which would be a much more effective barrier than the armchair, but Jade lunged forward and grabbed at her hair, managing to clasp a full handful.


Adrianna gasped and staggered on her heels, trying to get her balance. Jade tumbled towards her, jerking Adrianna’s head back. Adrianna reached behind her, grabbed Jade’s fingers, and dragged open their grip, bending the fingers back painfully to force Jade to release her hair. Jade screamed in pain.


With Jade’s hands now clutched in each of her own, her arms behind her, Adrianna raised one knee high, the sound of her dress ripping audible as she did so, and kicked back, a donkey kick that hit her assailant in the stomach and sent her flying back through the air. The wind knocked out of her, Jade landed on the carpet, bottom plopping down, hands over her stomach, mouth open in shock. Adrianna drew a long, deep breath, stabilized herself on her high heels and shook out her hair.


‘Bloody hell,’ Bart said admiringly. ‘Were you in the secret service back wherever you come from? Nice moves!’


Adrianna shot him a sideways glance from those long green eyes, clear and cool, acknowledging nothing.


‘Darling, are you all right?’ Jeffrey, who had sat out the scuffle to protect his ageing bones, stood up now and walked towards his girlfriend. ‘That was very fast of you! All that dance training, eh?’


Unnoticed by him, Charlotte looked at her twin and hissed, ‘“Dance training”!’ sarcastically, adding, ‘Catfights at the pole-dancing club, more like!’


Adrianna was rubbing her scalp ruefully. The act of lifting her arms had the effect of raising her perfect round breasts and pushing them against the snakeprint fabric of her dress. Conway, Bart and Jeffrey were so hypnotized by this that even when she assured them, her voice as low and husky as ever, ‘I am okay. It was not so bad,’ they continued to stare in silent worship at her bosom. With Charlotte bitching to Bella, this left only Maria to notice that Jade, having got her second wind, was climbing to her feet. Maria yelled an incoherent warning, pointing at Jade, who was coming forward to tackle Adrianna.


Bella had only a split second to react. She had never been involved in a physical altercation in her life, and lacked fast reactions. Charlotte had been the sporty one, playing lacrosse and hockey at school; if Bella was unlucky enough to be assigned to a team, it had always been as a defender on the stronger one to limit her access to the ball as much as possible.


But her heart was racing, and she was fired up with anger and resentment at her memories of being locked out of this very house by the woman who was now running towards her. Snatching up a bolster from the sofa, Bella swivelled at the waist and smashed it into Jade’s face. Jade staggered back; the bolster was firmly stuffed, and it landed a significant buffet.


Adrianna, seeing Jade advance on her, had started forward, a martial look in her eyes, her fists clenching. Bart, seeing his opportunity, stepped behind his stepmother-to-be and grabbed her by the elbows, pulling her back against him.


‘Steady on, tiger,’ he said in her ear. ‘No need to break one of those pretty nails. Con, grab Jade, will you?’


But there was no need. Bella was dealing with Jade all by herself. Advancing on her stepmother, she whacked her with the bolster over and over again, the action incredibly satisfying. Sheer rage flooded out of her, rage she had pent up ever since her childhood, since the day she had come home with her mother and sister to find their belongings being loaded onto a moving van, and they had looked up to see, at the landing window, a strange dark-haired woman standing there, gazing down at the scene with a smile on her face . . .


Now Bella had that woman at her mercy, and nothing had ever been so satisfying. An impulse buried deep inside her, one she had repressed so profoundly that she hadn’t even known it existed, had burst forth, and she was relishing it with every fibre of her being. Jade was reeling under the repeated buffets, retreating under the assault, driven back against an armchair, screeching in pain as she banged her bruised leg against its solid frame.


But Bella kept on going, gripping the bolster with both hands spaced wide. She might have been a contestant on a TV show she and her siblings had loved when they were young, called Gladiators. One of the challenges had been for the contestant, dressed in padded clothes, to battle a gladiator, the pair trying to knock each other down with big padded cylinders.


This was how they had held those weapons for maximum effectiveness, and they had known what they were doing. The bolster was fearsomely effective. Bella forced Jade so far back she stumbled and fell into the armchair, legs flying into the air, doubling up once again.


And then it was over. Bella couldn’t whack her any more, because it would look bad to keep hitting Jade once she had her down, but she wanted to, she wanted to really badly, she wanted, honestly, to beat the shit out of her . . .


She stopped, the bolster clasped tightly in her sweaty hands. She was sweaty all over, her breath coming fast, her scalp prickling. The impulse to keep going was so powerful that she was wrestling it with all the willpower she possessed, a silent struggle: she knew if she hit Jade again that her siblings and father would consider that she had crossed the line.


‘Well done, Bella!’ Conway exclaimed, starting to clap. ‘Really well done! I didn’t know you had it in you!’


‘I didn’t either,’ she mumbled.


She realized that her fingers were cramped from digging into the bolster so tightly, and started to release them. Someone else was clapping: as she turned away from Jade, to stop herself being tempted to keep hitting her, Bella saw, to her great surprise, that it was her father.


‘Very efficiently done,’ Jeffrey said, smiling at her.


Bella felt like a little girl again, blossoming under rare praise from her father. Cheeks pinkening, she busied herself tucking the bolster back into place on the sofa.


‘You can let me go now,’ Adrianna said over her shoulder to Bart.


‘Whatever the lady wants,’ Bart said, releasing his grip on her elbows and stepping back. Adrianna glided across the carpet to Jeffrey, sliding her arm through his.


‘Jeffrey will be tired now,’ she said. ‘He should rest.’


‘She’s quite right,’ Jeffrey agreed, smiling up at his statuesque girlfriend, beside whom he looked even more like a wrinkled, aged elf. ‘But I could do with a cup of tea first. Maria?’


‘I make it now,’ Maria said, bustling away to suit the action to the words.


‘Oh, and take your stepmother out with you when you go,’ Jeffrey said to his sons. ‘She shouldn’t cause you any trouble. Bella seems to have delivered the coup de grâce.’


Gingerly, Conway and Bart approached Jade, who was struggling in the armchair like an upended turtle trying to right itself.


‘Best to grab the elbows,’ Bart said to his brother. ‘Then they can’t hit you with ’em.’


‘I wonder how you know that, Bart,’ Charlotte said dryly. ‘Have you had to restrain lots of women in your time?’


Bart flashed her a cheeky smile.


‘Just occasionally I’ve had a girlfriend kick off a bit when she found out she wasn’t the only one,’ he said. ‘Things tend to get a bit – well, breaky.’


Approaching Jade from behind, Conway and Bart leant down and grabbed her under the arms, taking hold of an elbow each, hoisting her up and out of the chair. They were both well-built young men, and Jade was very slight. It was easy enough to lift her up and set her on her feet, pushing her shoulders gently to start her walking in front of them as they crossed the living room. Charlotte and Bella fell in behind their brothers.


‘Uh, goodbye, Dad,’ Charlotte said as they passed Jeffrey, the other siblings swiftly chiming in.


‘Goodbye!’ their father said cheerfully. ‘Remember what I said, eh? Six months, no more. Then I walk into the sunset with my lovely bride and one of you takes over. May the best man win!’


Charlotte rolled her eyes at the word ‘man’, but kept her face averted from her father. The group crossed the entrance hall in silence, Jade wriggling now in Conway and Bart’s grip; Bella went ahead to open the front door, and stood back on the terrace as Conway and Bart half-carried their stepmother down the steps and along the garden path. Bella opened the high garden gate. Once through, the brothers looked at each other and, as one, let go of Jade while giving her a firm push away down the pavement, as if she might turn and bite them if she were too close.


Jade righted herself, and bent over to finally pull down the leg of her exercise tights. Her thick, straight black bob was tangled, hair plastered to her face, her breathing sharp and angry.


‘Fuck you all!’ she spat.


‘It doesn’t feel good, does it?’ Charlotte hissed. ‘Being thrown out of the house you used to live in, that you saw your kids grow up in? All your stuff chucked out as well? Your life totally turned around from morning to evening? I hope you’re enjoying it, because I am!’


Jade pushed her hair back from her sweaty face, looked as if she were about to say something, then didn’t.


‘You know what my mother used to say when we cried about what had happened to her?’ Charlotte pursued inexorably. ‘You lose them how you get them. And she was right. Our father would never have left our mother if it weren’t for you. You got him to trade her in for a younger model and then you got hoist with your own petard. I literally could not be happier right now. Think it’s hard being kicked out of your house and seeing another woman in there? Try being a kid going through that!’


‘I know!’ Jade retorted. ‘How do you think my boys are feeling right now?’


‘Boo fucking hoo,’ Charlotte snapped. ‘My heart’s breaking for your brats. And don’t think for a moment they’re getting a vote in the family trust. You just pissed all over any chance they had of that. Dad’ll never give voting rights to the kids of someone who just behaved like you did. Our mother was dignified. She acted like a lady the entire time and my father respected her for that, all through the divorce where I’m sure you tried to get him to cut us off without a penny!’


She took a deep breath, staring narrowly at Jade, positively daring her to contradict this. Jade was still silent.


‘Now fuck off or I’ll call the police,’ Charlotte finished, folding her arms.


Jade favoured her with a black stare before turning on her heel and limping off down Warwick Avenue.


‘Bit harsh there with the kid thing, Lottie?’ Bart suggested, but both Conway and Bella shook their heads in vigorous disagreement, Conway saying that he thought Charlotte had nailed it, frankly. Bart subsided.


‘D’you think the old man was actually serious about the whole winner-takes-all thing?’ he asked instead.


‘No, Bart,’ Charlotte said, putting a hand on his arm and smiling up at him sweetly. ‘Not at all. He was just teasing.’


‘Really?’ Bart’s handsome brow furrowed under his fall of blond-streaked hair.


‘No! Of course not! Of course he meant it!’


Charlotte, much more in touch with her emotions than Bella, had run the gamut that day. Having just unloaded her fury on Jade, she now flipped from sarcasm to intense irritation with her feckless younger brother.


‘What, you think he called us all over, which he never does? Just to have a fun family joke while we meet the Slovenian hooker who’s going to be our new Mommie Dearest?’ Charlotte continued.


‘Looked more Estonian to me, actually,’ Bart said, with the professional air of a man speaking on a subject in which he is an expert.


‘You’re the family joke!’ Charlotte said impatiently.


‘Look, enough of this,’ Conway said. ‘I’m going back to work. I’ve got stuff I need to finish today.’


The siblings paused, looking at each other for a moment at the mention of work. It was no shock that their father had set them against each other like this; they had always been in competition. Not only did all four of them work for the Sachs Organization, but they always had. Taking a job anywhere else would have meant immediate disinheritance. Conway, as CFO, was the most senior, but both Charlotte, in charge of the boutique hotel division, and Bella, who ran the main hotel chain, from which the majority of the Sachs income was derived, could legitimately be considered in the running to take over when their father retired.


In the minds of Bart’s siblings, it was definitely a three-way race. They were sure he presented no competition to them. No one quite understood what his role at Sachs was: he was some sort of celebrity figurehead, a staple in the gossip columns, bringing glamour and sex to the brand, arranging cross-promotions with his racing car driver and footballer friends, the models and actresses he dated; a fixture at charity balls. He had an office in the building, his title Executive Director for Charity Initiatives. He went on star-studded fundraising expeditions with Prince Toby and Tor Ahlssen, the celebrity explorer; raced in the Dakar Rally, lamenting that it was not, as in the old days, from Paris to Senegal, but across South America; and attended the Pitti Uomo menswear show every year, staggering out of Florentine nightclubs and parties at the Gucci Museum in the small hours of the morning, as draped in beautiful women as the male models on the catwalk were in fashionable scarves.


So surely, Conway, Charlotte and Bella felt, no one in their right mind would give Bart a company, or indeed anything, to run. Though Jeffrey Sachs might be nearly in his eighth decade, he unquestionably still had the full complement of marbles with which he had been born. It was impossible to know if Bart was aware of his siblings’ opinion as, saying something about having to see a man about a dog, he waved them an amiable goodbye and ambled towards his Aston Martin.


‘Oh,’ he said, turning on his heel, having gone a few steps. ‘I’ve been seeing this Italian girl recently. Bit of a cracker, but a brainiac too. She watches a lot of those very slow films in black and white. Ones where nothing much happens, as far as I can see, but apparently they’re hugely significant or something.’


‘Oh my God, Bart, I have a life,’ Charlotte said impatiently, sounding like a tween snapping at her brother rather than a grown woman.


‘Padre Padrone,’ Bart said.


‘What?’ Conway asked, even more impatiently than Charlotte.


‘It’s an Italian film about a father who bosses his son around and runs his entire life,’ Bart said. ‘Dad’s a shepherd, so son’s got to be a shepherd too, that sort of thing. The title means “Dad the Boss”. Caterina was watching it the other day and I thought “I must remember that and tell everyone.” So now I have. Padre Padrone. Says it all, really, doesn’t it?’


With another wave, he unlocked the Aston Martin with a click and levered himself gracefully into the low-slung seat.


‘He won’t even remember Caterina’s name next month,’ Conway said, sounding rather jealous. ‘Well! Back to work indeed!’


He looked from sister to sister, a little smirk briefly playing across his well-shaped mouth, indicating very clearly that he did not see either of them as much more competition to his chances of becoming CEO of Sachs than he did Bart.


‘Absolutely,’ Charlotte said briskly, and Bella nodded. With no further words exchanged between them, the three of them separated, heading for their cars. Bart was manoeuvring the Aston Martin out of the tight space, and Conway stood there watching this anxiously, Bart teasing him by almost kissing the cars’ bumpers before spinning the wheel and sending the DB11 zooming out onto Warwick Avenue and away over the canal bridge.


Muttering swearwords, Conway climbed into his Jaguar and headed off too. He did not notice that his sisters were not following suit; as Bella reached her Audi, turning on the phone which had been silenced during the meeting with their father, she saw a text ping in from Charlotte.


Hang on till boys go.


Conway passed Bella, looking ahead, his lips moving; too occupied, presumably, with cursing his younger brother to raise a hand to salute his sister. Bella watched the car turn towards Paddington Basin and disappear around the corner of another exquisite white stucco villa surrounded by high, perfectly maintained hedges. Then she looked over the street at Charlotte, who was leaning against her Range Rover.


With a tilt of her head, Charlotte indicated that Bella come to her, and though a small voice inside Bella asked her, quite unexpectedly, why, when Charlotte wanted to talk, she should not cross the street to meet her twin rather than summoning her imperiously, old habits are very hard to break. For as long as she could remember, when Charlotte had commanded, Bella had fallen in line.


‘What is it?’ Bella asked as she reached her sister, the slimmer, blonder, chicer version of herself, so elegant in her belted greige suede coat dress and matching high heels.


‘We need a battle plan,’ Charlotte said intently. ‘Con doesn’t deserve it, but unless we do something drastic, Daddy’s bound to give the company to him. You heard what he said – “Let the best man win”!’


‘It’s just an expression—’ Bella started to say. But Charlotte rode right over her.


‘It should be one of us!’ she said. ‘One of us twins, I mean. Con’s always so bloody entitled and smug! Did you see that snarky little smile he gave us? He doesn’t think either of us have a chance!’


She set her jaw resolutely.


‘You were going back to the office, weren’t you?’


Bella nodded.


‘I knew it! You’re such a workhorse. Well, don’t. Come back to mine. Whatever you had scheduled this afternoon can’t possibly be as important as having a war council! It’s Friday afternoon. No one has crucial meetings on a Friday.’


Charlotte stared hard at her twin, compelling her to obey.


‘We have to take Conway down,’ she said, ‘and it has to be in a way that he can’t come back from. We need to salt the earth so he can’t get up again. And we don’t have much time, so we’d better get cracking!’




Chapter Four


Charlotte lived very near to Maida Vale, just the other side of the Edgware Road, in a small development of modern houses built off-street in a gated private close. Bella followed her on what was barely a five-minute drive from one house to the other. Charlotte was the only child who had chosen to stay so close to the area in which they had spent the first years of their lives, the house from which they had effectively been banned.


Lovely though St John’s Wood was, child-friendly and close to Charlotte’s children’s private school, Bella had always considered it strange of her sister to want to live surrounded by unavoidable memories of a happy childhood turned so sour. But Bella’s attempt to discuss Charlotte’s decision – because it had been entirely hers; Charlotte made all the decisions for her family – had been shut down as soon as Bella raised the question.


Instead of answering, Charlotte had smiled that bright, beautiful ice-queen smile of hers, which conveyed ‘this subject is not up for discussion’ more effectively than words could have done, and started talking about how much she missed Pang’s Chinese restaurant, to which they had gone very regularly as small children. It had been an iconic place for them all, with its ceiling-high entrance fountain into which they had loved to push their fingers, squealing happily. Children adore repetition and ritual, and all the little Sachses had been addicted to ordering the duck pancakes and lemon chicken, until, out of the blue, one evening over dinner, Jeffrey had laid down the edict that they must try something new: when they protested, he banged the table in fury, sending cutlery flying.


Of course, in retrospect, it had been nothing to do with their food order. Jeffrey had been in a foul mood and was taking it out on his children. But you never realized that when you were young. All Bella had heard was that her father was angry, and she had dissolved in floods of tears at the thought of never being able to eat lemon chicken again. Jeffrey, hating weakness, had turned his fury on his younger daughter and she had fled to cry by the fountain. The sibling who had followed to comfort her was not her twin, but lovely Bart, who hated anyone to be unhappy. Charlotte had stayed at the table and dutifully picked something else from the huge menu, happy to demonstrate her superiority over her sobbing sister.


So Bella could not be unhappy that Charlotte was unable to take her son and daughter to Pang’s, following in the old family tradition, introducing a new generation to the lemon chicken, the sweet and sour pork and the sea spice aubergine they had loved so much. For Bella, the family traditions had been entirely corrupted by the contemptuous way in which her father had discarded his first family in favour of the one he had had with Jade.


Strangely, resentful though Charlotte was of her father’s abandonment, she still seemed to want to recreate their childhood for her own little boy and girl. Pang’s old premises had been turned into an Everyman cinema, and Charlotte’s children were regularly taken there to see live screenings from the Royal Ballet and Royal Opera, curling up on the cinema sofas while eating halloumi burgers and jelly retro candy, washed down with Fentiman’s rose lemonade, brought to them by the ushers who had been summoned by the discreet bell push beside their seats.


The gates were sliding open. Charlotte’s chauffeur drove the Range Rover into the courtyard. Bella followed, thinking, as she always did, how ugly these new-build houses were, basic square blocks built with jaundiced Imperial London yellow stock bricks. The houses were designed for people who wanted to own a house in this area but could not afford the exorbitant sum they would have to pay for one. St John’s Wood was the first area in London to be built with a preponderance of villa-style housing, rather than terraces, so that rich men could house their mistresses there and be able to visit them discreetly. The elegant, detached villas meant that NW8 was one of the most expensive postcodes in the city.


Charlotte had not married a financier but a male model, and though she had a trust fund and an extremely well-paid job, their combined incomes were nowhere near those of the Russian, Singaporean and Chinese non-dom bankers who had bought up half of St John’s Wood. Nonetheless, Charlotte had had her heart set on living in NW8, and the modern house was the price she had had to pay. It had cost in the high seven figures, but a villa with the comparable space was easily into the eights.


Bella got out of her car, watching Charlotte’s chauffeur jump down from the high seat of the Range Rover and open the back door to help his employer down, extending an arm so that she could balance as one high heel after the other touched down to the concrete of the courtyard. Charlotte took it for granted that she would be waited on. Bella didn’t know where she had got it from. Or, Bella reflected, it would be more accurate to say that she didn’t know why she didn’t have it too.


‘Come on, don’t just stand there!’ Charlotte called, and turned towards her front door.


Although the house was boxy and ugly – the outside was very rarely photographed – its modern internal layout was ideal for Charlotte’s needs, enabling her to make it a showplace that regularly featured in architecture and lifestyle magazines. She redecorated very often to keep the design cutting-edge, documenting everything on her Instagram account, which was eagerly followed by hordes of women aspiring to what appeared to be her effortless style.


A photograph posted yesterday documenting an addition to a shelf in her son’s bedroom, a witty little vase shaped like a toy soldier who was holding a single flower, a bright yellow gerbera which popped with colour against the pale-green wall, had drawn thousands of likes already. Charlotte was well aware of her value not just as a style icon but a wife and mother. Her husband Paul might not be a high earner, but his ridiculously photogenic looks meant that their Instagrams were breathtaking, and Posy and Quant were equally stunning. Charlotte had given them those names because the initials would look so good in her posts; she could cutesily say that she was ‘minding her P&Q’ when looking after the kids.


With the aid of her young, hip social media team, Charlotte blogged, Instagrammed, Pinterested and tweeted on a daily basis. She was determined to keep building her personal brand, entwining it with that of the ‘Sash’ boutique hotel chain which she had created and oversaw; the Sachs hotels were old and staid by comparison, and there was no question that the chicer, more intimate, hipper Sash brand had given a much-needed gloss to the reputation of the entire Sachs Organization.


‘Wow,’ Bella said, stepping inside. ‘Your flowers are amazing.’


She was used to this by now, the way that her sister’s house was always camera-ready. Architectural Digest or Wallpaper* or Good Housekeeping might be due any minute to document another perfect slice of Charlotte’s perfect life. The whole ground floor was open-plan, with gleaming white surfaces everywhere one looked, dazzling the eye: it was the kind of hyper-groomed interior decoration which made anyone less pulled-together than Charlotte feel instantly scruffy by comparison. The gigantic glass vases in the built-in embrasures were full of a striking white flower Bella didn’t even recognize. They were not arranged in the conventional way, with their stems in water; instead, the flowers were entirely submerged, floating in some sort of pale green-tinted liquid.


In the centre of the huge space, a glass-sided staircase soared up to the first floor, a dramatic ascent, as the ground-floor ceiling was double-height. It helped to separate the various areas into which the ground floor was divided. A huge, sprawling, elegantly curved lemon velvet sofa, especially commissioned for the house, wrapped around an entire corner of the living area, facing a glass-fronted wood-burning fireplace. Built into the back of it, on the kitchen side, was a pizza oven. Charlotte never cooked, but Paul did, and their photos of him experimenting with gluten-free cauliflower and courgette pizza bases, topped with home-made tomato sauce and buffalo mozzarella, had recently been particularly popular. Especially the shots of ridiculously handsome Paul licking sauce off his fingers.


‘I’m changing it all next month,’ Charlotte said casually, dropping her butter-soft Gucci handbag onto the white lacquered console table by the door.


‘Really?’ Bella asked as she set her own, extremely sensible square-framed leather handbag down beside Charlotte’s whimsical, light-as-a-feather, highly buckled suede bag whose pale blossom tint would pick up every stain. Not that it mattered, as Charlotte would carry it for only a few months, till there were knock-offs of the design everywhere, and then give it to her cleaning lady or housekeeper, who would promptly sell it on eBay.


Why, Bella wondered, did she have to be such a contrast to Charlotte? Why couldn’t she go to Knightsbridge or Bond Street and snap up a whole raft of new handbags? But Thomas, her husband, had bought her this bag. He was always so thoughtful. It had a whole series of perfectly designed compartments which helped her keep meticulously organized. And its dark camel leather went with everything, something their mother had taught them. Camel for blondes was like navy for brunettes, a perfect neutral.


‘I’m so sick of that lemon,’ Charlotte said. ‘It’s like a migraine in sofa form. I was thinking of rolling it out for the Sash sofas, as an accent pillow, but I think it’ll make guests irritated without knowing why. I swear, the kids have been more argumentative since that sofa’s been in the house. Colour is so key.’


‘That reminds me – I’ve been asking your office for ages to coordinate with me about integrating some more design elements from Sash into my five-star portfolio,’ Bella said. ‘The last ones were a huge success – did you see the feedback? We did a survey of business travellers that showed—’


‘Not now, Bell!’ Charlotte said impatiently.


‘I’m just saying, it’s overdue,’ Bella persisted. ‘We need a real push towards integration across the entire hotel collection. Right now we’re months behind on that schedule, which you agreed to, and—’


‘Bell! Save it for the office!’ Charlotte threw herself onto the despised lemon sofa. ‘We’ve got half an hour before Paul brings the kids back from the park, and we need to strategize! Just imagine, if Conway takes over everything and he’s our boss – can you picture how obnoxious he’ll be? And micro-managing? Conway’s perfectly capable of cock-blocking me on something as tiny as . . . lemon scatter cushions, for God’s sake, just to throw his weight around! And we’ll be fucked, because we can’t leave Sachs. If we leave, God knows what Dad’ll do in the will, you know? Think about that!’


Bella sank onto the sofa, settling into one of the indentations that faced her twin; the sofa undulated, snake-like and ridiculously comfortable for something so cutting-edge in design. For a moment she toyed with the idea of asking Charlotte if she could have it when Charlotte replaced it. She had coveted this sofa from the moment she saw it, and could have it reupholstered so the lemon didn’t make her irritable. But although it would fit in her unnecessarily gigantic mansion in Hampstead Garden Suburb, it would also stand out like the sorest of thumbs. Her style – she didn’t really have a style, if she were honest – the generic, beige and mahogany decor of her over-furnished home, was the polar opposite of Charlotte’s Italian-designed house, with its one-off, individual, audaciously coloured pieces. Bella would have to jettison every piece of furniture she owned if she took this sofa.


And, suddenly, she had an overwhelming impulse to do just that. But what on earth would Thomas say if he came home from his latest business trip to find a sofa curving like a big, fat, sexy yellow boa constrictor around the sitting room? The image of him reacting to the sight almost made her laugh. Thomas would not think the sofa was sensible at all, even re-covered: nothing could possibly be sensible if it meant you throwing out the rest of your furniture.
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