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For Helena
Not quite as red, but just as feisty
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Cast of Characters

The Rose family

HARRY ROSE
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King Henry VIII

Billionaire head of media giant Rose Corp (retired – in theory). Still a devilishly handsome charmer.

CLARE ROSE
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Catherine Parr

Fifth wife of Harry Rose. Kind and wise. Harry’s rock.

ELIZA ROSE
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Queen Elizabeth I, the Virgin Queen

Daughter of Harry Rose and his second wife, Ana. English student at Oxford. Smart and vivacious with a jealous streak. Weakness for glamorous men, but won’t let them physically close.

MARIA ROSE
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Queen Mary I, Bloody Mary

Daughter of Harry Rose and his first wife, Katie. Acting CEO at Rose Corp. Strict Catholic; lacks people skills. Troubled.

EDDIE ROSE
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King Edward VI

Son of Harry Rose and his third wife, Janette. Schoolboy at Eton. A fine, wholesome young man.

Eliza’s Oxford friends

WILL BARDINGTON
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William Shakespeare

Gifted English literature student. Active in Drama and Poetry Societies. A drama queen.

KIT MARLEY
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Christopher Marlowe

Studying English with Will and Eliza. Androgynous, wildly creative, enigmatic. In touch with his dark side.

FRANKIE MALLARD
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Sir Francis Drake;
explorer, first ship’s captain to circumnavigate the globe

Geography student. A keen sailor.

LEIGH WALTERS
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Sir Walter Raleigh;
explored the New World, bringer of tobacco and potatoes

Economics student. Heavy smoker.

Rose staff and board members

JOHN STUDLEY
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John Dudley, Duke of Northumberland

Crony of Harry Rose; trustee of Eddie Rose. Ex-Army, has grand ambitions for sons Gil and Rob.

ROB STUDLEY
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Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester

Editorial assistant at Rose Corp; childhood playmate of Eliza. Good-looking metrosexual; an exuberant, twinkly-eyed charmer.

TERRI ROBBINS-MORE
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Sir Thomas More

Fearsome editor of The Rack; long-time friend and colleague of Harry Rose. Takes a special interest in Eliza. Nickname: Cruella.

CECIL WALSHAM
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William Cecil/Francis Walsingham; chief advisor/principal secretary to Elizabeth I

Consultant and later Chief Operating Officer at Rose Corp. Reliable, all-knowing, wise, patient. Harry’s spy.

FRANCESCA ‘CHESS’ LISLE
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Lady Jane Grey

Eliza’s cousin – daughter of Harry’s sister Megan; board member. Progressive, well-educated, feminist. Dating Gil Studley.

SEYMOUR MORRISSEY
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Sir Thomas Seymour, Baron Seymour of Sudely

Brother of Harry’s third wife, Janette; Eliza’s step-uncle. Trustee of Eddie Rose. Charismatic, with a dark side.

RICH MORRISSEY

[image: illustration]

Edward Seymour, Duke of Somerset

Janette’s other brother; also a trustee of Eddie’s.

ANGELO ‘RIZZ’ RIZZIO
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David Rizzio

Adorable young production assistant at Rose Corp. Sings while he works.

Rose relatives

MACKENZIE ‘MAC’ JAMES

[image: illustration]

Mary, Queen of Scots

Daughter of Harry’s older sister, Margot James. Strikingly attractive, strong-willed, ambitious. Questionable taste in men.

MARGOT JAMES
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Margaret Tudor;
married King James IV of Scotland

Humourless older sister of Harry Rose. Holds one-third of Rose shares. Lives in a Scottish castle; shoots things.

MEGAN LISLE
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Mary Tudor;
sister of Henry VIII

Harry Rose’s younger sister, married to his best friend Charles.

CHARLES LISLE
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Charles Brandon, Duke of Suffolk

Harry’s best friend and brother-in-law. A retired banker.

HELENA LISLE
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Eleanor Brandon

Eliza’s cousin; second daughter of Megan Lisle; an artist.

HENRY ‘STU’ BLUNT
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Henry Fitzroy/Henry Stuart (Lord Darnley)

Son of Harry Rose and his mistress Bennie Blunt. Grew up in Australia. A loose cannon – wild, drinks a lot and avoids work. A bitter man.

And the rest . . .

PHIL SEVILLE
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King Philip of Spain

Billionaire head of US Christian media company Hapsburg Inc. Right-wing fundamentalist. A snake.

AMY HART
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Amy Dudley, née Robsart

Rob Studley’s sweet, shy partner. A nurse. Often sad.

HAMISH EARLE
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James Hepburn, Earl of Bothwell

A Scottish financier. Old friend of Mackenzie James. Corrupt, with shadowy contacts.

CASSANDRA LISLE
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no Tudor equivalent

First wife of Charles Lisle; a recovered alcoholic. Runs a wellness retreat in Wales.

ANDRE SOKOLOV
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no Tudor equivalent

Russian billionaire and owner of Premier League football team. An evil man with no moral compass.
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I would rather be a beggar and single than a queen and married.

ELIZABETH I (1533–1603)
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Chapter 1
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Eliza

‘Bloody Maria,’ said Terri. She took a savage bite of her apple and frowned at a bunch of high-spirited students gliding past in a punt.

Eliza was about to ask what her sister had done now, when the punter, a tall, rangy young man with a mop of chocolate-coloured curls, spotted them picnicking under a willow tree and yelled, ‘Hey! Eliza Rose! Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day? Thou art more lovely and—’ He waved to attract her attention, lost his grip on the pole and fell over the side with a splash.

As the squealing girls hauled him back in, Eliza doubled over with laughter. ‘Oh my god,’ she spluttered. ‘That was so on purpose. He’s such a drama queen.’

‘ . . . rough winds do shake the darling buds of May!’ the young man finished. He shook his head like a dog, fished out his pole, stood back up and gave an elaborate bow.

‘Who the fuck was that?’ asked Terri as the punt drifted away down the Cherwell.

‘Will Bardington. He’s in my English tutorial group. I love him. Sorry, what were you saying about Bloody Maria?’

Terri regarded Eliza for a moment. ‘Part of me wants to just leave you in peace to enjoy your clichéd Oxford experience, even though it’s a load of balls and punts, but the other part thinks I should keep you up to speed with what your psycho sister’s up to. After all, you’re going to have to come and restore sanity at some point.’

‘What’s she done now?’

‘More on the tedious theme of cleaning up Rose publications, especially the women’s mags. Hooray!’s Hot Bod of the Month is no more. Shame. It was an institution. And this week she took issue with a Celebrity Cellulite Secrets piece. Labelled it “body shaming”, but it’s just an excuse to ban exposed flesh.’

‘But that stuff’s totally par for the course,’ said Eliza.

‘That’s precisely why she’s pissed off. She’s on a mission to change British magazine culture. It seems Rose will be spearheading the charge out of the cesspit of paparazzi crap. The Telegraph’s calling her the Clean-up Queen.’

‘Maybe she should have stuck with Human Resources,’ said Eliza. Before their father Harry Rose’s forced early retirement, Maria had headed up Rose Corp’s @People. Now she was Acting CEO.

‘Yup. Should never have been allowed near editorial policy. Gotta say, I miss your dad. He wasn’t a fan of sleaze, but he let the teams draw their own lines. Was very much hands-off. Apart from with your mum, of course. More hands-on with her.’

Eliza looked sideways at Terri, but she was gazing steadily ahead, her eyes hidden behind enormous sunglasses. She and Eliza’s mother, Ana, had been great friends, and Eliza knew Terri’s continuing mentorship was mostly to do with honouring Ana’s memory. Terri and Eliza also knew more than anyone else about the true facts surrounding Ana’s death. More, that is, apart from Harry Rose, and the Russian billionaire Andre Sokolov.

Eliza leaned back, supporting herself on her elbows. The May sun shone through the willow fronds, throwing dancing spots of dappled light onto the tartan blanket. In front of them, mayflies dipped into the water, creating tiny ripples and rings. Swallows swooped low, snapping up insects, and dragonflies zipped about and hovered.

From some distant ice cream van, the tinkle of ‘Greensleeves’ blew across on the breeze.

‘Dad still won’t talk about Mum,’ said Eliza, popping a grape into her mouth. ‘He always changes the subject when I ask about her.’

‘He’ll get there,’ said Terri. ‘But back to Maria. A word in her ear might help, before she does too much damage. Remind her she’s meant to be running the big picture stuff past you, as per the arrangement with Harry.’

‘Not sure she’d take a blind bit of notice, to be honest.’

‘Give it a try – otherwise I’ll have to speak to the board about reining her in. Mia’s considering resigning.’

‘Oh no,’ said Eliza. Hooray’s editor had been with Rose for decades.

‘She still hasn’t got over Harry’s departure,’ said Terri. ‘Any more of this and she’ll spit the dummy and leave. And you can be sure Maria would recruit a replacement who’d back her clean-up campaign. If we’re not careful, we’ll end up with a bunch of 1950s Good Housekeeping clones.’

As Eliza enjoyed the bucolic scene, she couldn’t work up any enthusiasm for being back in London, even if only for a short while. Late spring in Oxford was so seductive. The ancient, venerable feel of it all – the mellow stone colleges, the dreaming spires, the water meadows; the spirits of all those great minds passing on the academic torch.

Terri was right – she was a cliché. But in a way, this made her appreciate her good fortune all the more. She was aware of how lucky she was to be living this life. Never before had she had friends who inspired her like her fellow students did. When she was with them, anything seemed possible; they could – and would – change the world. Friends like Will Bardington and Kit Marley from her tutorial group, bursting with creativity. Frankie Mallard (Geography) and Leigh Walters (Economics), her closest female friends.

Conversely, Eliza’s relationship with her half-sister, ten years her senior, was tricky at best, often fraught. If Eliza’s new friends were shining lights, Maria was a shadow.

‘Maybe Dad could talk to her.’ So I don’t have to.

‘I thought the idea was to keep Harry at arm’s length.’

Eliza sighed. ‘True.’

Harry’s daughters, and his wife Clare, had ‘persuaded’ him to step down from Rose Corp after revelations in the press about his affairs over the years, and his treatment of two of his wives. They believed he was at least partly to blame for Ana’s and Caitlyn’s deaths, and that he’d never clear his troubled conscience unless he accepted responsibility.

Harry and Clare were currently sailing the South Pacific on Harry’s super-yacht Janette. On his video calls home, Eliza sensed he was relieved to be out of the public eye after his downfall, but that his exile was hurting badly. Rose Corp was his life, his identity.

Tough. He still remained tight-lipped on the subject of Ana, particularly on her death, and Eliza couldn’t let it go. It felt unresolved; it niggled away at her, and she couldn’t help prodding it, like a person worrying a painful tooth. She loved her father dearly, but his refusal to open up on the subject of her mother was exasperating.

‘OK,’ she said. ‘I’ll call Maria tonight. And I’ll be back at Rose in the summer vacation. Maybe on The Rack again?’

‘Does it for me,’ said Terri.

‘Great! I love working for you.’

‘Christ, that’s a first,’ said Terri. ‘Must do something about my soft spot. Can’t be seen to be mellowing in my old age.’

Eliza knew it was all bluster. Terri Robbins-More’s management style was notoriously tyrannical, but to writers, editors and designers, a job on The Rack, Britain’s most-awarded magazine, was the stuff of career dreams.

Eliza wondered how old Terri actually was. She guessed about the same age as Dad – mid-fifties. When her hair had started to turn grey, she’d dyed her swept-over fringe white, and the rest back to her natural black. ‘Your mum called me Cruella,’ she’d told Eliza, ‘so think of it as a tribute to her.’

‘Your cousin’s starting at Rose this summer, too,’ said Terri. ‘Came in for an interview. Considering the silver spoon wedged in her entitled millennial mouth, she doesn’t seem too annoying.’

‘Chess?’ Francesca Lisle was the daughter of Harry’s younger sister, Megan. ‘She’s cool. Very smart. Maybe she could work with you?’

‘Nepotism may be accepted practice at Rose, but I prefer to choose my team based on talent and experience, not on who their bloody uncle is and how many shares they have.’

‘But you didn’t mind having me around?’

‘Any complicity in that arrangement was down to your dearly departed mother’s memory. Although I’ll grant you’re acceptably talented. But my benevolence does not extend to cousins. So no. Cousin Chess can look elsewhere. And maybe you should park yourself with Maria, keep an eye on her extremist tendencies. Offer to be an extra PA, or something.’

‘She wouldn’t want that.’

Eliza and Maria’s work relationship was built on eggshell-thin foundations. They’d rubbed along during Eliza’s recent stint at Rose, thanks to a shared need to demonstrate to Harry and others on the board that they were capable heirs to the business. Eliza had been right behind Maria’s equality and ethics goals, although, from what Terri was saying, those goals seemed to have shifted significantly, from worthy to reactionary.

But Eliza suspected the lean to the extreme had always been there, waiting to emerge like a bug from a pupa, the minute the counterweights of Harry and Eliza were removed. She didn’t trust Maria’s motivation. There was far too much emotional baggage and religious conviction involved. Not ideal drivers for business strategy.

On a personal level, Maria still seemed to regard Eliza as little more than a painful reminder of the event that had wrecked her childhood – Harry’s desertion of Maria and her mother, Katie. Eliza was the ‘bastard child’ (actual words) of Katie’s usurper, Ana Lyebon, the conniving seductress who’d forced Harry to divorce his saintly, devoted wife of many years.

Until Maria could move past that, there was probably little Eliza could do to improve their relationship. Although it might help if their father displayed less admiration for his ‘genius’ daughter in front of his ‘worrisome’ one.

‘Eliza, love,’ said Terri, touching her arm. ‘Your sister’s living proof that deeply unpleasant people with zero empathy should not be allowed to step into an important job based entirely on the “who’s yer daddy?” principle of business. If we can’t put the brakes on her, there’ll be nothing for it but to bring back Harry. Like I said, I miss the old bugger, but it’s probably best if he stays in the back seat. This is a girl power moment – the men have had their turn, now it’s yours. Girl power singular, preferably. Far be it from me to conspire to treason, but Rose’s future should lie with you, Eliza. Only you.’




Chapter 2
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Harry

Harry Rose picked up his laptop and moved into the shade. Even at this early hour, the Pacific sun beat down with the ferocity of an angry wife.

The ever-cheerful Timmo, an Aussie crewmember with an uncanny ability to appear at the exact moment Harry needed something, placed an espresso in front of him. ‘Thought you might be in need, Harry.’

‘Indeed I was. Thanks, Timmo.’

‘No worries.’

Harry smiled inwardly. He loved the South Pacific vibe. The yacht’s crew was largely composed of Australians and Kiwis – excellent sailors, and so laid-back it was surprising none of them had fallen overboard.

‘Sorry about the cricket, Harry. Still, only a warm-up, eh?’

‘England are on form, Timmo. The World Cup will be wending its way home come July, you mark my words.’

‘Small wager, Harry?’

‘A hundred of your Aussie bucks says England for the win.’

‘Shake on it, mate.’

They shook.

‘Seriously,’ said Harry, ‘if business was this easy, I’d be a billionaire by now. Oh, wait . . . ’

Timmo grinned. ‘Can I get you some breakfast to go with that coffee, Harry?’

For a moment Harry fantasised about a full English. But Clare would be up soon, and sausages and bacon were strictly off-limits. It was a bore, but her fruit and fibre breakfasts had helped return him to his former glory (number eight in Hooray’s recent Hottest Top Ten), following his mid-life dive into drug addiction and overeating. He owed it to his beloved fifth wife (sixth, if his brief online marriage to Anki counted) to stay on track.

‘Fruit, thank you, Timmo. And perhaps one smallish croissant.’

‘Coming right up.’

Harry looked at the clock on his laptop. He needed to FaceTime Eliza, but it was still the weekend in the northern hemisphere and she might be out. Maybe on a date. He hoped so – it was about time. As far as he was aware, she hadn’t ever had a proper boyfriend. And to think people said she was just like her father!

In some ways, yes. He’d seen how men looked at her, and her response to that. She was quite the flirt. But while she enjoyed the attention, she never let men close. And he had a nagging suspicion that might have something to do with him.

Was Eliza’s famous stance on virginity, reported in Terri’s 2018 opinion piece on Harry, and quoted in almost every article about his daughter since, a response to his own relationships over the years? In particular with her mother? Had she sworn off romance because she’d witnessed the damage it could cause?

Harry’s conscience pricked him. He still had some way to go to win back Eliza’s trust, following the revelations about Ana’s death. All these years on, he knew he had yet to properly face up to what had happened to his second wife. Eliza was forever turning the subject of conversation round to her mother – and he was always deflecting her questions. It was time to be honest, to fill in the gaps. She deserved nothing less.

And the bigger issue remained, always there, often haunting his dreams. How could he make reparation for letting Ana down? For not seeing what had been coming? Could he really expect redemption without putting things right? For Ana’s sake, as well as Eliza’s.

Andre Sokolov’s face appeared in his mind’s eye. One day, he’d make that man pay.

But for now, he’d focus on Eliza. Harry was enormously proud of her achievements – straight As so far this term – but he worried there was too much work and no play. And zero romance. In many ways, Eliza displayed a maturity beyond her years, but in others she was inexperienced, unworldly, perhaps naive. He wished she’d let her hair down a little, gain some life experience.

She was driven; focused on her studies to the exclusion of almost everything else, apart from her involvement with the Dramatic Society. And even that had a purpose; she’d told him she was learning all she could about drama production as this was an area she wanted Rose TV to expand into.

It wasn’t a bad idea, and he knew she wouldn’t take it forward without a feasibility study. Eliza was nothing if not thorough, and was naturally cautious. However, when she was determined, she let nothing stand in her way. It seemed she’d inherited the steel backbone that had enabled his father to grow Rose Corp from a small Lancashire publisher into a national media giant. If Eliza wanted to expand Rose’s production arm, he knew it would happen.

‘There you go, Harry.’ Timmo put down a small, disappointing plate.

‘No croissant?’

Timmo pulled a face. ‘I ran into Clare.’

‘Ah. How does she do that?’

‘Fuck knows. I’ll try the other stairs next time.’

‘Good man.’

Grimacing at the slices of melon and papaya and other wholly unappealing fruits with a scattering of seeds, Harry returned his thoughts to Eliza.

At the age of twenty-one, her grasp of business was astonishing. This was, of course, an inherited trait, but at his insistence she’d backed up her first-rate genes with a sound grounding in corporate strategy and management.

Harry had wanted her to study Philosophy, Politics and Economics, as he had, but she’d dug her heels in. ‘I’ll be a businesswoman for the rest of my life, Dad,’ she’d said. ‘Let me have this time studying English, just for the love of it. And we’re a media company – it’s all about words, right?’

As with most things in life, he’d let her have her way – on the condition she gained a sound business education during her gap year. So her time working with Terri in The Rack’s offices had been interspersed with periods in the finance, legal, marketing and production departments, backed up with a top-notch online course in Business Administration.

Harry had every confidence in her abilities, but life at the top would be tough, and she’d need his help to survive, at least at first. It was time for some one-on-one coaching on how to be ruthless, when occasion demanded. Like . . . now. Thanks to Maria, this couldn’t wait until next year, when she finished at Oxford.

Eliza was Harry’s natural heir, and he fully intended to put her on the throne. Maria would have to go – quickly, before she did lasting damage – while Eddie was still years off being able to play an active role.

He pondered on his elder daughter for a moment. How had he and sweet, gentle Katie produced this humourless harridan intent on enforcing her archaic values throughout Rose? Terri’s latest report had been deeply unsettling.

It was time to push back, and Eliza would be his weapon.

Eliza

Eliza phoned Maria that evening. Her half-sister didn’t do Skype or FaceTime, or social media. In fact, she didn’t really do social.

‘Hi, Sis! How’s things!’ Eliza cringed at her own hearty tone.

‘Why are you ringing on a Sunday?’ came Maria’s gruff voice.

‘Oh, just to find out how things are going. I hear you’ve launched an attack on sleaze.’

‘You saw the Telegraph?’

‘Terri visited today. Hey, it’s great that—’

‘Terri?’

‘We had a lovely picnic by the river.’

‘Eliza, are you ringing about work?’

Well, it’d hardly be for a girly chat.

‘Partly. It’s just . . . I’m feeling rather out of the loop. I don’t seem to be getting copies of your emails. I thought I’d better check—’

‘I don’t work on Sundays; I don’t even think about work. You should know that by now. I’m leaving for evening mass shortly.’

‘Oh, sorry.’

‘I have to go. Goodbye.’

Eliza sighed as she pocketed her phone. Maria was impossible.

Her earliest memories of her half-sister were from her visits to Wales. She’d been sent to stay with Katie and Maria on two occasions. She had no recollection of the first, which had followed Ana’s death, but her memories of the second were vivid. She’d been nine years old, and she and her baby brother Eddie had stayed for several weeks following the death of Harry’s third wife, the sweet-natured Janette.

Katie had been a great comfort after the loss of her step-mother. But Maria, in her late teens, had treated Eliza like something with a bad smell that had been deposited on the stone steps of the rambling old house. When Katie’s back was turned, she’d called Eliza creative names based on the theme of bastard, and the vocabulary she’d used to describe Ana had been savage. Whore. Witch. Godless. Slut.

Finding Eliza sobbing in the garden, Katie had attempted to explain her daughter’s behaviour – how difficult it had been for Maria to see her beloved father with another woman, and another daughter, and the effect his abandonment had had on the two of them. She’d told Eliza about her own prolonged periods of depression, during which she’d been unable to properly care for her daughter. It wasn’t surprising she was a complicated teenager, prone to resentment and anger.

Maria’s behaviour was less ferocious now – snide, rather than overt – but there was still enough friction for regular sparks.

‘Why is your sister even working in a media company?’ asked Leigh, when Eliza returned to the common room. Eliza’s despondent expression must have said it all. ‘I mean, why doesn’t she just become a nun or something?’

Eliza slumped down beside her friend. ‘You can’t change society if you’re not part of it, I guess. Last year she was still finding her feet. Seems she’s not only found them, she’s really putting the boot in. Steel-toe-capped ones. Terri says Maria’s determined to “lift the moral landscape of the media”. She’s dreaming – that ship sailed decades ago.’

Leigh had been idly scrolling through her phone. She put it down. ‘In a company that size, one person can’t have that much power. What about the board – checks and balances?’

‘Yep, we might have to bring them in,’ said Eliza. ‘She’s like Trump. Step one: “You’re fired”; step two: replace with a yes man.’

‘She sounds terrifying.’

‘She’s just pulled a piece on celebrity cellulite when she’d decreed the women’s mags should avoid body shaming.’

‘Well, actually . . . how’s that a crime?’

‘She’s got to be more subtle, Leigh. She’s going in like a flamethrower. Women’s magazines thrive on our insecurity. Ten pages of ads featuring stick-thin women photoshopped to look even thinner, followed by how to smooth your curly hair, curl your straight hair, cover your blemishes, iron out your wrinkles; an article on celebrity weight-loss secrets – oh, and their cancer scares – and finishing with five decadent chocolate recipes you won’t be able to resist. Why should readers feel bad about themselves?’

‘Jesus. How exploited are we? So . . . you gotta be in favour of what she’s doing?’

‘To some extent, yes. She’s just going about it the wrong way. She’s got no connection with people, she doesn’t try to understand them. She’s making herself so unpopular. Sheesh.’

‘What else has she done?’

‘Banned editors from dealing with the paparazzi. Authorised press only from now on.’

‘Also not such a bad thing?’

‘And, apparently, no alcohol at work. No more Fridaynight drinks.’

‘What? Now that is unacceptable.’

‘I know, right?’

‘What does your dad think about all this?’

‘Not sure he knows what’s going on. Though . . . somehow he always seems to. He won’t be happy. But I want to try and rein Maria in myself. Show Dad I don’t need to go running to him every time there’s a problem.’

Leigh’s grey-green eyes, so striking against her dark skin, misted over. ‘But lovely to know he’s there if you need him. Imagine, Harry Rose . . . ’

‘Oh god, not this again.’ But Eliza couldn’t help smiling.

All through Eliza’s life, women had turned to mush over her father. Even now, in his fifties, he still regularly made the top ten in those hottest-men lists Maria was probably busy banning from Rose publications. His questionable record as a husband, along with revelations about his philandering, didn’t seem to have dented his appeal.

‘Talking of hot dudes . . . ’ muttered Leigh.

Will Bardington was striding across the room towards them. Following him was Frankie Mallard, the third of Bard’s Babes, as Will called the three of them.

‘Dried out, Will?’ Eliza called.

‘Eliza That-Which-We-Call-A-Rose. I was dazzled by the sight of you reclining on the riverbank and my pole took on a life of its own. ’Twas ever thus. What were you two so deep in conversation about?’

‘My sister,’ said Eliza.

‘Ah, the Clean-up Queen. I was reading about her in the paper. Sounds like fun times at Rose. How are you two related? You’re like day and night.’

‘We might have been talking about her dad too,’ said Leigh. ‘A far more appealing topic of conversation.’

‘Oooh, Harry Rose.’ Frankie always looked mildly surprised, thanks to her wide-set eyes and arched eyebrows. ‘I love a man with a big boat. Where is he at the moment?’ Frankie was a keen sailor, with ambitions to take part in the round-the-world Ocean Race.

‘My punt didn’t do it for you?’ said Will, flopping onto a seat and crossing one leg over the other with a flourish. Could Will not do anything without behaving as if he were on stage?

‘Somewhere in the South Pacific,’ said Eliza. ‘Last time Dad FaceTimed, he was wearing a Hawaiian shirt. It wasn’t pretty.’

‘But that is,’ said Frankie, looking over Leigh’s shoulder. ‘My god, he’s not fair on a girl.’

‘Or a boy,’ said Will.

Kit Marley was making his way over. Across the room, books were lowered and cups of tea paused en route to mouths.

Kit was spectacularly beautiful, in an androgynous, undernourished way. His unkempt blond hair fell over his eyes, which were the colour of autumn leaves, and on past his shoulders. And he had this walk, as if he knew everyone was looking but couldn’t give a toss.

But Kit wasn’t just an unfeasibly pretty face. Eliza had recognised his genius from their very first English tutorial. His rambling critiques were difficult to follow, but undoubtedly brilliant. He got Shakespeare like nobody else.

Eliza had immediately pegged him as a future Rose recruit. She was going to bag that brain, use it to drive her vision for the company.

She’d need to work out how, though. Kit shied away from doing anyone’s bidding, preferring to go his own sweet way. Sometimes he disappeared for days at a time, no one knew where.

Although she and Kit had been friends for more than a year now, he was still an enigma to her. Eliza liked to understand what motivated people, what made them tick. But with Kit she had no clue. She didn’t get him at all. She’d need to figure him out if she was going to make him hers. Correction: Rose Corp’s.

But as she watched him approach, Eliza conceded that her growing compulsion to understand this boy was perhaps coming from a place that wasn’t all about being his future boss.

She chided herself. Kit was not relationship material. The exact opposite, in fact. Frankie had described him as ‘lacking boundaries’, and after one of his and Will’s regular creative spats, Will had called him a slut.

‘You say that like it’s a bad thing,’ Kit had replied.

‘Shift up,’ he said to Eliza, parking himself beside her. ‘Where were you tonight?’

Will, Kit and Frankie had been to a Dramatic Society meeting, the first since their recent production of a play co-written, with appropriate drama, by Will and Kit. Eliza and Frankie had been active behind the scenes.

‘I had an important phone call to make. How was the meeting?’

‘Wasn’t really listening,’ said Kit. ‘Except for the part about the guy from Working Title wanting to meet with me and Will.’

‘Cool!’ said Leigh. ‘I told you it was only a matter of time, after that review in the Guardian.’

It seemed Fate was forcing Eliza’s hand. ‘Er . . . nope,’ she said. ‘No Working Title for you. I want you two at Rose.’

‘Nepotism. An admirable vice,’ said Kit.

‘Pray continue,’ said Will.

‘Remember those discussions we had last year? About creating great things, even changing the world?’ said Eliza.

‘First-year fools,’ said Kit.

‘Don’t mock – I was serious. I like to plan ahead. When I’m back at Rose full time, I want to focus on the TV side of things. I’m going to skew it more towards the arts. There’s far too much sport. I’m thinking we’ll commission content. Really good stuff. We have channels already, but there’s nothing original to speak of.’

‘I can do original,’ said Will.

‘Roseflix?’ said Leigh.

‘At the moment it’s dreams in my head. But I intend them to become reality, and I want you two boys on board.’

‘Of the very instant that I saw you,’ said Will, ‘Did my heart fly at your service.’

‘You do realize we’ll now haunt you until you do it?’ said Kit.

‘Haunt away,’ said Eliza. ‘Let’s make it happen.’ She smiled at him, and when he smiled back, holding her gaze, something inside her lurched. And she saw him notice.

‘Can I play?’ said Leigh. ‘Be your money lady?’ Leigh was treasurer of the Dramatic Society.

‘We’ll certainly need a feasibility study,’ Eliza replied, dragging her eyes from Kit’s. ‘Could be a thesis angle for you?’

Leigh’s business brain was formidable, especially when it came to finding new areas to exploit.

‘What about me?’ asked Frankie, with a pretend pout.

‘Well, if I’m being accused of nepotism – I’ll sponsor your round-the-world boat.’ Eliza grinned. ‘We can plaster Roseflix logos all over it.’

‘Chuck us a ciggie, Leigh,’ said Kit, standing up.

‘Don’t, Leigh,’ said Eliza. ‘Filthy habit. Why are you still a smoker?’

‘All they that love not tobacco and boys are fools,’ said Kit.

‘I love boys,’ said Leigh.

‘Don’t we all?’ said Kit, as the pair headed outside.




Chapter 3
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Eliza

‘You weren’t serious, though, about the whole virgin thing?’ said Leigh, as she and Eliza headed to the Turf Tavern on Friday night. The evening was warm, and the streets teemed with students heading to Oxford’s favourite watering holes and clubs.

Once again, Eliza wished Terri hadn’t included the virgin quote in the Sunday Times piece she’d written just before Harry’s retirement. Her friends and family teased her remorselessly about it. She’d meant it at the time – her younger self had been appalled at the way adults lost their heads over the opposite sex, and the most obvious way to avoid that was surely to keep men firmly at arm’s length.

That said, Eliza loved men, cerebrally speaking. She sparkled under the spotlight of male attention, and recognized that flirting was in her DNA. She was her father’s daughter, after all. But she wasn’t about to let her life goals be swept aside by what was essentially the body’s biological imperative yelling ‘procreate!’ There was deep friendship, and there was physical attraction, but until the two meshed in some as yet unencountered and probably non-existent Mr Right, she refused to set off down the path of romantic disappointment. With this in mind, she put her recent inappropriate thoughts about Kit Marley firmly to one side.

‘I was serious when I said it,’ she said, dodging a bike as they crossed the road by the Bodleian Library.

‘And now?’

‘Still in no hurry. I haven’t met any suitable candidates.’

‘Not Will?’

Eliza laughed. ‘You’re fishing. No, not Will. And anyway, he only pretends he fancies me. It’s all show. Go ahead and flutter your unfairly long eyelashes at him. You know you want to.’

‘I don’t think I’m his type,’ said Leigh. ‘His last girlfriend looked like Anne Hathaway.’

‘Seriously, I’m sure he likes you. All this “Methinks a Rose is best” nonsense is just to divert attention.’

‘Could you at least try and be less beautiful, then?’ Leigh skipped in front of Eliza and turned round, walking backwards. ‘Look at you, with your dazzling looks and talent for casually throwing together the perfect outfit.’

‘This old thing?’ Eliza stroked the soft leather of her jacket, worn over a cotton dress with a short full skirt and black Doc Martens. Her long curly red hair hung over her shoulder in a low side ponytail, and her only make-up was a touch of mascara and a sweep of red lipstick. It clashed with the hair, but it worked.

Clothes were Eliza’s weakness – the buzz she got when heads turned. Her addiction to such moments was perhaps a little sad, but she was what she was. DNA doing its thing again. Her mother had been a style icon.

Eliza had also inherited Ana’s deep-brown eyes, while everything else – the red hair, tallness and pale skin with a scattering of freckles across the nose – was her father’s. She wished she had Harry’s rosy cheeks, though. No matter how bitter the wind or fierce the sun, her face stayed resolutely pale, if not the colour of actual snow.

‘Will would be a bad choice for either of us, I think,’ said Leigh. ‘Though it’s tempting. I think he just loves the drama of the chase.’

‘So get caught! Live in the moment. Just don’t get – you know. Involved.’

They made their way down the cobbled alleyway to the pub, where Will, Frankie and Kit were sitting at an outside table.

‘Leigh! Eliza! Looking babelicious this fair eve. What’s your poison?’ said Will, rising from his seat.

‘Chrissakes, Will,’ said Eliza. ‘I thought you were a lover of language. I’ll get them in. Who’s for another?’

‘Well, I’d say that’d be all of us, the night is but young,’ said Will.

Leigh went to stand beside Will, until he got the hint and shuffled along the bench. She winked at Eliza as she sat down. ‘I’ll have one of those unnecessarily strong ciders, please.’

‘Same, please,’ said Frankie.

‘We’re on pints of Bald Badger,’ said Will.

‘I’ll give you a hand,’ said Kit.

The two of them went inside and joined the queue at the bar. It was busy, and as a woman squeezed past carrying drinks, Kit put an arm round Eliza’s waist and pulled her out of the way. He kept it there, and she noticed him watching her in the mirrored wall behind the optics, a small smile on his face.

‘What?’ she said, turning to look at him.

‘Just admiring your red lips. Very . . . kissable.’

Eliza felt herself blush. Or at least, if her cheeks had just once in her life hosted the colour pink, that moment would have been now.

‘Stop it, Kit.’

Yes, he was beautiful. But no, she wouldn’t be going there. Where so many had been before.

‘Stop it why?’ His smile was wicked.

‘Because . . . well . . . ’ Those hypnotic eyes seemed to be snuffing out her words before they had the chance to leave her mouth.

‘In all the time I’ve known you, I’ve never seen you with a bloke. How’s that possible? You’re utterly lush.’

She pulled herself together. ‘I have standards.’

‘Drop them, just for tonight.’ His arm pulled her closer, and a shiver ran down her spine.

‘A one-night stand? And then awkward for ever more? I intend to be your boss one day. I think not.’

‘Why would it be awkward? It’d be nice. Trust me, I’m good at it.’ He bent down and kissed her cheek, then released her. ‘Are you buying these drinks, or what?’

Sitting next to Kit, Eliza sipped her cider, but all awareness of taste, or of the conversation around her, was subsumed by the sensation of Kit’s leg against hers. Echoes of the thrill that had zipped through her in the bar rippled along her limbs.

She made a conscious effort to wrench back use of her faculties and join in the discussion – recent movies, Brexit (as per), the Extinction Rebellion protests, their plans for the summer vacation. In an effort to relax, she downed her drink far too quickly, but the alcohol only exacerbated her confusion.

‘Are you with us, Eliza?’

‘Sorry, what?’

‘I said, do you want another of those?’ said Frankie, grinning, her eyes flicking between Eliza and Kit.

After the second drink, and then a third, she stopped worrying that everyone would notice her discomfort; that Leigh and Frankie would be wondering if she was finally about to cave in the face of this irresistible, wholly unsuitable boy.

The sky grew dark above them, but the night air was warm and soft.

When Kit and Will went to buy another round, the girls leaned in.

‘Eliza! What the heck?’ said Frankie. ‘You and Kit?’

‘Don’t know what you mean,’ said Eliza, invisible-blushing again.

‘Come on,’ said Leigh. ‘I can feel the heat from here. Did he finally make a move?’

Eliza glanced through the open doorway, but the boys were still buried in the throngs at the bar.

‘What do you mean, finally?’

‘He’s always watching you. Like a cat stalking a mouse.’

‘He came on to me earlier. Can you believe it? As if!’

‘Still holding out for Mr Right?’ said Frankie. ‘That’s fearsome self-control right there. Kit’s totally the definition of temptation.’

‘Wasn’t it you who said he lacks boundaries?’ said Eliza. ‘I’ve seen the havoc guys like him cause. Harry Rose, anyone?’

‘I’m not saying you should go out with him,’ said Frankie. ‘But it could be time to, you know, get a bit of practice for when Mr Right finally shows up? I mean, with all that experience, he’s gotta know what he’s doing.’

‘Good point,’ said Leigh. ‘And what were you saying earlier? About living in the moment? Letting yourself be caught but not getting involved? Perhaps you should take your own advice, girlfriend.’

‘He’s the Devil in disguise,’ sang Frankie under her breath, as Will and Kit returned.

Eliza rallied her sensible side as Kit sat down beside her, but soon acknowledged it was losing. Badly. More cider demolished her final defences, and when he turned to her and said, ‘Shall we go?’ she found herself looking into his eyes and saying, ‘Lead on.’

She stood, swaying a little. Lifting her leg over the bench was a challenge.

‘Where are you going?’ asked Frankie, her eyes widening.

‘To the Devil,’ said Kit with a grin. He held out his hand to Eliza.

She smiled at her friends, shrugged and took it. Will’s jaw dropped, before Kit led her down the alleyway into the narrow lane beyond.

Eliza took his arm, leaning on him. ‘I appear to be a little drunk. Where are we even going?’

‘My place.’

For a while they walked in silence, past the old three-storey houses leaning out above them, softly illuminated in the glow of the wrought-iron streetlamps. The night air had cooled, and Eliza pulled her jacket tighter round her.

‘You cold?’ asked Kit.

‘Tad chilly.’

He put an arm around her and rubbed her shoulder.

‘This is weird, Kit. I shouldn’t have had all that cider.’

‘It’s good. You need to lighten up. You’re always stressing about work. There’s more to life.’ His tone was characteristically flippant, but there was something different this time. Something that invited her confidence.

‘It’s not that easy for me. My future’s all laid out; people expect things of me. I don’t want to let them down.’

‘Daddy’s girl. I get that. But you should take time out while you’re here. You won’t get the chance again.’

‘Come with me, Kit? To Rose? I meant what I said the other night.’

‘Maybe.’

He kept his arm round her shoulder, and it felt good. Kit was right, she should lighten up. For the first time in her life, she was feeling . . . what was she feeling? She had butterflies; she was nervous. But excited. Her heart was in her mouth. She’d never been down this path before. Kit was most certainly Mr Wrong, but . . . she recognized the contradiction. He was dangerous, but she felt safe. In spite of his reputation, she trusted him.

‘I’ve never had a proper boyfriend,’ she blurted out.

‘Never? Why the fuck not?’

‘Always studying, I suppose. Pressure to get into Oxford. Then I was working at Rose. And I’ve never really met anyone I liked enough. Just had the odd snog at school. Didn’t even like that very much.’ She gave a small laugh. ‘Maybe I’m frigid. No one’s ever—’

‘Turned you on?’

‘No. I must be a late-blooming Rose.’

‘Eliza, I don’t do boyfriend.’

‘I don’t want boyfriend.’

‘So what do you want?’

‘I think I want . . . you.’

He stopped walking and turned her towards him. ‘Only one way to find out.’

Kit had an indecently beautiful mouth – the sort of full, pouty lips a girl would kill for. Eliza found herself touching them, tracing their outline.

He moved her hand aside and kissed her.

It was sweet, delicious . . . addictive. A wave of heat pulsed down her body as his hands moved inside her jacket and up her back, pulling her close.

Not frigid, then.

She looped her arms around his neck, melting into him.

So this was what all the fuss was about.

He stopped. ‘My place?’

She hesitated. ‘Another kiss first?’

He led her into the shadows of a nearby alleyway, and as the kiss became intense, slipped his hand up her skirt.

And all at once, the exquisite sensations fled.

‘No . . . stop!’

‘Why?’ he said, not stopping.

She pushed him away. ‘I said stop!’

He looked at her for a moment, then touched her arm. ‘Hey, what’s up?’

She didn’t know. She had no idea what just happened. One moment she’d been in heaven, the next she’d been hit by a blind panic that came out of nowhere.

Maybe she was overwrought – her nervousness, the cider.

‘God, I’m sorry, Kit. I . . . I felt sick. Must be the drink.’

He smiled. ‘Look, maybe I should just take you home. Perhaps this wasn’t such a good idea.’

‘But I want to, Kit. I really do. That was lovely, and it’s ridiculous, me not having . . . at my age. Maybe not the whole way, this time. Perhaps we could . . . go out sometime? I like you. Quite a lot.’

‘I run a mile when that happens.’

‘Why?’

His smile faded. ‘Don’t try and work me out, Eliza.’

‘You’d rather just be mates?’

He looked at her steadily, then smiled again. ‘Time for bed. You in yours, me in mine.’




Chapter 4
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Eliza

Eliza woke to a thumping on her door. Or was it in her head? She groaned and pulled the pillow over her eyes.

‘Eliza Rose, get your lazy arse up this minute!’ came Frankie’s voice with its gentle West Country burr. ‘We have much to tell and much to find out. We’re going for brunch. Full English – best hangover cure. You know it makes sense.’

‘Can I see you there?’

‘OK, but there will be time penalties. No later than eleven at St Giles’. Got it?’

‘Whatever. Got it.’

She hauled herself out of bed and tentatively sniffed under her armpits. A shower was what she needed, to clear her head too, but it was shared with others and there’d probably be a queue on a Saturday morning.

She pulled off the T-shirt she’d slept in, rolled on some deodorant, and dressed. As she bent down to lace up her Docs, blood rushed to her head and she drew in a sharp breath as pain pounded her skull. The thought of eggs nearly made her gag. But then . . . coffee.

She pulled her hair into a high ponytail without brushing it first – that’d just turn it to frizz – then went over to the basin in the corner of her room and splashed cold water on her face. Finally she brushed her teeth to get rid of the old carpet taste.

As she picked up her jacket, the memory of Kit sliding his hands inside flashed into her mind.

Oh my god, what was I thinking? How strong was that cider?

She sat down on the bed, her jacket in her lap, and closed her eyes for a moment.

No. The cider had simply helped things along. Kissing Kit had been divine.

So what had happened? Why the panic?

There was a rush of embarrassment as she remembered pushing him away.

She stood up, shrugged on her jacket, then picked up her phone and saw the red ‘1’. The text was from Kit.


KIT: Movie later? Tolkein?



She smiled.


ELIZA: Sure. Txt me details.



‘So?’ said Leigh, as Eliza pulled up a chair. The two girls had already started on their breakfasts.

‘So yourself,’ said Eliza.

‘You first.’

‘Too drunk, in the end. Bit embarrassing. He took me home.’

‘Kit? A gentleman? Who’d have thought?’ said Frankie.

‘He is. He’s lovely.’

‘So that’s it? You staggered home and said goodnight?’

‘Pretty much.’

‘So that’s not it,’ said Leigh. ‘And?’

‘Well . . . We did kiss.’

‘Short kiss? Long kiss? Good kiss?’

Eliza grinned. ‘What do you reckon? You’ve seen that mouth.

But sensible me won out – friendzone only.’ It was a version of the truth. ‘Over to you, Leigh. Did you get caught?’

‘Well, when Will didn’t crumple at the sight of you leaving with Kit, I figured I may as well offer comfort for his non-existent trashed dreams. That’s not making sense, but you get what I mean.’

‘I think so. And?’

‘Clichéd romantic walk by the river. Very nice. He was almost like a normal bloke.’

‘No sonnets?’ said Frankie.

‘Not a single line. He said nice things about my eyes, though. And my lips.’

‘So are you an item?’ said Eliza.

‘Maaaybe. I’m kind of hoping so.’

Eliza’s food arrived, the plate piled high, and she pulled a face at it. ‘The Will Bardington of breakfasts – totally over-the-top full English.’

‘Whereas Kit would be a hash brown with scrambled eggs and the blackest of coffee,’ said Frankie. ‘Eliza, you’re holding something back. You kissed him, you say he’s lovely, but you friendzoned him. Why?’

‘Like I said last night, I’m waiting for Mr Right. I’m not giving it up for someone with the morals of a . . . I don’t know. I’m hungover. Whatever a person with no morals is called.’

‘Have to say, when I first met him I assumed he was gay,’ said Leigh.

‘He looks like a girl,’ said Frankie, ‘but he’s outrageously sexy. How is that possible?’

Eliza wished they’d stop. She was conflicted enough, without having to think about the whole embarrassing episode again. She was glad when her phone tinkled and a notification flashed up: a message from Harry.

‘It’s Dad,’ she said. ‘I’d better read this.’


DAD: Sweetheart – can we talk soonest? Trouble at mill. Might need to send you south.



She tapped out a reply.


ELIZA: Sure, Dad, FaceTime tonight? 7 p.m. OK? 9 a.m. your time, right?

DAD: Yep. Goodnight from the South Pacific xx



Eliza clicked on the camera icon, and Harry appeared. He was sitting on Janette’s deck sipping coffee, wearing sunglasses and a Panama hat, looking tanned and relaxed. The straight line of the horizon behind him bisected the deep blue of the Pacific and the cobalt blue of the sky.

‘Hello!’

‘Dad, you need to stop positioning your laptop like that. It’s not fair. Turn it round so there’s, like, a wall or something behind you.’

‘I thought you’d be interested to see where we are.’

‘Blue on blue. Sunny. Hot. I get it. Welcome to my shoebox.’

She lifted her MacBook, panning around the room.

‘My shoebox years were some of my happiest,’ said Harry. ‘Youth is wasted on the young. How’s things?’

‘Good! Got an A on that Shakespeare essay.’

‘Another one. Excellent.’

‘And you?’

‘Auckland this week. Should be in time to see England thrash the All Blacks. Or vice versa, probably. Then we head to Sydney.’

‘Not so bad then, Dad?’

‘Coping. How’s the social life? Not all work and no play, I hope?’

‘Been playing a bit, with my friends.’

‘Girlfriends or boyfriends?’

‘Both.’

‘Anyone special?’

‘Nope. Mr Right doesn’t exist, I’ve decided.’ She paused. ‘I had a kind of a date last night, but he’s definitely Mr Wrong.’

‘Sometimes a bit of wrong is just what you need, right?’ Harry winked.

‘Dad . . . ’ Eliza shook her head.

‘I’ve been speaking to Terri.’

‘Gah!’ Eliza raised her eyes heavenwards. ‘She told me to sort out Maria without running to you! God, you two.’ Harry and Terri had always been thick as thieves.

‘Terri’s my eyes – I need hers until you’re back at Rose. Look, Maria’s really putting the wind up the staff. I know you two want to take responsibility, but we’re still in transition and I need to be sure there’s a safe pair of hands. Maria’s are distinctly dangerous. She needs to understand any changes in strategy or personnel have to be run past you. And she must copy you in on each and every managerial email. This is non-negotiable.’

Eliza sighed. ‘I can try, but you know what she’s like with me.’

‘Go down for a weekend, talk it through, face to face. I know it’ll be difficult, but give it your best shot. If she won’t be told – well, we’ll have to bring in the board, and that could get messy.’

‘Urgh. I’ve got loads of coursework to get through. But yes, Rose must come first.’

‘Good. And then . . . how about flying down to Sydney at the start of your summer break?’

Eliza perked up at once. ‘Really? That’d be great!’

She’d been on Janette once before, on her maiden voyage around the Caribbean. The thought of spending time on the yacht again, in the sun with Harry and Clare, was most appealing.

‘I want you in that CEO position, the minute you finish next year. But I need to teach you . . . let’s say the finer points of corporate management.’

‘Oh, you mean a work trip. Well, I do want to talk to you more about expanding Rose’s production side too. Commissioning things.’

Kit’s face appeared in her mind. Go away, I’m trying to concentrate.

‘Thinking ahead. That’s good.’

‘Can you email me your dates?’

‘Will do.’

Harry sat back, putting his hands behind his head. ‘So, Lizzie. Saturday night. What are you up to?’

‘Seeing a movie with Mr Wrong.’

‘Excellent. What’s he like?’

‘Gorgeous. Probably bisexual. A stranger to fidelity. And totally the coolest person I know.’

‘Good grief.’

‘Gotta go, Dad. Love you.’ She blew kisses at the screen and ended the call.

As she changed into a summery dress and denim jacket, she thought about Kit. This wasn’t a date date, but even so . . . that kiss. It was going to be a challenge not to stare at those lips.




Chapter 5
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Eliza

As they left the cinema, Kit let rip with his critique. Eliza smiled as she listened to his stream of words which, as usual, were almost impossible to follow as he referenced obscure works, writers and directors.

‘Shall we get food?’ she interrupted. ‘I’m hungry.’

‘Food?’

‘It’s the stuff you eat.’

‘Must we?’

‘I’ll pay.’

They found a table at Browns and, while Kit was in critique mode, Eliza took the opportunity to pick his brains on their current assignment: To what extent was Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice influenced by Marlowe’s The Jew of Malta?

His insight was, as ever, remarkable.

‘How do you know all this stuff?’ she asked. ‘Seeing as you never attend lectures and don’t seem to do any actual work?’

He shrugged.

‘You got a scholarship, right?’ she said.

‘I shouldn’t be here. I was meant to go to Cambridge.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘My father . . . it doesn’t matter.’

It was as if his face had shut down. He sat back in his chair, looking around him at the other diners. ‘This place is boring.’

‘Where do you like to eat, then?’

‘I don’t, really.’

She laughed. ‘So you don’t eat, you were meant to go to Cambridge – what else? Tell me about your family. I don’t even know where you’re from.’

‘It’s complicated. And not very interesting.’

‘It is to me. Anyway, it can’t be as complicated as mine.’

‘Tell me about yours, then. You can leave out the dad part, we all know about him.’

‘You first.’

He went quiet, watching her over the rim of his beer glass. ‘OK. The parents travelled a lot for my father’s work, so I was sent away to school. No siblings. My mother died; I have a step-mother but . . . I don’t get on with my parents. We’re estranged.’

‘No! That’s terrible. Why?’

‘Said all I’m going to say.’

‘You don’t like your step-mother?’

‘Tell me about your complicated family.’

His expression told her not to push it. Poor Kit.

‘My mum died too. I was pretty young – four.’

‘Really? That sucks.’

‘I remember her, though. Images of her, some of the things we did together. How she always smelled lovely. Then Dad remarried, to Janette. She was his third wife, after Katie and Mum. She was sweet. She died just after having Eddie, my little brother – he’s at Eton. Then, a couple of years later, Dad got married again, to Caitlyn. She was a lot younger than him, a reality TV star. Caitlyn Howe – do you remember her?’

‘No.’

‘Oh, OK. Well . . . she died too.’

‘Jesus.’

‘Yeah. Most people know all this; I guess you’re not one for the tabloids?’

‘Nope.’

‘Caitlyn was very beautiful, and a lot younger than him. I think Dad had a kind of mid-life crisis moment with her. But she was nice; I really liked her. Dad kicked her out when she cheated on him with a pop star. He decided she’d only married him for his money. She . . . Well, like I said, she died too. It was very sad.’

‘How?’

‘Suicide.’

‘Shit.’ Kit picked up the salt cellar and started fiddling with it.

‘She was more fragile than anyone realized. I think there were drugs and a dodgy ex-boyfriend. To be honest, I don’t really know. Dad won’t talk about it. He won’t talk about my mum, either.’

‘How did your mum die?’

Eliza twizzled the stem of her wine glass, not meeting his eye. ‘Some sort of blood poisoning. Toxic shock.’

‘Toxic shock?’

Eliza looked up. He’d stopped fiddling with the salt cellar.

‘Yes. It was out of the blue. Then there was Clare, and she’s so lovely, perfect for Dad. They’re really happy together.’

‘So . . . five wives.’

‘Yes. And as you know, I also have a half-sister, Maria, from Dad’s first marriage.’

They were quiet for a while.

‘I think,’ Eliza said eventually, ‘I have a problem with men because of my dad.’

Where had that come from?

The thought that had been blundering about her brain all day, like some amorphous blob, had finally crystallised into a question: was her reluctance to get romantically involved something to do with her father possibly being complicit in her mother’s murder?

Possibly complicit. Who knew? She only had his word that it had been carried out without his knowledge. She trusted him, of course. And yet, by his own admission, there was a chance he ‘could have stopped it’.

‘I’m sorry I freaked last night. I don’t think it was the cider, actually.’

‘The hand of God, maybe,’ said Kit. ‘Telling you to keep the fuck away from me.’ He sat back in his chair, watching her.

Those eyes. What did you call that colour? Hazel? Amber? Gold?

‘I thought you were an atheist.’

‘That was meant to be ironic.’

‘Oh. Right. Sometimes you’re quite difficult to follow.’

‘You want another drink?’

‘Better stick with water.’ She took a sip. ‘But like I said, sorry about the reluctant virgin moment. We’re all good, as mates? Even though . . . ’ she felt herself invisible-blushing, ‘kissing you was nice.’

He held her gaze. ‘Eliza – it’s just sex, for me. It’s more than that for you.’

‘Haven’t you ever fallen in love?’

‘That perfect bliss? Romantic love is a ridiculous notion.’ Her eyes slid away from his, but with a will of their own travelled down to his lips. Oh god. Really, there was no part of that face that encouraged coherent thought.

‘You have a point. It’s kind of . . . logic doesn’t seem to be involved.’

‘Love’s just another name for desire,’ he said. ‘For connection, maybe. The need to not be on our own. It’s the worst of human frailties; turns people into morons.’

She thought of Harry. ‘It makes good
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