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            Prologue

          

          TWELVE YEARS AGO

        

      

    

    
      Lucas O’Rourke waited outside Headmaster Day’s office, unable to take his eyes off the thick oak door that barred his way into the great man’s chamber. He checked the stack of notes in his lap, colour-coordinated in order of importance. His fingers trembled as he did so and he shook his hand impatiently. Now was not a time for nerves. After all, the hard work truly lay in the years ahead, didn’t it? Just one more year of excelling at school and his path to success was ensured: the best university, the top degree and then the pick of jobs. All Lucas had to do was make certain his CV and academic record was the best it could be, a process that started with this meeting. The meeting due to start in… Lucas checked his watch with a huff. Two minutes! The most important meeting of his school career so far and the other main attendee had yet to show up!

      He looked around impatiently but the lobby of the ancient and fine institution that was Arundel College was empty and hushed. The thick-pile red carpet was pristine, the wooden-panelled walls gleaming with scented wax. Under the watchful stares of headmasters past, Lucas fretted. Where was she? His watch beeped a warning – one minute to go. Lucas checked his pockets for his pen and the spares, vexed by the way the costly wool blazer hung limply off his lean form. How Lucas wished his growth spurt would hurry up and make its presence known. He was seventeen, for crying out loud, surely it was time to grow into his feet? He ran his tongue along his teeth, ensuring they were clean and his breath fresh. If only his wilful mop of dark hair would agree to sit straight, he’d look damn near perfect. And perfection was very much needed; nothing could go wrong.

      The door from the main corridor opened and Lucas’s head whipped around so quickly he made himself dizzy.

      “You took your time,” he said, unable to withhold the irritation from his voice.

      “Would you just chill out? I’m here now.” Posy Edwins sauntered over to the waiting area, escorted as ever by her usual acolytes: Desdemona Carrington and Honor Pryce-Demille. Lucas wasn’t sure if the two girls had deliberately arranged themselves either side of Posy to permit a kind of symmetry, but one had been created, nonetheless. Where Posy was flowing limbs and long hair, her friends were shorter, overshadowed by the presence of their undeniably more luminous ringleader. Dee had tried to style her dark-blonde frizz the same way Posy had, but where Posy’s honeyed locks formed an effortless braid, Dee’s was a defiant stub that poked charmlessly out from the back of her head. Posy elegantly lowered herself into the chair beside Lucas, her ever-present camera hanging round her neck. “I’ll be all right girls. I’ll see you at lunch.”

      “And leave you alone with Helpboy?” Desdemona simpered.

      Lucas didn’t let his offence show. He’d heard the demeaning moniker enough times by now. Never mind that his mother was the head chef and his father head of security; they worked in service for the pupils and as such, they were still the help. As the only scholarship kid at Arundel College, he was easy fodder for all the gleefully unkind jokes.

      “Knock it off, Dee,” Posy said. Dee’s lower lip jutted in response to the admonition and Lucas was surprised. As one of the most popular girls in school, he’d just assumed that Posy would share in the derision with his nickname, but he was gratified to learn that she wasn’t. Posy went on. “You know how Mr Day feels about that word and Lucas is not worth getting a detention over.”

      Lucas rolled his eyes. Of course. The only thing Little Miss Popular cared about was detention, certainly not his feelings. “Not worth it?” he growled. “I was elected head boy, the same way you were elected head girl.”

      “Only because no one else went for the job,” Dee sniped, a victorious smile carved across her pale face.

      “Julian Willoughby did,” Lucas corrected her.

      “He missed the campaign Q&A because of the rugger match against Caister High and forfeited his chance!” Honor said. “So you actually ran unopposed.”

      “Julian didn’t do the Q&A because he snuck out at lunch to get hammered,” Lucas countered, unable to keep the frustration out of his voice. “Although the school put out some rubbish about a match to save face. You’re telling me Arundel couldn’t move a debate to accommodate the rugby captain and Sir Spencer Willoughby’s son?” He shrugged. “There was competition, just not anything I had to worry about in the end.”

      “Stop making excuses,” Posy laughed. “Like, you think if people had a choice between someone as good-looking as Julian and you, you’d still have won? You’re so square your sharp edges will cut someone.”

      “This isn’t a popularity contest,” Lucas said hotly. “It’s about doing something meaningful to enhance the school that also looks great on your CV.” Not that Posy Edwins had a CV, Lucas suspected.

      “A popularity contest is exactly what it is.” Honor dragged her attention away from her cuticles to look him up and down. “Or at least it used to be.”

      “Well, at least I have policies,” Lucas said. “Actual plans to improve the educational experience for the student body. Exam results could go up by⁠—”

      “Oh snore.” Posy practically threw herself to the floor in derision. “You really understand what teenagers want, don’t you? Policies.”

      “Yeah, nailed it,” Dee giggled unkindly.

      “I mean, where’s the creativity?” Posy cradled her camera in loving hands. “Not everyone wants to be like, a desk-jockey working for some boring, faceless corporation. Some of us dream of being the next Hamilton Lee or Marina Cano.”

      “Who?” Honor said. Lucas could only echo her confusion.

      “Oh my God, I talk about them all the time!” Posy tutted. “Like, the most famous wildlife photographers ever. The reason I collect National Geographic magazines? That print over my bed is a Cano.”

      Dee wrinkled her nose. “If you say so.”

      Posy was visibly riled. “Not every photoshoot has to be about fashion, Dee.”

      “They are way more fun though,” Honor chimed in with a hair flick. “My aunt is best friends with Annie Leibovitz. You should hear about the parties.”

      “Whatever.” Lucas felt like the conversation was drifting into a place beyond pointless. “What does all this have to do with the prefect roles?”

      Glowering at Dee, Posy then turned to Lucas. “The point that seems to keep escaping you is that teens our age want fun as well as a future.” Posy inspected her nails – flawlessly manicured, of course. “Like, we want parties, socialising, adventure. You’d have us all learning Latin on a Saturday night.”

      “At least Latin is useful.” Lucas’s cheeks burned. Yes, he was studious and sensible, but that was because he had a clear vision for his future. “See how far your advanced-level drinking qualifications get you in the professional world.”

      “She’s Posy Edwins!” Dee exclaimed. “She doesn’t need to worry about being a professional.”

      “Er?” Posy lifted her camera, a wounded expression flitting across her hazel eyes. “Dee? I’m going to do something with my art.”

      “Of course, Pose!” Dee blustered. “But you know, that’s like, a super hard career choice.”

      “What Dee means”—Honor elbowed Dee—”is that you have a safety net, that’s all. So why worry? Just enjoy life the way you’re meant to.”

      “Sure.” An unreadable emotion briefly flickered across Posy’s face but she tossed her thick braid over her shoulder and beamed. “But mark my words, I will make it. I have to.”

      “Definitely.” Dee nodded.

      Lucas turned away, unable to even look at the smug grins that blossomed across their privileged faces. Reluctantly, Lucas had to admit that Posy did seem to have an eye for photography. Arundel insisted that every candidate for the role of head boy or girl ran a quasi-serious political campaign. That meant in addition to trying to win over the student body with their manifesto, it also necessitated the creation of marketing materials in the form of posters and flyers. Students were encouraged to get creative. Lucas had struggled with this aspect but judging by Posy’s striking posters plastered all over the school, she’d very much risen to the occasion.

      “Ah, there you are.” Mr Ranulph Day’s emergence from his office startled the four of them and he acknowledged it with a quiet chuckle. Arundel’s headmaster was a lean man, his tall frame filling the entrance to his office. He’d been headmaster of the school for decades, ruling with a gentle authority that subdued even the unruliest of pupils.

      Lucas rose to his feet, his binders of meeting prep sticking to his clammy hands. He took a deep breath. Posy cooed goodbye to her friends and Lucas followed her into the hallowed space that served as the headmaster’s office. It was stiflingly warm, lined with bookshelves compacted with all manner of sporting trophies and framed pictures of prominent alumni. Lucas and Posy followed Mr Day to his desk, their feet making no sound on the plush burgundy carpet.

      “Congratulations you two.” Mr Day gestured at them to sit and rounded his desk to settle in his leather chair. “This is a great honour your fellow students have bestowed upon you. I’d like to congratulate you both on campaigns well run.” He turned to Posy. “I daresay your appointment was no surprise, given your siblings as well as your mother served in the head prefect role during their tenure with us.” He smiled. “Celia was quite the artist.”

      Posy’s knuckles tightened around the arms of her chair. “That’s right,” she said eventually. “It was certainly expected of me.”

      “I still remember the day I learned she was no longer with us,” Mr Day went on. “A real loss.”

      “It was a long time ago,” Posy muttered, and Lucas could see it was taking real effort for her to keep the polite smile affixed upon her face. He didn’t know what to say. He hadn’t realised Posy no longer had her mum. A mix of pity and sadness rose within him; for all his bullying woes and the pressure to perform, his parents were very much alive and well.

      Mr Day regarded Posy speculatively for a moment, then turned his attention to Lucas. “And you! Your parents must be very proud. I do believe you’re the first scholarship student to be head boy.”

      “Thanks.” Lucas swallowed, wishing his social status didn’t have to be mentioned. He held up his notes. “I have a lot of ideas as you can see. I’d really like to set up some Young Enterprise events, get guest speakers in.” He pulled out a chart he was particularly proud of. “I’ve estimated costs for a September event here. See, if we can get our local MP in we could—” He stopped as Mr Day lifted his hands in a plea.

      “There will be time for all this.” Mr Day blinked. “Miss Edwins, are you yawning?”

      “Sorry,” Posy said. “It’s just… I mean, Lucas presents some really promising ideas, but I was wondering where the socials come in?”

      “Socials?” Lucas reeled at his carefully thought-out plans being dismissed as ‘promising’. They were dead certs, more like!

      “Yeah, like, the parties. Fundraisers, charity events, fancy dress?” Posy turned her startling eyes on Lucas yet again. “My final year of school is not going to be dictated by, like, boring lectures on the joy of spreadsheets and the finer points of stamp-collecting.”

      “That’s not what I’m proposing.” Lucas wondered if Posy was being deliberately dense. Every single activity he was planning would enrich the entire student body’s experience and maximise their career potential. Give them an edge in job interviews and university applications. But then again, like most of the student body, Posy didn’t need to graft to get to live her best life. Her father was so wealthy he could probably buy her her own university to get a degree from. Posy’s likely fate was to walk straight into a marriage to a stuffy landowner and pop out a handful of entitled, improbably named little brats who would no doubt rule the roost at Arundel in twenty or so years’ time. In Lucas’s case, to achieve his goals, every step had to be planned and executed with no errors. Aware of Mr Day’s keen observation, Lucas fought to keep his voice steady. “For some of us, Posy, being a senior prefect can mean the difference between first or second choice of uni. We don’t all have your limitless options. Just one mistake, one missed opportunity can mean disaster.”

      “Seriously?” Posy rolled her eyes. “A prefect role, really? With your grades you’d walk into any uni, right? If you manage not to bore them to tears with your personal statement, that is.”

      “Now, now, Posy. Lucas has a point,” Mr Day said. “Albeit a rather a fatalistic one. Being elected head boy or girl of a school like this really is an achievement. A sign that you have the brightest of bright futures ahead, with a little diligence and perseverance, I might add. But this appointment looks excellent on your CV and proves to employers you’re the cream of the crop.” He rubbed his chin and turned to Lucas. “I’m certainly glad you’re taking it seriously Lucas, but please believe me when I say so long as you work hard and make the most of your time in the role you will reap the benefits. Have some fun with it! Not everything in life can be planned to the tiniest detail. Employers also value flexibility and quick-thinking, rolling with the punches. Life can change so quickly, after all.”

      Easy for him to say, Lucas thought. Lucas had a mountain of competitors for the university place of his dreams. Competitors with private tutors and bottomless bank accounts. Have fun? If Lucas didn’t map out every aspect of his education and career, he’d be sunk. Guaranteed. Even the thought of ‘rolling with the punches’ was bringing him out in a sweat.

      Mr Day placed his fingertips together and flexed them in contemplation. “The two of you have to make this work. There may need to be compromise. After all, both prefects need to be in complete agreement for every single initiative.”

      Lucas’s head drooped. “Every single one?” There was not a chance Posy would agree to his career workshops or his skills seminars. Well, not unless he ordered in a truck-full of Smirnoff Ices to accompany them.

      Posy snorted. “Sorry, spreadsheet-boy.”

      “Mr Day!” Lucas clutched his notes tightly. Posy Edwins could not thwart his plans. Inviting their MP in was just the beginning of what promised to be fruitful networking, all of which would also conveniently serve Lucas’s university applications and beyond. “Please! I made these plans to benefit everyone.”

      “I know. Your focus is on professional development, and I appreciate that. Just as I understand that Posy’s campaign focused heavily on friendships and making memories,” Mr Day replied gently.

      “If that’s what you want to call it,” Lucas muttered. True, Posy’s campaign posters had looked exactly like something out of a fashion magazine, but they had also been pictures of her friends heavily made-up and pouting wistfully in and around Arundel’s admittedly stunning grounds. They didn’t speak to the academic prowess or the impressive heritage of the place.

      “So there has to be a way to combine the two priorities,” Mr Day said. “Let’s mix things up a little. Who knows? Perhaps you’ll both learn something from this? Maybe we’ll see a new friendship develop here.”

      As one, Posy and Lucas’s heads swivelled to regard Mr Day with identical scepticism.

      “Mr Day, I can assure you that mine and Lucas’s relationship will be professional only.” Posy’s sweet smile barely concealed the revulsion beneath it. “Besides, I doubt he has the emotional capacity to befriend anything besides Excel formulas and bar charts.”

      “I will certainly do my best to work with what I’ve got.” Lucas ground his teeth so hard it made his head hurt. How on earth was he going to get anything meaningful achieved with such a vapid partner?

      “What does that mean?” Posy snapped.

      Lucas couldn’t resist. “It means the only thing I’ve seen you enthusiastic about besides your precious camera is lip gloss and party invites.”

      “Oh, so you know what a party invite looks like then?” Posy smoothed back a shiny strand of hair. “Because I’ve never seen you at one.”

      “Settle down please,” Mr Day harrumphed. “My, my. I think it’s safe to say Mrs Day won’t need to buy a new hat.” Lucas and Posy exchanged slow glances. What was the old man on about? The headmaster clocked their consternation and chuckled. “Oh, of course, you probably don’t know about the Prefect Marriage bylaw.” Lucas and Posy shook their heads. “It’s a rather lovely throwback to the early days of this fine institution when it was split into a boys’ school and a girls’ school. It was decreed that if ever a head boy and head girl who served in the same year got married, the school would pay for their wedding. Honeymoon too, if I recall correctly.” Mr Day rose stiffly and moved to the window of his office, his lined face softening as he took in the immaculate, sun-drenched grounds. “In those days it was all about uniting powerful families and ensuring the school could reap the benefits in generous alumni donations.”

      Lucas didn’t even need to look at Posy’s face to know she was experiencing the same reaction as him; he could hear the faint gagging sounds from where he sat.

      “How quaint,” he remarked eventually in a strangled voice.

      “Absolutely.” Mr Day looked over his shoulder at the pair of them with an apologetic smile. “But I don’t think that’s something we need to worry about with you two, is it?”
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          PRESENT DAY

        

      

    

    
      Posy’s alarm blared obnoxiously from where her phone lay under her bed.

      “Fuuuccckkk,” she breathed as loudly as her hangover would allow her. Eyes still closed, she swiped an arm frantically, cursing again as her wrist slammed painfully into her bedside table.

      “Posy!” her father’s voice bellowed from downstairs.

      “Just a minute!” Silencing her phone, Posy rolled onto her back and clutched her throbbing wrist. Ruing the multiple absinthe cocktails of the night before, she slid out of her sumptuous emperor-size bed, lowering her brightly manicured feet onto the plush rug. Padding over to the powder-pink dressing table, she rifled through the drawers, certain there were painkillers in one of them. As she fumbled, she knocked over several perfume bottles and the resulting clatter made her grip her head in agony. “Shitshitshit!” Then she caught a glimpse of her reflection and groaned. Her hair resembled a straw bush and there was mascara smeared all down her face. Plus, it felt like something had crawled into her mouth and died a violent, stinky death. With a belch, Posy wondered if it was time to accept that the party days of her early twenties where she could drink her own bodyweight in booze and emerge unscathed were rapidly diminishing. She sagged against the dressing table to fight a wave of nausea.

      From the silken pile of her bedsheets, Henry’s muscular arm emerged to pull the bedcover off his face.

      “Babe. So much noise,” he growled.

      “Sorry darling,” she hissed, resuming her interrogation of the drawers. “Where are they?” She shuffled into the en suite, skidding on sudsy water left over from her and Henry’s sensual 3am shower. Despite the raging calamity of her hangover, Posy couldn’t stop the smile that took over her face at the memory of Henry’s trick with the showerhead. Opening the cabinet, she sighed with relief at the sight of a packet of Anadin and knocked a couple of tablets back with tap water cupped in her hand.

      Henry appeared in the doorway behind her, stark naked bar his Rolex. “Your dad likes to shout in the morning.”

      Posy grabbed his wrist to check the time and grimaced. “It’s lunchtime. That’ll be why he’s shouting.”

      “Last night was insane.” Henry raked a tanned hand through his thick crop of wheat-blond hair. “Is Tara awake? I haven’t heard the jaws of hell creaking open yet.” When Posy elbowed him defensively, he shook his head. “Just kidding!”

      “Yeah, yeah. I’ll go and check on her.” Posy’s best friend had taken the spare room next to Posy’s. “And go easy on Tar – the divorce almost finished her off.”

      “I was joking.” Henry lifted his hands in innocence. “She was the one giving me the third-, fourth- and fifth-degree last night.”

      “That’s my Tar.” Posy had known Tara Sastri her entire life. Their mothers had been best friends, raising their families on the same street. Tara hadn’t attended Arundel however; her super-traditional, super-rich grandparents had insisted on Swiss boarding school, much to a young Posy’s dismay.

      “How about you check on her then? I need to wash and head out.” Henry leaned past her to grab a towel off the rail and Posy resisted running her tongue down his rock-hard abs, knowing she’d have to drag him back to bed if she did. She had to make do with merely revelling in his woody, salty scent. But then his words hit.

      “You’re not staying for brunch?” Posy jutted out her bottom lip. “You could finally meet everyone.” She’d been dating Henry for four months now and although she was happy with taking things slow, her family had begun to question whether her boyfriend actually existed.

      “The mood your dad is in?” Henry said. “Not likely. I’ll creep out the back door when you go down. Next time, promise.” He tapped her bottom to usher her out. “You’d best get Tara up, hey?”

      “Fine.” Wrapping a tropical kaftan around her body, Posy trudged to the room next to hers and tapped on the door. “Tar? You awake?”

      A faint whimper was emitted from behind the door and Posy took that as her cue to walk in. Amongst the mass of bedding she could see an unruly wedge of dark hair, crimson lipstick smeared across the white pillows.

      “Rise and shine!” Posy bounced onto the bed next to her friend. She instantly regretted it as her head spun.

      “Ugh.” Tara dragged her scarlet nails through her hair and licked her lips. “Why do I let you take me on these nights out?”

      “Oh, you loved it,” Posy said. “How are you doing? I feel like my blood is ninety per cent absinthe at the moment.”

      “I’m too old for this—” Tara froze, eyes snapping to her Cartier watch. “Is that the time? Is that really the time? Fuck! Ben’s dropping the kids off in three hours!”

      “Ah, you’ll be fine.” Posy hiccupped then flinched at the smell. “Let’s do breakfast and you’ll be right as rain.”

      “POSY!” Her father’s holler echoed around the house and Tara’s bloodshot eyes widened.

      “Yeah right, there’s no way I’m breaking bread with your dad right now.” Tara inelegantly rolled off the bed, wincing as her feet thudded against the floor. “Besides, you need to bring up the photography festival with him. Isn’t the admission deadline soon?”

      “Oh don’t.” Posy sagged against the headboard. “I’m too hungover for that.”

      “Well, you do need your dad’s money for it.” Tara found her bag and pulled out some gum. “Don’t you dare waste this opportunity because you were too busy partying.”

      “I know, I’ll ask him for the money today.” Posy had blasted through her allowance quickly this month. “I’m so excited about this thing though, Tar. It could be the best thing to ever happen to me.”

      “As you should be.” Tara chewed loudly. “You’re, like, the best photographer ever. Jesper pays for everything, doesn’t he? I’m sure he’ll help with something as important as this.”

      “I’m sure he will.” Posy flapped a hand confidently. Her pops always invested in her.

      “Henry still here?”

      “Yeah, he’s going to try and sneak out though, I think.”

      “Don’t blame him,” Tara muttered as she cast her eyes about for her shoes.

      Posy studied her friend’s face closely. “So, what do you think of Henry?” she asked. Last night had been Tara and Henry’s first meeting, totally impromptu on Posy’s part, but it seemed like the only way to get Henry to meet the people that mattered to her was to spring it on him. He was always so busy.

      “I didn’t get much chance to speak to him.” Tara’s voice was muffled as she looked under the bed. “Kinda loud in that last place.”

      “He’s hot though, right?”

      “Oh, yeah. He’s got that whole Adonis thing really working out for him,” Tara said. “Where’s my other shoe?”

      Posy noticed Tara was avoiding her gaze. “You like him though, right?”

      “Sure, he seems fine. Aha!” Tara emerged with a battered Weitzman pump.

      “Just… fine?”

      “Yes. Fine.” Tara jammed her foot into the shoe and reached for her bag. “Darling, we can do a full debrief when next we meet but I have to get the fuck out of here and sober up before Ben returns the kids.”

      “Okay.” Posy knew when to give up. Tara’s relationship with her ex was finally almost becoming amicable and taking receipt of her kids whilst stinking of booze would not help matters. “Brunch soon?”

      “Absolutely,” Tara replied, her mobile already at her ear. “Hi, can I get a cab? Ten minutes, yeah, okay, if that’s the best you can do. 15 Clifton Mews.” She hung up and belched wetly. “Christ.”

      “Come on, at least grab a coffee,” Posy said encouragingly. “Get home and shower. By the time Ben drops the kids off, you’ll be fine.” With a reluctant nod, Tara allowed Posy to lead her out. At the same time Henry emerged from Posy’s room, his blond mane darkened from the shower.

      “I’m going to nip off.” He indicated the rear stairway that led directly out to the back garden. “Sounds like the gang are all in the kitchen so they won’t see me.”

      “Are you sure you want to sneak out?” Posy pleaded. Henry and Tara would serve as armour against the audible wrath of her father. “I know Pops sounds annoyed but seriously, he’ll be delighted to finally meet you.”

      “I really have to go,” Henry said tightly. “Need to head back down to Norfolk, see my folks.”

      “One of these days you’ll have to take me with you,” Posy grumbled as Henry leaned in for a farewell kiss. His family home sounded sublime, even if his elderly parents were still in residence. As much as she loved the luxurious flat he kept for work in nearby Leeds, with its minimal and masculine design, the Norfolk property was apparently the last word in taste. He was frequently back and forth between the two locations and it wasn’t uncommon for him to be away for well over a week or two at a time.

      “Perhaps,” Henry murmured into her mouth. He cupped her face and stared deeply into her eyes. Posy’s breath quickened. There was very little Henry needed to do to make her body react this way.

      “Well, bye then,” Tara said bluntly, shouldering her way past.

      “Oh, right.” Posy stepped back from Henry. The last thing poor divorced Tara needed to see was Posy swooning all over her hot boyfriend.

      “I’ll call you!” Henry whispered and he darted off down the back stairs.

      “You’d better!” Posy then turned to Tara. “Come on. Let’s face the music.” She dragged a stumbling Tara down the sweeping staircase of Edwins Manor, through the softly lit entrance hall and into the grand kitchen that was the heart of the house. “Do you really need to shout, Pops?” Posy greeted her father moments later. Jesper Edwins was a large man, his ashy hair cropped close to his head. There was no sign of his usual jocular demeanour; he was visibly brooding at the table, thick fingers wrapped around a steaming mug of tea.

      “I shouldn’t have to wake you up by any measure.” He watched as Posy wandered over to where the full and fragrant cafetière sat on the counter. “You’re a grown woman, for crying out loud.” His eyes moved to a sheepish Tara. “Tara,” he greeted her.

      “Morning, Mr Edwins,” Tara mumbled.

      “It’s actually closer to lunchtime.” Ines Edwins joined her husband at the table with a glint in her eye. “Big night, was it?” She shook back her dark waves and tried to catch Posy’s eye.

      “Try a big weekend,” Posy yawned, reaching for mugs.

      “You’re almost thirty years old yet still acting like a hedonistic teenager,” Jesper said, ignoring the pleading glance from his wife. “Tara, I expected better from you.”

      “Sorry Mr Edwins.” Tara looked as if she might burst into tears.

      “Posy, I last saw you two days ago when you said you were popping round to Tara’s for lunch,” Jesper went on, his face reddening. “After that, I hear nothing from you for hours, only to see from Tara’s Instagram that you were up in Leeds at one point?”

      “Ah, you follow me? Thanks Mr Edwins!” Tara beamed, only to shrink back when Jesper shot her a frustrated stare.

      “Actually, I was trying to work out what kind of damage Hurricane Posy had caused whilst she was away!” he snapped. Posy sighed. How she hated that nickname! It had been in place for as long as she could remember and deployed with glee by the entire Edwins family whenever Posy made even the smallest error.

      “Sorry Pops, time kind of ran away with us,” Posy said. “See, it was Tara’s first weekend without the kids, so I dragged her out for the day but then Henry had a client party that we ended up crashing.” Posy handed Tara a mug of strong coffee.

      “It was pretty epic,” Tara agreed. “That terrace! Dreamy as⁠—”

      “You live under my roof,” Jesper interrupted as Posy blithely sipped her own coffee. “You cannot go AWOL like that.”

      “I’m not a child.” Posy shuffled to the fridge. “Anything in here for brekkie?”

      “I can make you something?” Ines started to rise from her seat. “Omelette? Porridge?”

      “Nah,” Posy said. Ines’s eagerness to please always grated more when Posy was hungover. Ines nodded wordlessly and dropped back down.

      “Goddammit Posy!” Jesper slammed his mug on the table, slopping tea all over it and Posy froze, one hand on the fridge door.

      “Actually.” Tara cleared her throat. “I think I hear my cab outside so I’m just gonna…” She gingerly placed her coffee on the counter and backed out, arms raised as if placating a grumpy bear.

      “Call me!” Posy yelled to Tara’s retreating back. Tara flicked a hasty wave before diving gratefully out of the front door. “Happy now, Pops?” Posy said once her friend had left. “Tara’s having such a terrible time and all you can do is make her feel unwelcome. She’s my oldest friend.”

      “Well, the pair of you need to grow up.” Jesper angrily swiped at his spilt tea with a dish towel.

      “Jesper, please.” Ines placed a heavily ringed hand atop his. “Let’s just remain mellow and⁠—”

      “Life is for living,” Posy spoke over Ines’s platitudes with an eye roll. “It doesn’t stop because you have kids. That’s all I’m doing. I have better things to do than wake to meet the dawn chorus.”

      “I’d be happy for you to wake before noon,” Jesper snarled. “But really, it is time to settle down. You’re getting to that age.”

      “What age?” Posy pulled a pack of bacon from the fridge. “And what do you mean by settle down? You mean, marry?” Posy baulked. Henry was great for sure. After locking eyes with him across the VIP room of Leeds’ hottest cocktail bar, the attraction had been instantaneous. But as they’d not been together long they definitely weren’t at the ‘meet the parents stage’ yet. And as for marriage? Far too soon to even think about it, and Posy was fairly sure Henry would agree.

      “Not marriage, per se,” Jesper said. “I was thinking more career. A vocation. But if you chose to marry, I’d be happy for that to happen too.”

      “Pops, I am in no way desperate to get married, unlike⁠—”

      “I’d be careful how you finish that sentence,” a cool voice interrupted her. Posy sighed.

      “Hi Flo,” she said through gritted teeth. Her sister Florence stood in the doorway, perfection in a floral tea-dress and white plimsolls. Her glossy chestnut hair was waved without a strand out of place and in her delicate hands she clutched an overstuffed binder decorated in white lace and flowers.

      “Heavy night, was it? I saw Tara pouring herself into a cab.” Flo sashayed over to her father and kissed the top of his head. She then gave Ines a long, loving squeeze before plopping down next to Jesper. “Daddy, I have to go over the catering budget with you. Soren insists that the only suitable meat amuse bouche is actually Iberico instead of duck but that does add an extra squeeze on the amount we finalised last week.” Flo batted her large emerald eyes at her father, who simply waved a hand.

      “Darling, it’s your day. If Iberico is what that extortionate wedding planner is telling you to want, then Iberico you shall have.” Jesper Edwins had never been one to worry about the small details. Owning hefty amounts of real estate in England and Scandinavia afforded a certain comfort that his children had got more than a little used to.

      “Oh, thank you, Daddy!” Flo bestowed another kiss on him and glared at Posy. “Now then, Hurricane. Have you even looked at the latest bridesmaid dress samples yet? Honestly you’re being so fussy.”

      “Oh.” Posy stopped halfway through ripping open the bacon packet with her teeth. “I kinda wanted to have another squiz at them, Flo. To check.” She spat out a scrap of plastic and kicked herself mentally for not having got back to her sister on the dresses. Despite being the picture of elegance herself, Florence had awful taste in bridesmaid dresses from what Posy had seen so far. Every single dress review had ended in a massive fight between the sisters, and Posy was in no mood to repeat that, especially not today.

      “Well, are any of them speaking to you at all?” Florence persisted, flopping down opposite their father. “The pastel tulle? Or perhaps the Liberty print midi?”

      “Um, the first one,” Posy said gratefully as she threw rashers into a pan. “Really, um, fairy-tale.”

      “There IS no tulle option!” Florence shrieked. “That was a test! I knew you hadn’t bothered to look at the email. God’s sake Posy, this is my WEDDING.”

      “The other one then,” Posy hurriedly said.

      “The midi?” Florence positively frothed. “Do you really THINK I would have my bridesmaids wear midi-length dresses? What do you think this is, afternoon tea with minor royalty?”

      “No, er…” Posy was barely able to concentrate due to the delicious smell of bacon. “I just think… I just think you have, like, a super specific vision for this wedding. You have such an eye.” Florence huffed, but Posy sensed a softening and pressed on. “Tell you what, I’ll eat my sandwich and go and have a look after that. All right?”

      “Fine.” Florence sighed. “I need Hettie to order the fabric by the end of the week so please, let me know ASAP.” She glanced at her watch and squealed. “Crumbs! I must get to the florist’s within the hour. Daddy, could I borrow the Merc?” She fluttered her eyelashes at her father who nodded indulgently. “Thank you! Ines, fancy coming to look at the flowers with me?”

      Ines clapped her hands gleefully. “Do I ever! Give me a moment to get ready.” She hurried to the sink to rinse her mug. Posy dutifully kept her eyes on her bacon, but she was aware of Ines hovering, hoping to catch Posy’s attention. She thought her stepmother might say something, but Ines seemed to think twice and rushed off with Florence.

      Groaning with relief, Posy stuffed greasy bacon into soft bread and took a ravenous bite. “Thank God.” She sighed. “Flo gives me such a headache.”

      “Are you sure that’s not the gallons of champagne you no doubt inhaled last night?” Jesper remarked.

      “As if.” Posy chewed with relish. “It was absinthe, actually.”

      “Anyway, at least your sister has direction,” Jesper said. “A life plan.”

      “What, marrying Inigo Fitzpatrick?” Posy snorted. “The man has about as much personality as a soggy ham.”

      “Be that as it may,” Jesper admitted with a hint of a smile, “Florrie has chosen him. They make each other happy.”

      “Well, hurrah for them,” Posy said, with an insouciant shoulder.

      “I merely want the same for you,” Jesper said.

      “What, marriage to a ham?” Posy curled her lip.

      “Lord no,” Jesper replied, obviously certain his daughter’s fate was far removed from that.

      “You know I have a boyfriend, right?” Posy said. “He’s great. Can’t you just wait and see how that goes?”

      “I will when you see fit to introduce him to Ines and me,” Jesper said.

      Posy bridled. She could have done just that if Henry hadn’t snuck out the back door. At least Jesper would have backed off a bit. “Why should my boyfriend meet Ines?” Posy’s lower lip jutted in petulance. “She’s not my mother. Why does she get to weigh in on this?”

      “Right, she’s not your mother,” Jesper echoed, “but she loves you. She’s also my wife and has been for a long time now. I trust her on every personal matter. So, until she and I meet this boyfriend, I’ll keep on believing he’s yet another flash in the pan flirtation. Darling, I simply want you to have purpose.”

      “I have purpose,” she grumbled.

      “Beg to differ. You don’t have a career.” He lifted a thick finger to enunciate. “You don’t even have your own income at the moment, not since you quit that restaurant hostess job before Christmas. You don’t volunteer for charities, local or otherwise. If you’re not partying, you’re hungover at home or halfway around the world with that camera of yours.”

      “And what’s wrong with that?” Posy demanded. “My photography means everything to me.”

      Jesper growled. “That may be the case but you’re fast approaching your thirtieth birthday with no career and no real prospects for the future. I mean, is this boyfriend a potential husband or just another person to party with?”

      “What is the obsession with me marrying?” Posy cried.

      “I don’t have an obsession with you marrying,” Jesper sighed, “but your mother and I were long married by your age and people might think⁠—”

      “Oh, the horror!” Posy feigned a swoon. “How on earth will you hold your head up at the club when it emerges your youngest daughter is a spinster?” She threw herself back dramatically. “For shame!”

      “It’s not about me,” Jesper said, shifting uncomfortably, although Posy would wager it definitely was about him a little bit. “I don’t want you to wake up in ten years’ time wishing you’d done something meaningful with your life. Whether that meaning is a career, kids, education… you know what I mean.”

      “I know.” Posy paused, regarding her father’s craggy face and wished she wasn’t so hungover. She took a deep breath. If her pops wanted purpose, well, she’d show him purpose. “Actually, now you mention it,” she said, pushing her plate away. “There is something I want to discuss.”

      “Oh?” Jesper leaned forward.

      Posy inwardly cursed the timing. He was not in the best mood but, as Tara had pointed out, the festival’s deadline for confirming attendance was very soon. “I’ve had an interesting offer,” she began. “There’s this festival that wants to show my art.”

      “Art?” Jesper looked blank. “You mean your photos? I thought you just used that camera for selfies.”

      “Selfies!” Posy repeated with a laugh. “You think I use a £1500 camera with Zeiss lenses for selfies?” Her father’s distanced expression made it evident he’d thought precisely that, and Posy tried not to let her hurt show. “My specialty is documenting landscapes and nature.” She pulled out her phone and scrolled through her pictures. “Some portraiture but what I really love is documenting the outdoors. See, here are some shots from the mountains in Mallorca… and here, see? Peruvian jungle? God, that snake bite stung like a bitch.”

      “Delightful.” Jesper nodded tightly. “A lovely hobby.”

      “Listen Pops, it could be a career!” Posy said. “Look at all the comments on my Insta account. People want to buy prints of my pictures!”

      “Right.” Jesper’s lips thinned. “So then what does this have to do with me?”

      “About this festival,” Posy said. “It’s the International Photography Achievement Festival. All the top editorial bods and world-famous photojournalists and enthusiasts attend to discuss art, trends, technology. People sell their art or their services… It’s like this super-cool celebration of photography and art!” Jesper seemed unmoved so Posy ploughed on. “They have a whole forum dedicated to up-and-coming talent and this year they’ve selected me as one to watch! I’ll sit on some discussion panels as well as have an entire Q&A dedicated to my development as an artist. I can sell my work at the fair; they’d advertise my presence on their website… It’d be an amazing opportunity for me.”

      “And…?”

      She licked her lips. “It’s in Hawaii.”

      A resigned expression settled across Jesper’s face.

      “They confirmed my place but I’m kind of between cash injections right now.” Posy’s quip didn’t land with Jesper, so she quickly carried on. “I only need the airfare, not accommodation. They’ll put me up somewhere, so I won’t need a hotel but it’s Hawaii peak season so⁠—”

      “So, you’d need an advance on your allowance to pay for the flights?” Jesper said with a sigh.

      “Yes!” Posy said. “Thank you Pops, that’s exactly what I need. It’s super expensive even if I travel economy class.” She thought about doing a comedic shudder but decided against it given her father’s stony repose. “Thing is, I spent my reserves on printing some works to display when I’m out there, so I’ll need some spends on top of my plane ticket.”

      “You mean you don’t have anything left?” Jesper’s resolve gave way to disbelief. “No savings at all?”

      Posy shook her head. “No.” She’d tried to squirrel away bits of money here and there. But there was always a new adventure draining her best efforts or a new camera lens she wanted to test.

      “Oh, Hurricane.” Jesper looked away, his face tight.

      Posy gulped, an unfamiliar feeling taking hold. Was he about to say no? Her dad never denied her anything. She’d travelled, partied and learned on his dime since a young age and if ever the well ran dry she’d always been able to run to him with open hands. But her new credit card hadn’t arrived – weirdly – and it was over a month before the next allowance payment hit her account. “Pops, what’s wrong?”

      “I’m sorry darling, but how different is this festival to the Cordon Bleu course you took?” Jesper said. “Or the calligraphy camp? The yoga retreat last summer?” He stared into his hands guiltily. “I paid for all of those – outside of your allowance – thinking that these would lead to a career for you. Yet all I have is a shed full of unused pans and yoga equipment, not to mention gallons of ink, and you still have no job. How is this any different?”

      “But I was always doing the photography in the background, developing my skills.” It was dawning on Posy that for the first time in her life, her father might not help her. “That other stuff was like, experimentation. I just fancied learning some new things. But did you not see my pictures? I’m good at this! You do know some of the times that I’m out all night I’m not partying, I’m doing night shoots, see?” She frantically scrolled through her Instagram feed. “This is Harper’s Meadow at midnight and⁠—”

      “Posy!” Jesper interrupted loudly. She dropped the phone with a clatter. “I’m still not seeing how this is any different to the last fad.”

      Posy couldn’t believe it. Her pops had always been supportive and generous with her. Yes, there had always been the odd remark about ‘getting a real job’ or ‘when are you going to pay me back for all this?’ but said with a loving smile and a wink. She could only conclude that now his middle child was planning her wedding, it had him focusing on Posy, his youngest. “Guide’s honour, it is totally different!”

      “You got kicked out of the Girl Guides,” Jesper recalled.

      “That was a misunderstanding,” Posy muttered.

      “You scaled the roof of the Scout’s Hut and refused to come down until they admitted girls,” Jesper said.

      “Actually, they were required to admit girls, but their leader refused,” Posy said defensively. “They were going quad biking and rock climbing instead of the mumsy crap Brown Owl was making us girls do.”

      “You didn’t have to throw all the sewing kits in the quarry though,” Jesper said, almost managing to hide his mirth at that. “You could have raised a legitimate complaint instead of going full Hurricane on them.”

      Posy ignored the blasted nickname. “Seriously Pops. This art festival is super important.”

      “I don’t believe you are though.” Jesper turned grave again. “Serious, that is.”

      “What’s the problem?” Posy said. “It’s just a few grand for the airfare and a little petty cash for incidentals after all.”

      “Just?!” Her father shook his head. “That’s what I mean, Posy, I don’t think you understand money. How hard it is to come by for so many people and what it means to earn it all yourself. That’s my fault though, I suppose.”

      “Pops… of course I understand money.” Posy had never had to beg for something before and didn’t know what else to say. “And once I’m a top photographer I’ll have my own income, and you won’t need to worry about me or pay my way ever again. How can I show you I mean business?”

      “She could always attend the big reunion for inspiration,” Sebastien Edwins drawled, clomping into the kitchen with his chunky boots, plump toddler on hip. “Hi Posy. Hi Dad.” He handed his son Max over to Jesper whose face lit up with grandfatherly love.

      “Didn’t know you were coming over today!” Jesper said in delight. “And what reunion?”

      “Arundel College. The big fundraiser event thingy.” Seb dashed his golden curls from away from his eyes as he helped himself to coffee. “I’d go but Angharad and I will be away. Can I drop off the revenue sheets for the last quarter tonight?”

      “Yes please,” Jesper replied. “And as for the reunion, Posy, that’s not a bad idea.” A grin spread slowly across his face. “Reconnecting with old friends, getting some inspiration, maybe even a job offer… Arundel alumni are terribly well connected.”

      “I don’t think so.” Posy scraped back her chair with a yawn. Arundel was ancient history. She had tried her best to keep in touch with her crew since graduation but one by one they’d married off or emigrated or had dynamic careers that didn’t leave time for someone like Posy. She could take a hint. “I’m off back to bed.”

      “Posy, it’s lunchtime!” Seb said with a chuckle.

      “And?”

      “Posy.” Jesper stood, hefting a gurgling Max to his other hip. “I need you to start taking things a little more seriously. Less of the frivolity. Make some actual, fruitful decisions. And that begins with the Arundel reunion. The whole point of sending you to a school like that was to set you up for life. Do some networking or something. For Christ’s sake, do something beyond partying and I’ll consider donating to your latest enterprise.”

      “But…” Posy gaped.

      “I mean it,” said Jesper. “Sort yourself out, starting with attending this reunion. Until then, consider yourself cut off. No money, no credit cards, nothing.” And with a pained nod, he carried Max out of the kitchen, leaving Posy open-mouthed.

      “What have you done now?” Seb stared at her in fascination.

      “Sod off, Seb!” Posy snapped. “What’s it like up there on Pop’s pedestal?”

      “Oh Posy,” Seb chuckled.

      “No, seriously, well done you.” Posy couldn’t stop the sarcasm flowing. “You’re running Pops’s empire, married to your childhood sweetheart. I haven’t even met Henry’s parents and I’m reduced to scraping pennies from under the couch.”

      “My life is far from simple, Posy,” Seb said with a gentle smile. “For one thing, Pops has tasked me with organising the new investment funds he wants to set up. Our current wealth manager hasn’t been doing so well.”

      “Yawn,” Posy said automatically.

      “Seriously,” Seb went on. “I have no idea about this sort of thing. Managing property and tenants? Fine. But wealth management? I’m freaking out. That’s Dad’s thing normally.”

      “So why doesn’t Pops do it?” Posy said.

      “Because he wants to test me. He’s not getting any younger, Posy. He wants to take more of a background role with his businesses and for me to step up starting in the autumn. Don’t suppose your boyfriend could help?”

      “He’s in insurance, not wealth,” Posy said.

      “But he must have contacts in this line of work,” Seb said. “I know I could ask a few of Dad’s friends but they’re like sharks smelling blood with me. They know this isn’t my area. What if they take advantage?”

      “You need someone you can trust,” Posy said and Seb nodded miserably. She racked her brain, surprised that in her wide circle of friends she didn’t know anyone in the relevant line of work. “I’ll have a think.”

      “Nah, you’ll forget all about it,” he joked. “If it isn’t a camera lens or a fabulous party it doesn’t stand a chance.”

      “Well, not all of us can be the Golden Boy.” Posy stuck out her tongue.

      “Oi!” He ambled over to her and ruffled her hair. “If you want people to take you seriously and stop calling you Hurricane then you have to settle. Make a plan, stick to it.”

      “I have a plan!” Posy leapt up, aggrieved. “I just laid it all out for him, but Pops won’t help me with it!”

      “Seems to me that he won’t until he sees you really commit to something. You just have to make Dad see you’re capable of that.”

      “But I have no savings, Seb!” Posy grumbled. “And he cut me off – you heard!”

      “So be resourceful, sis,” Seb laughed, elbowing her. “Sell some of your shoes or something. You can do it.” Just then, Max started wailing from the other room.

      “Sebastien!” Jesper’s voice was filled with the panic only a very dirty nappy could inspire.

      “Coming, Dad!” Seb looked back at Posy, blue eyes softening. “You can do it, kid.” He dropped a kiss on her head and strode out, leaving Posy to wonder what the hell she could do to score a free flight to Hawaii in just a couple of short months.
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      Lucas stared down at the surface of his immaculately arranged chrome and glass desk. Specifically, he stared at the sizeable diamond ring currently resting atop his leather diary, mocking him with its glittering perfection and costly symmetry. He slowly lifted his head to meet the eyes of the woman who had placed it there.

      Sally stood before him, elegant as ever in her Alexander McQueen suit, auburn hair glossed and waved to perfection. But her beautifully shrewd dark eyes were red-rimmed, rosebud lips downturned and trembling.

      “You didn’t need to return it,” Lucas said dully. “I told you to keep it.”

      “And I told you I need a clean break.” Sally tightened her hands around the handle of her tote. “Completely clean. So I have to give this back to you.”

      Lucas wondered what on earth he was to do with a 2ct emerald-cut diamond ring. One he’d specially requested have a secret ruby hidden under the bridge because his ex-future-mother-in-law’s name was Ruby and had died just weeks before he popped the question. It had seemed so romantic at the time. “I’m sorry,” he said eventually.

      “I tried.” Sally’s voice was barely a whisper. “I really tried.”

      Lucas found it hard to form words. Every inch of his being was reminding him what an utter failure he was. “I know you did,” he said. “Align became⁠—”

      “Became everything to you,” she interrupted, her whisper taking on a hard edge that sliced deep. “And where did that leave me?”

      “You were always number one,” Lucas said. “I just lost my way for a bit.” But this was old ground. His assertion that he could focus on their relationship when the business stabilised rang hollow now, a belief that had pushed them further and further apart from each other. The desk between them may as well have been miles of desert. He couldn’t believe the stranger before him was the same woman who’d let him lick salted caramel from her bare navel in the Corinthia penthouse suite that Valentine’s Day, who used to delight in playing very daring footsie in exclusive restaurants. The same woman who six months ago had ecstatically agreed to marry him.

      “I know. And I know that you thought Align would be more established, much earlier. Just like I know you have been struggling for months now to find enough rich people in need of wealth management,” Sally said. Lucas knew she understood, intellectually at least. As a corporate lawyer she did her fair share of late nights and stressful meetings. But she also took her private life seriously and until recently, Lucas had featured very prominently in her plans for that. “Thing is, I’m ready for the next stage of our lives and…” She jutted her chin at the ring. “I don’t think you are. Not really.”

      “Of course I am. Otherwise I wouldn’t have asked you to marry me, would I?” Lucas said. But
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