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  CHAPTER ONE




  He had said it. He had actually said the words. All right, he’d been half laughing, shaking his head as if he couldn’t quite believe what he was saying, and they’d been washing up at the time, so his hands had been in the sink, holding a saucepan to rinse it under the running tap, but all the same, he had said, ‘D’you know, Rose, I have to tell you that I don’t think – no, I know that I have never felt like this before.’




  Then he’d put the saucepan down on the counter and turned the tap off. And said, ‘I must have felt something like it, with Cindy, I suppose. I must have. Mustn’t I?’ He’d picked up a tea towel to dry his hands and he’d looked at her, straight at her, and he’d said again, ‘But I’ve never felt like this. I’ve never felt about anyone as I do about you.’




  She was standing by the central unit in her kitchen, the unit that housed the sink and the sleek glass hob, holding the salad bowl that they had just eaten from, and that he had washed up by hand because she’d bought it thirty years before, in Umbria, and didn’t think that it would withstand the dishwasher.




  She said only, ‘Oh, Tyler.’




  He said, ‘I mean it.’




  She nodded, without complete conviction. ‘I – know you do.’




  He moved towards her and took the salad bowl out of her hands, and set it down on the counter. Then he took her face in his hands.




  ‘Rose Woodrowe,’ he said, ‘I’m in love with you.’




  She nodded again. She felt something wild and wonderful surging up inside her, a mad kind of rapture. She said, idiotically, in a whisper, ‘But I’m sixty-four.’




  ‘So?’




  ‘And a grandmother—’




  ‘I’m sixty-three,’ he said, interrupting. ‘I could be thirty-three. Or ninety-three. It’s irrelevant. Completely, utterly irrelevant. You are who you are. And I am completely in love with that. Get it?’




  She blinked. She said faintly, ‘It’s – a kind of miracle . . .’




  ‘No, it isn’t. Well, I suppose it is, a bit, that we met again.’




  She stepped back a pace, and dislodged his hands.




  ‘I meant,’ she said, ‘that it’s a miracle to me that you feel as you do.’




  He took a step towards her and put his arms round her to prevent her retreating further.




  ‘Typical of you,’ he said, ‘to put it that way. All I can think is that my younger self must have been off his stupid head not to grab you thirty years ago.’




  ‘Forty-seven,’ she said.




  His eyes widened.




  ‘Forty-seven?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Are you sure?’




  ‘Very. Tennis camp at some Dorset school, summer of 1969. I was seventeen and had just sat my A levels. You were sixteen and had precociously done the same.’




  ‘I got four As,’ he said proudly.




  She pulled a face. ‘Did you now.’




  They both laughed. He held her hard against him and said, against her cheek, ‘I was mad about you then. But I didn’t dare –’




  She closed her eyes. ‘On the contrary, you were too busy daring with those flirty girls from Cranborne Chase.’




  ‘Was I?’




  She took her face away from his. ‘I’m not going to humour you, Tyler. Or flatter you. You behaved like a classic teenage hormonal boy mess.’




  He released his hold enough to look at her and said, soberly, ‘Sorry.’




  ‘No need to apologize.’




  ‘I know I wanted you to notice me.’




  She put her hands into his hair. Still thick, even if grey now, still with that kind of curve and bounce that gives even a plain face charm. And Tyler Masson’s face was not at all plain.




  She said, ‘I think you were the kind of boy who wanted everyone to notice you. And we did. There was your name to begin with.’ She seemed to focus suddenly. ‘Yes, your name. Why on earth are you called that?’




  ‘Tyler?’




  ‘Yes, Tyler.’




  ‘Well,’ he said, smiling easily down at her, ‘it was my mother’s idea. She believed, being from Kent, that Wat Tyler of the Peasants’ Revolt was some kind of ancestor. And my father drew the line at my being called Walter, which Wat is short for. So they compromised on Tyler.’




  Rose made a face. ‘With Masson, for heaven’s sake.’ She removed her hands from his hair.




  ‘Ancient,’ Tyler said breezily. ‘The first Massons came over from France after the Norman Conquest. They were stonemasons. Any more useful etymology I can assist you with?’




  She was giggling. ‘No!’




  ‘Go on about what made you notice me as a schoolboy.’




  Rose made an effort at composure. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘there was your height. And a kind of confidence—’




  ‘Insecurity,’ he said.




  ‘Perhaps.’




  ‘And what about you? What did you feel?’




  She glanced at him. She said, ‘I just wanted to be liked.’




  ‘God,’ he said, ‘I like you. I like you so much. There isn’t a way I know to express how much I like you.’




  ‘I can’t quite believe it.’




  He bent to peer into her face. ‘I don’t get it. I absolutely, utterly don’t get it. How can you doubt your total lovableness for a single second?’




  ‘Upbringing, possibly. Character. Family position – the younger of two girls. I don’t know. All I do know is that when you say what you’ve just said, I think I’m going to blow up like a firework.’




  He linked his hands behind her waist. He said teasingly, ‘What did I just say?’




  ‘Don’t . . .’




  ‘Repeat to me what I just said.’




  ‘I can’t.’




  ‘Rose.’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Rose. I, Tyler Masson, have never felt about a woman in all my sixty-three years the way I feel about you. OK?’




  She nodded yet again. ‘OK.’




  ‘And in my blithe and arrogant male way, I am assuming that you feel something of the same about me. Do you?’




  She looked up at him. His eyes, slightly magnified by the lenses of his spectacles were, she observed, not exactly matching in colour, one being a distinctly greener kind of hazel.




  ‘Yes,’ she said.




  She was waiting for him to kiss her, but although he was looking down at her mouth, he made no attempt to touch it with his own. Instead he said, ‘Just one more thing.’




  ‘Oh?’




  He released her waist and took her hands in his instead, bringing them up to hold against his chest. ‘I’ve never done this before.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Well, let’s just say that if anyone proposed to anyone in the past, it was a mixture of Cindy doing the asking and me doing the assuming. But the thing is, Rose . . .’




  He stopped. She waited. He lifted one of her hands up to his mouth and kissed the palm. Then he said, ‘The thing is, Rose, that I desperately – really desperately – want to marry you.’




  ——




  She had bought the little house seven years ago, after the divorce. It had been, in terms of the minimal employment of lawyers, a civilized divorce, largely because William Woodrowe wanted to marry someone else, and Rose was chiefly concerned about protecting the children from the spectacle of openly quarrelling parents. William, it transpired, had been having an affair with the senior nurse on his surgical cardiac team for well over a decade. It was an affair – if you could fairly describe such an established relationship as an affair – known, and after so long, largely accepted in both the London hospitals, public and private, where he operated, and Gillian Greenhalgh was treated with much of the deference that automatically accompanied the consort of a leading consultative surgeon. When Rose came to hospital functions as William’s wife, Gillian stayed away. When Gillian was in charge of the nursing staff in an operating theatre, Rose was neither mentioned nor considered. And when new members of the surgical teams asked what on earth was going on with Mr and Mrs Woodrowe and Gillian Greenhalgh, there would be a lot of dismissive eye-rolling and shrugging and muttered mentions of a weird triangular way of doing things, search me how they all manage it.




  They managed it, quite simply, because Rose did not know. Over the long years of their courtship and marriage, ever since she had encountered William Woodrowe at a cousin’s wedding, she had been aware of his appeal as a doctor as well as his comfortably flirtatious manner. What else, for goodness’ sake, had induced her to stand, precariously balanced on heels on the coconut-matting floor of a wedding marquee, and ply him for so long with eager questions about his research fellowship at Imperial College? He had sounded then as he sounded when he asked for a divorce thirty-two years later: confident, kindly and essentially reasonable. Then he had said, ‘I think you are indulging me, encouraging me to go on about myself like this. But I would so much like to indulge you, if you would let me give you dinner in London.’




  And later, just before her fifty-seventh birthday:




  ‘I don’t really think it’s a question of you indulging me, exactly, in setting me free. I think it’s more a matter of acknowledging that our marriage has been a great success, but that it has run its course. It really has, Rose. It’s over.’




  So although she had taught herself to expect and accept that William’s personality and William’s vocation would result in some inevitable straying now and then, she had equally instructed herself to regard them as the built-in hazards of a marriage such as theirs, a career such as his. There had unquestionably been episodes occasioning intense anxiety, but the long term, she had always told herself, would prevail over short-term threats. The idea that another, alternative relationship was quietly, steadily, secretly establishing itself did not occur to her, so when the solid fact of it was made plain to her, she was as psychologically winded as if the breath had literally been knocked out of her.




  Once the first, violent shock was over, she had castigated herself, of course she had. How could she have been so blind, so obtuse, as to not see what was really going on behind the smokescreen of infatuated student nurses and susceptible junior doctors and patients longing to find a saviour in their cardiologist? How convenient it had been that her preoccupations as a mother and a part-time translator from French and Italian into English had involved visits out of London to schools and universities and European cities, and how stupid she was not to have suspected that William’s encouragement of both roles in her life, maternal and professional, often gave him the liberty to be with Gillian in her useful absences.




  She thought back, with a disgust initially directed purely at herself, at all the Christmas and holiday phone calls that she had never doubted to be from anxious patients, as William had calmly assured her they were – ‘I’m just going to close my study door, darling, because I’m afraid this may take some time.’ Nor had it ever occurred to her that the endless medical conferences in foreign hotels, which William had reassured her would be tedious for her in the extreme, might involve Gillian as his companion. Indeed he often mentioned that Gillian would be there, implying that her involvement was purely professional rather than revealing that she was really there to share his bed. The smooth and ingenious falseness was one thing; her own failure to perceive how thoroughly she had been deceived, and for how long, had been quite another.




  Her older sister, Prue, a retired headmistress, had been characteristically firm.




  ‘Now, Rosie, you can’t make a career out of beating yourself up. Nor of being outraged at what a complete shit William has turned out to be. It’s boring, frankly. Betrayed women who can’t let go of their betrayal are beyond tedious. To be frank with you—’




  ‘When are you ever anything else?’




  Her sister had closed her eyes as if Rose had said something far best ignored.




  ‘To be frank with you,’ Prue repeated, resuming in exactly the same tone, ‘you are not only better off without him psychologically, you are better off materially too. He has to give you somewhere big enough to house the children—’




  ‘No he doesn’t,’ Rose said. ‘The children are grown up.’




  ‘When the children come to stay,’ Prue said, in the voice she had used with obstreperous fathers in the past, ‘they need to be housed. So do their partners. And in Laura’s case, their children. So you can choose where you want to live, and William has to fund it if he doesn’t want to pay a great amount more in legal fees.’




  ‘Um,’ Rose said. She was trying to imagine wanting to live anywhere ever again. Prue took her shoulders in a purposeful grasp.




  ‘I’ll help you.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘I’ll help you,’ Prue said. ‘To find a house.’




  Rose gestured round Prue’s retirement-cottage kitchen, as orderly and charmless to Rose’s eye as Prue’s kitchens had always been.




  ‘But we have completely opposite tastes in houses.’




  ‘Exactly,’ Prue said. She smiled at Rose. ‘What I like will help make up your mind to like the exact opposite. It will be an entirely constructive exercise.’




  ——




  It was Laura, Rose and William’s doctor daughter Laura, who had found the mews house. It had three bedrooms, a garage and even a garden, and it was at the end of a cobbled mews five minutes’ walk from Oxford Street. Laura, a GP in west London, had heard about it on her professional grapevine. It was unmodernized and had been lived in by an old-school consultant in Harley Street, who wore a gold watch chain across his pinstriped waistcoat and kept a vintage Bentley in the garage.




  The twins had been horrified at the idea of their mother ending up in the heart of London’s medical district.




  ‘Mum,’ Nat said to her, his weekend T-shirt accessorized with high-end earphones, ‘are you off your head? The very bit of London you can’t stand? Every quack in London as your neighbour? Seriously?’




  Emmy, who had the most sentimental attachment of all of them to the house in Highgate where they had grown up, decided to be more personal.




  ‘Why do you want to live anywhere, Mum, that has anything whatever to do with Dad? After what he’s done. After how he’s treated you. Why would you ever want to live somewhere that reminded you of him?’




  But the mews house didn’t. It was curiously detached, in character and atmosphere, from everything that surrounded it. Sure, as you emerged from the mews, you were confronted by a clinic for cosmetic surgery and a surgery specializing in dental implants, but beyond their front doors, you could turn into New Cavendish Street and in a few minutes be sitting in a coffee shop on Marylebone High Street with a little supermarket across the way that sold everything from milk to washing powder.




  William said that the house was too expensive, and that quite apart from the asking price, modernizing it would be prohibitively costly. It was ten months on from his announcement that their marriage was over, and a satisfactory offer had been accepted on the Highgate house. William and Rose were in a cafe halfway up Highgate Hill, with a table firmly between them. Rose was drinking tea. She poured a second cup and said steadily, ‘You can afford it. We can afford it.’




  William looked at the ceiling. ‘Out of the question,’ he said shortly.




  ‘I’m afraid,’ Rose said, ‘that you can’t talk to me like that any more. I have created no real difficulties for you in all the years we’ve known each other. But now I want something and I intend to have it.’




  ‘I thought your heart was in the Highgate house.’




  ‘Once. Not now.’




  ‘I thought,’ William went on, clearly slightly aggrieved, as if Rose were the one who had created the situation, ‘that you didn’t care where you lived.’




  ‘Nine months ago, I didn’t. Till I saw this house, I didn’t. Now I do. I can see myself living in this house.’




  William put his elbows on the table, either side of his coffee cup.




  He said, ‘I suppose you should know that I have accepted a professorship in Melbourne.’




  ‘Goodness.’




  ‘The Cardiac Society of Australia and New Zealand have offered me the post. I’ll be heading up a team at a major hospital and directing a research institute. And . . . ah . . . Gilly is to be head of nursing for cardiology and chest medicine at the same hospital.’




  Rose looked out of the window. ‘Hooray,’ she said faintly.




  ‘So we’ll be out of your hair. You can live anywhere. We’ll be in Australia.’




  Slowly, her gaze swung back to him. ‘But I don’t want to live anywhere. I want to live in the mews house.’




  ‘I can’t afford it.’




  Rose sat very still. She looked at him for a long time and wondered what had happened to the Rose that had once thought that life without him was too fantastical a notion even to be contemplated.




  ‘It isn’t you alone, William. It’s us. It’s the us who were married for over thirty years and had three children. It’s the us who enabled you to have a fulfilling private and professional life. I’m not going to depend upon you for a single penny after we are divorced, but I am going to have this house, this particular house, which I shall make sure is my pension in the future, too.’




  William looked down at his hands on the table and sighed. He is wondering, Rose thought, how he is going to tell Gillian – Gilly! – that he has agreed to buy a house for me that will cost much more than half the sale value of the Highgate house.




  Rose said pleasantly, ‘You both have pensions, after all. And you will both be earning, in Australia.’




  Without looking up, William replied, ‘You never used to be like this.’




  She laughed. ‘But I was never put in this position. Not that I knew about, anyway.’ She added, ‘You are wondering how to tell . . . Gilly, that you won’t be able to afford a swimming pool and a tennis court in Melbourne, aren’t you?’




  ‘I think the children—’




  ‘Leave them out of it, William.’




  He straightened up abruptly and reached behind him for his coat. He said, in the professional voice she was used to hearing him use on the telephone, ‘I’ll think about it. I’ll let you know.’




  ‘Thank you,’ she said. She was smiling. You didn’t live with someone for over thirty years and fail to realize when you had won. ‘Thank you, William.’




  ——




  Her family were outraged at her choice. Her sister said that she couldn’t understand how anyone in their right mind could possibly want to live in London if they had the chance not to. She made it sound as if it were some sort of punishment, rather than a choice. The twins said what they had said at the beginning, if with slightly less conviction once the value of a refurbished house in central London dawned upon them. Only Laura was affirmative; calm, steady Laura, with her architect husband and two small boys in the west London house that had been a neglected work in progress for the five years that she and Angus had lived in it together.




  ‘Do you think,’ Rose had said more than once, ‘that Angus might get round to boxing in the bath? Or, perhaps, putting doors on the kitchen cupboards?’




  ‘Sure,’ Laura would say, a baby held absently on one hip while she emailed a patient on the phone in her free hand. ‘One day. When he feels like it. When he finds the right panel. Or the right handles.’ She would smile at her mother. ‘Promise you, Mum. It doesn’t fuss me.’




  She was the only one to look round the mews house with approval.




  ‘It’s nice, Mum.’




  ‘I know. And it’s going to be nicer.’




  Laura gestured towards the garden. ‘The boys will be so safe there. And there are steps up to the lawn. They love steps.’




  ‘I can have them to stay. There’s a playground in Paddington Street Gardens.’




  ‘Lovely,’ Laura said. ‘I can imagine you here, on your own.’




  ‘So can I.’




  Laura looked at her.




  ‘Will you be OK, Mum, on your own? Really?’




  ‘Darling. I think so. I am determined to be. The last year has been so . . . strange that it hasn’t been a good indicator, and I can’t quite picture how life will be, what it will be like, day to day, but I do know that I don’t want you children fretting about me.’




  ‘We want you to be happy,’ Laura said, pushing up her sweater sleeves.




  ‘Of course you do. Apart from anything else, a happy mother is less trouble. A happy mother in London and a father far away in Australia.’




  ‘It’s good for him.’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘And frankly,’ Laura said, ‘it’s easier for us, not having to deal with him – and her – here. I mean, she’s OK as a person, but none of it’s actually very easy. I won’t refuse to meet her, like Nat and Em, but I’d rather not, to be honest. I think I’ll see them with the boys around. It’s like having a dog there in a difficult situation. It gives everyone a kind of let-out.’ She put her hands in her trouser pockets. ‘But you are another matter. You liked being married, didn’t you?’




  ‘I did.’




  ‘I like it,’ Laura said. ‘It’s more interesting than people say. I can understand that you liked it.’




  ‘But now,’ Rose said steadily, ‘I can’t have it. I can’t have what I had. It’s over. Gone. So I have to make something else. And this’ – she gestured at the dingy sitting-room walls with their faded oblongs on the dated grasscloth covering where pictures had once hung – ‘is where it starts. This is the first practical project of my next chapter.’




  Laura gave her the sweet, slightly absent smile she bestowed on everyone in her life who showed the smallest sign of independence.




  ‘Good for you, Mum,’ she said.




  ——




  Rose enrolled for a twenty-six-day training course as a handyman in a north London college scheme for apprentices of all ages. She was the only woman in the scheme and, she reckoned, at least ten years older than any of the other trainees. In under a month, she learned the basics of plastering and tiling, how to lay bricks and how to hang both wallpaper and a door. At the end of the course, and still wearing her overalls, she was interviewed by a national tabloid under the headline ‘Lady with a Spanner’. The organizers of the training course later told her that they’d had a fifteen per cent increase in female enrolment since the newspaper article. She waited for the children to say that they were proud of her. They said nothing. Angus, Laura reported in her neutral way, had boxed in their bath, which felt to Rose more like a mildly competitive reproof than any kind of compliment. It fell in the end to Nat, to the only son, emboldened by his new job with an asset-management company in the City, to corner her as she carefully spaced some tiles in one of her new bathrooms, and tell her that they were all worried.




  Rose was holding a box of plastic tile spacers. She looked at them, rather than at Nat. ‘Worried?’ she said, with artificial vagueness.




  ‘Yes, Mum.’




  ‘Well,’ Rose said, ‘of course I’m getting professionals in to do the re-wiring and serious plumbing, and all that—’




  ‘Mum,’ Nat interrupted, ‘don’t play dumb. Don’t do your lady-with-a-spanner act on me. You can fanny about with wrenches and screwdrivers all you want, but you have to live in this house when you’ve finished it. You have to have an income, to live in an expensive house in one of the most expensive areas of one of the most expensive cities in the world, Mum. This house, whatever it’s worth when you’ve done with it, isn’t going to put bread on the table just by being here. We’re worried, Mum, because we can’t see what you’re going to do for money.’




  Rose stooped to put the box of tile spacers on the floor.




  She said quietly, ‘I’m still translating.’




  ‘That’ll hardly pay your council tax!’




  ‘I can do more. There’s endless amounts of medical stuff to translate.’




  ‘Not enough.’




  Rose looked past her son. ‘I couldn’t ask Dad for more. I couldn’t – bring myself to.’




  Nat smiled at her.




  ‘I get that. We all do. But the difference is that Dad can work for another eight years in Australia, and then he gets a pension. Never mind what – well, supplements there are to his income. But you’ve got this, only this. You chose to have this, rather than money. Fair enough. No criticism. But, Mum, you’ve got to live in this house, as well as own it. Do you see?’




  Surrendering to deserved humiliation, Rose decided, could wait until Nat had gone. She took him down to her as yet untouched, old-fashioned kitchen and made him tea and gave him a chocolate-covered animal biscuit from the packet she had bought for Laura’s little boys, and promised that she would most earnestly address his concerns. Then she escorted him out of the mews without allowing him to reiterate, as he was plainly longing to, everything he had already said, and stood waving until he disappeared around the corner towards Cavendish Square. Then she returned to the house, closed the front door and slid down against it until she was sitting on the bare boards of the hall, staring at her denim-covered knees. Here she was, fifty-seven years old, divorced and penniless, having lurched her way from one crisis to another and always, it seemed, with a blindfold on. ‘Grow up, Rosie,’ Prue would say, and she’d be right. Nat was right – and his sisters, on whose behalf he had spoken, were right too. She looked about her, at the scarred damask wallpaper that the old consultant had chosen for his hallway. Dark green. Dark green in an already dark passage. She wasn’t actually penniless. She was certainly divorced, and unquestionably fifty-seven, but she wasn’t penniless. She had the house. She struggled to her feet and put a hand protectively on the nearest dark-green wall. There was a reason the house had been so important and that same reason was going to enable her to live there. Somehow.




  ——




  Now, seven years on, she was still there, and surviving. A series of lodgers – not hard to find, since she lived in the midst of an abundance of clinics and consulting rooms – plus a determined specialization in medical-translation work and a small legacy from her mother’s estate (‘You should invest it,’ Prue said. ‘It’s so short-sighted just to spend it.’) had enabled her to stay on in the mews house.




  ‘There’s no need, you know, to be defiant,’ her daughter Emmy said once, propped in the kitchen doorway with a bag of crisps in her hand. ‘I mean, we know you can do it, now. We know about how well you can cope.’




  Rose was making tea. She paused, her back to Emmy, holding the jar in which she kept everyday teabags.




  ‘It’s not about coping, Em. It isn’t even about defying anyone or anything. It’s about having my eyes open.’




  Emmy stopped crunching for a moment.




  ‘Come again?’




  Rose put the jar down and turned round.




  ‘I just don’t want not to see something crucial, ever again. I don’t want to sleepwalk past something I need to see or into something I can’t handle. I’ve made myself live here, not to show all of you that I could, but to show myself.’




  ‘Oh,’ Emmy said. She sounded genuinely astonished. ‘Oh. OK.’




  That conversation had been six months ago, two months before a friend – an ex-lodger who had subsequently become a friend – had taken her to a production of Ibsen’s The Master Builder at a little theatre in north London, where the part of the bookkeeper, Kaia Fosli, was played by a young American actress called Mallory Masson, whose English accent, everyone around Rose was saying admiringly, was absolutely excellent. And in the interval, while she was talking peacefully to her friend over a glass of white wine, they had been interrupted by a man, a tall, personable, grey-haired man in spectacles, who said, ‘Rose? Rose Guthrie? Is it really you?’




  She’d stared at him; said, awkwardly, ‘I haven’t been Rose Guthrie for forty years.’




  He laughed. He held out his hand.




  ‘I’m Tyler. Remember? Tyler Masson. From forever ago. That’s my daughter on stage. Playing Kaia. That’s my daughter, Mallory Masson.’




  Four months ago. Four heady, extraordinary months, culminating in the scene in this very kitchen, next to the salad bowl. Rose put her hands over her face for a moment.




  ‘I don’t know,’ she said to him, in answer to him, knowing that her face gave everything away. ‘I can’t think, I can’t decide, I can’t . . .’




  He was still holding her hands captive.




  ‘No hurry,’ he said. ‘Tell me when you’re ready. You know, at least, what I want.’




  She looked up at him, and she knew her expression told him everything he wanted to know. She was longing to tell him, to give him the ultimate satisfaction of knowing that she – joyfully, willingly – accepted his proposal.




  ‘The thing is . . .’ she began, and stopped.




  ‘What?’ he said. He was smiling.




  ‘I just wonder how . . . I – we are going to tell the children?’




  





  CHAPTER TWO




  Tyler Masson had lost his American wife, Cindy, to cancer, three weeks after his sixtieth birthday. Cindy had first been diagnosed five years before, and had run the whole exhausting gamut of surgery and radiotherapy and chemotherapy at the celebrated cancer centre at Stanford near San Francisco, paid for – as so much in the Massons’ lives seemed to be – by her father.




  Cindy’s father, who had died before his daughter, had not had any faith whatsoever that either of his sons-in-law could be trusted to look after their wives. That Tyler was English, in addition to his other disadvantages, only deepened the contempt. Cindy’s father, still living in the substantial house in Pacific Heights where Cindy had grown up, had made sure that neither of his daughters would ever quite believe that they could manage without him, or his money. He had imprisoned his wife in the controllable social circuit of bridge afternoons, ladies’ lunches and shopping that he deemed suitable. His younger daughter, Cindy’s sister Diane, waited to divorce until her father was safely dead, and then set up house with another woman in a condo overlooking the Bay. Cindy, weighed down with the responsibilities of being the eldest and more vulnerably responsible child, developed terminal cancer.




  Tyler had known all along, at some level, that he would never be a match for his father-in-law. His early academic promise petered out, almost without him noticing. He met Cindy in London at some kind of transatlantic university exchange in 1977, when he was twenty-two, and that initial meeting segued somehow into a summer some years later, in San Francisco, and the offer of a job in Cindy’s father’s commercial-property company, which included the promise of help in obtaining a coveted green card in order to live and work in America.




  Tyler, coasting amiably through his post-student days, was a plum ripe for the picking. San Francisco, with its heady mix of new hippiedom and affluent tradition; sunny California; the easy sophistication of American life compared favourably with what he had left behind; Cindy herself with her lovely teeth and ability to both ski and play tennis, were all irresistibly seductive. After all, Tyler didn’t know what he wanted to do with his life, beyond not wanting, fairly strenuously, to follow his schoolmaster father into teaching. The morning after his early spring engagement to Cindy – an arrangement that seemed to have come about with no actual decision made on his part – he stood in his bedroom in the Baker Street house of his future parents-in-law, and looked down into their immaculate garden, and saw, to his wonder, that the glossy-leaved trees trained as espaliers along one wall bore not only starry white flowers, but, unmistakably, actual oranges. He was entranced. He stood there, wrapped in a post-shower (a shower!) towel, drying his ears with a second towel, and gazed with rapture at the oranges. This spectacular place, with its exotically mixed culture and separate showers in the bathrooms, also grew orange trees in gardens, which they, the Americans, quaintly called yards.




  ‘It’s a Cara Cara,’ Cindy’s mother said later. ‘Pink flesh. Very sweet. And beyond the oranges, you will have seen the Fuerte avocado trees.’




  Tyler had never seen an avocado, let alone tasted one. He had never eaten an orange straight from its tree, either. He looked from the Cara Cara orange on his plate, across the table at a glowing Cindy, and felt that he had done very much the right thing in becoming her fiancé. This place, this city, had the feel of the future about it, an air of beckoning promise. When he had to face Cindy’s father later in the day, for the inevitable interview, he felt he could do it buoyed up by being as much in love with what America held out to him as he surely was with Cindy.




  He was given a job overseeing contractors on commercial sites, and a house at the unfashionable end of Pacific Heights where even a glimpse of the Bay was out of the question. He asked Cindy why they had to accept this house, and Cindy said simply, as if it was perfectly acceptable, that it was Daddy’s decision. She had explained, very patiently, how much persuading she had had to do to bring her father round to the idea of her marrying Tyler Masson in the first place. Having won that enormous victory, she said, she wasn’t going to confront her father with a further, if lesser, defiance.




  Tyler said, trying to be rational, ‘But if he doesn’t pay for it—’




  ‘Of course he’s paying for it!’




  ‘But why? Why don’t we get a mortgage like everyone else, and be independent?’




  Cindy had elements of her mother in her. She came up to Tyler and linked her arms behind his neck.




  ‘Honey, it’d break his heart.’




  ‘Would it?’




  ‘Sure it would. Diane and me’ll always be his little girls. I can’t just – throw a gift like this house back at him.’




  Tyler put his hands on her slim ribcage. Attempting a smile, he said, ‘What about me?’




  ‘What about you?’




  ‘Well, suppose I would rather we looked after ourselves, even if we don’t do it very well, at the beginning?’




  She put her head on one side and her ponytail swung out smoothly. ‘We’re the kids, honey,’ Cindy said, ‘and Daddy knows best. When we’re older, we can make changes. But not yet. You’ll see.’




  So Tyler waited. He waited through the birth of his son, Seth – named for his late maternal great-grandfather – and his daughter Mallory – named for her late maternal great-grandmother – and a change of job from overseeing contractors to liaising with architects. He waited through two changes of house, both dictated by his father-in-law. He waited for something to happen, that elusive something that had seemed to shimmer so tangibly close on the morning he had noticed oranges hanging on the trees outside his window. He waited for Cindy – blonde, trim, tennis-playing, conscientious – to promote him above her father in the pecking order of men in her life. It was only when she told him that her father was paying for her cancer treatment at the famous centre at Stanford that he realized he would never be first in her life, first in her consideration and estimation. In fact, since Seth was born, he, Tyler, hadn’t even been second. He’d looked at Cindy. She’d been crying at the confirmation of the cancer diagnosis, as neatly as she did most things.




  ‘Couldn’t we – go it alone? Together? Couldn’t we try and fix this in our own way?’ he said.




  Cindy blew her nose. She shook her head.




  ‘Why not?’ Tyler asked.




  She’d looked up at him. She was fifty-five years old, the children were in their late twenties and her father was reluctantly, angrily retired.




  ‘I couldn’t do it to him,’ Cindy said. ‘I couldn’t refuse him.’ And then she produced her usual trump card, the statement he had never had an answer to. ‘I couldn’t,’ Cindy said, her eyes wide with intensity. ‘It would break his heart.’




  Tyler had gone out then into what he still determinedly called the garden. He had looked up at the American sky and then at the citrus trees and avocado trees that Cindy had planted trimly in pots against a white wall to reflect the sunlight. None of it, that day, looked exotic and full of promise. It looked, instead, alien and mildly threatening, as if this cruel and hideous illness of Cindy’s was a manifestation of fundamental otherness in which he, Tyler Masson, with his American-accented children, would always be an outsider.




  He looked back at the house. It had been given to Cindy by her father. Not to both of them: only to Cindy. And he, Tyler, had allowed that to happen, just as he had allowed the two previous houses to happen, and the jobs and the now perpetual state of being beholden to a man who was never, ever, going to surrender his elder daughter to any other man on earth. Tyler jammed his fists angrily into his trouser pockets.




  ‘The trouble with you, my boy,’ his father-in-law was fond of saying, ‘is that for all your fancy English education, you don’t have the first idea about money. You think – no, don’t interrupt me – that you are kinda above money. And I am here to tell you that’ – pause for emphasis – ‘it just ain’t so. No, sir. Money is where it begins and money is where it ends. And I am the living proof.’




  Tyler had never argued back. Arguing with his father-in-law would have been like hammering on a locked steel door with his bare fists. In their different ways, neither Tyler nor Cindy had ever done anything that had contravened her father’s instructions, to the point where Tyler had begun to be overcome with shame at his own spinelessness. He had sat in the church at his father-in-law’s funeral and felt, rather than relief at this longed-for release, only a bitter sense of self-censure. Goodness knows what Cindy, her sparse hair covered by an ingenious silk turban, was thinking, sitting quite still beside her weeping mother, dry-eyed and inscrutable. It would be only a year before another tumour, this time in her right lung, would make itself known and begin its final remorseless mission to carry her off.




  Her father left his wife well provided for, for her lifetime, and a substantial sum to his daughters, in their unmarried names alone. To the sons-in-law he left cufflinks emblazoned with the crest of the California Institute of Technology, where he had studied engineering as a young man, and ‘not one single dime’, as Diane’s abandoned husband said, throwing his cufflink box down in disgust. Tyler, nearing sixty and by then visiting Cindy daily in hospital, said nothing to her, telling himself that he was sparing her but knowing that he was, in truth, overwhelmed by self-disgust, and execrating himself for a whole lifetime of supine acquiescence. When she tried to talk to him about life after her own death, or her will and how she had disposed of her assets, he’d refused to listen.




  ‘No, Cindy. No.’




  ‘But don’t you want to know?’




  ‘No, I don’t. I emphatically don’t. I want you to be well again, that’s all.’




  ‘But honey, I won’t be. You have to face the fact that I won’t be. The children—’




  Tyler said rapidly, ‘The children will be fine.’




  ‘I know. I know they will be. I’ll make sure they are. That’s one of the things I want to talk to you about.’




  He picked up her hand. It was as thin as the rest of her, bleached to an unfleshlike pallor. He kissed it and said, ‘I don’t want to hear a word. I know you’ll do the right thing. The kind thing. Like you always have.’




  After she died, Seth and Mallory discovered that she had left the value of their house, when sold, to cancer research at Stanford, and enough money for Seth to leave the job he’d reluctantly taken in IT and enrol at the San Francisco Baking Institute on Grandview Drive, to study under a teacher who specialized in highly hydrated wholegrain sourdough breads. Mallory, who inherited a precisely similar amount, immediately headed east, to New York City, intent upon gaining a place at the American Academy of Dramatic Arts or the Juilliard School. When neither would accept her, she ended up at an acting academy on Pace Plaza, and became as immersed in the world of the theatre as if she had been on another planet. Within six months of becoming a widower, Tyler’s working life came to a natural end, and he found himself having to leave his house because the sale was going through, as well as facing a weirdly blank and unanchored future. Cindy had left him enough to buy a modest apartment, and nothing more. The size of the legacy – only a fraction of what she had left her children – expressed her opinion of him very eloquently.




  He bought an air ticket to New York and took Mallory out to dinner. She booked a table at a tiny Korean restaurant in SoHo, and arranged to meet him there. Tyler took one look through the steamed-up window at the crammed and clattering interior full of people eating kimchi out of pottery bowls, and rang his daughter.




  ‘Sorry, sweetheart, but I can’t eat there. It won’t do. I want to talk to you.’




  ‘Dad, we can talk there, it’s cool—’




  ‘It’s deafening, Mallory. I’m going to see if Raoul’s will give us a table.’




  ‘Raoul’s? Where you and Mom always went?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘But Dad—’




  ‘I’m walking to Princes Street right now, Mallory. I’ll see you there.’




  Mallory had coloured the ends of her hair dark blue, and wore jeans and a black leather jacket. She looked, Tyler thought, like someone who had been right back to the drawing board and started again, transforming herself from a conventional West Coast beach babe to an edgy urban creative. She said she was really happy.




  ‘You look it.’




  ‘I mean really, really happy.’




  ‘A man?’ Tyler said, smiling.




  Mallory rolled her eyes.




  ‘Oh my God, Dad. No. So no. It’s acting – I just love it. The theatre. I have never been as excited about anything as I am about the theatre.’




  ‘So do you want to tell me? About the theatre?’




  Mallory told him. She did not, he thought, stop talking for two hours. She talked right through a shared poulet de Bresse and a carafe of burgundy and a tarte tatin. At the end, rosy and replete with food and wine, she stood up to put her arms round him and tell him that although she hated that Mom wasn’t there to know how happy she was, she was just blown away that he, Tyler, had come all this way to support her and see for himself. He had held her in his arms and felt, as he had always felt when Cindy insisted that refusing her father’s loaded gifts would break his heart, that he couldn’t say what he had flown from California to say. He couldn’t dent her joyous mood by asking her what he was to do with the endless grey plateau of life that stretched ahead of him. So he held her and told her how happy he was for her and how she must tell him the minute she got a part in anything, however small, even if she was just a sundry spear-carrier like he had been, in school productions of the safely military Shakespeares.




  ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘Of course. You’ll be the first person I call.’




  Only when she had gone, dancing down into the subway and leaving him standing staring after her, his hands in the pockets of his quintessentially American raincoat, did it occur to him that she had asked him nothing at all about himself. She hadn’t asked him about being retired, or where he would live after the house was sold, or whether he had seen Seth recently, let alone how he was feeling. She had been warm and sweet and affectionate and completely self-absorbed. Standing there at the top of the subway steps in New York City with the world cheerfully jostling past him, Tyler wondered if he was now entirely alone, or whether, despite all the apparent human connections in San Francisco, he always had been.




  He flew back to California because he had the ticket and had planned to. It had occurred to him to stay on in New York, or buy a ticket, on impulse, to Canada or Brazil, but in the end he docilely did what he had arranged with himself to do, and went home. Except, it wasn’t home any more. It was the house he and Cindy had shared for over a decade, but it wasn’t the house that Seth and Mallory had grown up in, and, in any case, it had been sold to a couple, the realtor said, who were just full of ideas as to what they could do with it.




  Tyler didn’t care. The house had become, for him, too much associated with Cindy’s illness, Cindy’s long, inexorable, stoical decline. He had no real desire to live there any more. On the other hand, he didn’t want to live anywhere very much. He couldn’t, in fact, visualize how life was to be lived, in the future, anywhere at all. In her quiet, considered way Cindy had left him enough money to buy his modest apartment, and his pension from his late father-in-law’s business would enable him to live in it. If he could even start to imagine how that was to be done.




  His ex-brother-in-law, Jack, had moved to a small apartment just off Mission Street after his divorce. Both Cindy and Diane had been disapproving. When they were growing up, Mission Street had been almost exclusively Latino, and now they heard that it had become a haven for hipsters. Jack bought an apartment above a Chinese–Peruvian restaurant, and said the nightlife was remarkable. There was a cinema restaurant there, he said, where you could eat while watching a movie projected onto a wall. He acquired a girlfriend not much older than Mallory and announced to Tyler that he and the girlfriend were taking off for Santa Fe for a while – the girlfriend was an abstract painter – and why didn’t Tyler take over the apartment? So Tyler moved, almost sleep-walking, from a balconied house with a swimming pool on Pacific Heights to a two-bedroom apartment in the Mission, and sat on the edge of Jack’s bed, which the girlfriend had draped in ethnic shawls, and had a long interior dialogue with himself about what he was to do.




  The first person he tried to talk to about the future was Seth, who was now in his thirties, with long hair plaited down his back like a Sioux warrior. Having discovered bread, it was now his whole life, apart from the pretty Japanese woman who had been one of his first instructors at the Baking Institute and was now, he explained to his father, his partner in both life and love. He told his father that he was very happy to talk about the future. In fact, the future was exactly what he and Yuhui (‘Pronounced Yoofy, Dad,’ Seth told him. ‘I don’t want you embarrassing me by getting it wrong.’) wanted to discuss with him.




  They met, on Seth’s instructions, at a bakery that was something close to what Seth and Yuhui aspired to. Tyler had imagined he might explain to them something of the alarming lack of direction he was feeling himself, but it rapidly became plain that Seth and Yuhui had a definite plan for their own futures, which they were determined to explain, including what his own involvement in it was to be. They wanted, they said, to start their own coffee shop and bakery, and had found a site – ‘Daringly, but bear with me, Dad, I have worked this out’ – on the edge of the financial district.
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