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      THEN

      Rosie nervously patted the pockets in her black cargo pants, confirming once more that she had her phone in one of them and her Oyster card in the other. She wondered how long it would take her to get used to carrying a train ticket with her at all times. Probably about as long as it would take to get served a drink in this pub by the looks of it. She adjusted the strap on her rucksack, easing the weight a little between her shoulders, and looked meaningfully along the length of the bar, which was sticky and littered with damp beer towels. It was hardly a bustling pub, but the barman looked like he had all the time in the world and didn’t mean to spend it serving anyone a drink.

      Rosie took out her phone and checked it, hoping she hadn’t got the wrong pub. He had said 4pm, hadn’t he? She looked up at the clock on the wall above the bar to double check; it was yellowed with age and cigarette smoke, and she couldn’t be sure it was accurate, but it agreed with her phone and therefore he was already six minutes late.

      Six minutes wasn’t long, but it was long enough when you didn’t know the city, were wondering if you were even in the right pub and you were waiting to meet a potential flatmate. Rosie tried once again to catch the barman’s eye but he either hadn’t noticed her yet or was now deliberately ignoring her. Rosie suspected the latter and decided there and then she needed to work on her drink-ordering skills if she was ever going to make London her home.

      ‘Are you Rosie?’ Rosie turned and looked up. She hadn’t noticed him walk up the stairs and into the pub, but she knew at once he must be Mitch – and not just because he knew her name. He just had such a ‘Mitch’ feel to him. If you’d asked Rosie five minutes before what that meant she wouldn’t have been able to tell you. But now she could. She looked up at him, at Mitch, and she already felt like she knew him.

      ‘Hi,’ Rosie replied, taking her hand out of her pocket and holding it out to shake his, noticing how tall he was. And then immediately she worried that this wasn’t the accepted form of greeting for a flatmate interview. This was her first time except for student living. But Mitch grinned and scratched his ear and then grabbed her hand, shaking it firmly.

      ‘Sorry I’m late,’ he said, ‘I never leave enough time to get across town.’ Rosie said nothing because she was too busy looking at the slight dimple on his left cheek that his smile created.

      ‘You’re not late, don’t worry,’ she said, quickly realising she was staring, she looked at her watch as a means to look away, but Mitch caught her doing it and grimaced, obviously misinterpreting her look.

      ‘I am, and I’m sorry. My mum would kill me. She’d tell me it’s terrible manners to suggest a meeting place and time and then not be there at least five minutes early. I should have suggested somewhere near the flat, but this place is close to the lab and easy to find if you don’t know the area.’ If Rosie hadn’t already fallen for his smile and the dimple-crease thing he had going on, then she was definitely falling for his attention to manners and promptness. Maybe less keen on his devotion to his mum, but she would see how that one played out.

      Mitch waved his hand at the barman and to Rosie’s astonishment the barman made his way over. She gaped. What magic power was this and how could she learn it? She made a note to ask him about this if she passed the flatmate interview.

      ‘What can I get you?’ Mitch smiled down at her. ‘Do you drink beer?’ Rosie nodded slightly non-committally – it wasn’t her drink of choice but she wasn’t convinced ordering a glass of wine in this pub would result in a positive experience.

      ‘London Pride is good if you like bitter, but actually the house lager is OK despite being one of the cheapest pints in town.’

      ‘Is that why you chose this place?’ Rosie joked and immediately wished she hadn’t when she saw the crestfallen look on his face. ‘Sorry,’ she said swiftly, ‘now I’m being rude.’

      ‘It’s fine,’ Mitch said, recovering quickly. ‘Although I confess I had hoped you would think I was a really generous flatmate when I offered to buy you a drink. But now I’ve told you how cheap this place is, you’re just going to think I’m a cheapskate.’ He grinned sheepishly. ‘I’m such an idiot. Always saying the wrong thing.’

      Rosie hoped he would carry on saying the wrong thing if it made him seem this sweet and endearing – and if it meant he would talk about them being flatmates again. Yes, he was cute and he did seem really sweet, but she was also really really hoping he’d offer her his spare room because she was fast out of other options.

      Mitch nodded in the direction of the barman who was starting to look like he might pour a pint of the cheap beer over the pair of them unless they ordered something smartish.

      ‘I’ll have a pint of the lager then,’ Rosie said quickly, not wanting to risk losing the attention of the barman or getting a beer tipped on her, ‘if you recommend it.’

      Mitch put his hand on her arm, which sent a jolt of electricity up it – and not the good kind. ‘Sorry!’ he yelped, snatching his hand back. ‘Cheap carpets in these places, always give me an electric shock.’ And then seeing the stormy look on the barman’s face, he said quickly, ‘Two pints of lager please,’ pointing at the beer pump which Rosie noticed was lacking any kind of sign. Mitch pulled a face at Rosie as soon as the barman’s back was turned which made her want to laugh out loud.

      Mitch picked up the two pints and ushered Rosie to a table in the far corner of the pub, where they could escape the evil glances of the barman.

      ‘Whoops,’ he said as he put one of the drinks carefully down in front of her and then pulled a beermat from the far side of the table to put under his. ‘I’m now worried I might not be able to come back in here. I’ve called both the beer and the carpet cheap and I’m fairly sure he’s not going to forgive me. Which is annoying because this is a good pub to have up your sleeve if you’re ever in Covent Garden and everywhere else is packed full of tourists.’

      Rosie looked dubiously down at the ‘cheap’ carpet and back at her rucksack.

      ‘Here, let me take it,’ said Mitch, seeing the look of concern on her face. ‘I know, I definitely wouldn’t risk putting it on the floor either,’ he continued and then looked quickly over his shoulder to check that the already offended barman was out of earshot. He leaned over and lifted the rucksack out of Rosie’s arms and then put it down on a chair next to the table.

      ‘Wow,’ he exclaimed, ‘have you got everything you own in here?’ Rosie felt her face begin to go red.

      She grimaced. ‘Not everything. But everything I need for a while,’ she conceded, looking down at the table to avoid looking at him. She picked up her pint of beer and took a big swig. Although she wasn’t an expert, Mitch was right, this wasn’t a bad pint.

      She glanced up to see that Mitch was looking at her curiously. ‘When did you say you were supposed to start work?’

      Rosie suspected that this was the moment Mitch was going to think she was totally bonkers, speedily finish his pint and hastily make an excuse to leave, before he even had to tell her that his spare room was taken.

      ‘Uh… Tomorrow,’ she admitted and slowly raised her eyes to look across the table at him. To her surprise his face broke into a grin.

      ‘That’s hilarious,’ he said.

      ‘It is?’ Rosie asked in confusion.

      ‘Yeah, I mean, what was your plan?’

      Rosie shook her head, not understanding him.

      ‘If I hadn’t offered you the room? What were you going to do?’ he asked, not unkindly.

      ‘Actually, I hoped you’d inevitably fall for my wit and charm so no risk there,’ she joked shyly. ‘But I guess if that had failed, I’d have gone back to my brother’s flat and begged to stay on his and his girlfriend’s sofa for a few more days till I found something else.’ Mitch laughed loudly at her reply and his cheek dimpled once more.

      ‘But Jasmine – that’s my brother’s girlfriend – doesn’t really approve of people staying on their sofa. She says sofas are for sitting on, not for sleeping on. I’ve been living at my mum’s this summer, but it’s too far to commute in each day so I…’ Rosie paused, she realised she was rambling.

      ‘Wait, hold on a minute,’ she continued. ‘You said what would I do if you hadn’t offered me your room? Does that mean…’ she said a little more tentatively. ‘Does that mean you are offering me your spare room?’

      Mitch shrugged his shoulders. ‘Sure, I mean that’s if you still want it after I’ve brought you to the grottiest pub in town.’ Rosie’s cheeks flushed again, this time with excitement and she looked around the pub, taking in the sticky carpet, the yellow flocked wallpaper and the two old boys propping up the bar. She grinned across the table at Mitch. ‘It’s not the worst place I’ve ever been in but, wow, I mean are you sure about the room? You don’t know me, we’ve only just met.’

      Mitch nodded sagely in agreement. ‘True, but you don’t know me either and you seem OK with sharing a flat with me so I guess either we’re both insane or excellent judges of character. And anyway,’ he continued, ‘we’re going to be working in the same lab. Rachel says you’re a genius and I worry she’d fire me if she heard I hadn’t offered you my spare room.’

      Rosie didn’t know whether to be more excited by the offer of a spare room or the praise from Professor Rachel Leas, the head of department at the university and the person who would be overseeing Rosie’s PhD. Rachel was one of the most eminent virologists in the country, so to be called a genius by her was both a source of pride and of terror. If Rosie wasn’t already worried about living up to expectations she was now.

      ‘You’ve met her, right?’ asked Mitch. ‘Rachel?’

      ‘Yes of course!’ exclaimed Rosie. ‘But only at my interview. What’s she like to work for?’ she asked, nervously twisting her fingers together.

      ‘Brilliant but terrifying, which reminds me.’ Mitch looked at his watch. ‘I need to be in the lab later today.’ He looked thoughtful for a moment and pushed his hair out of his eyes. Rosie had noticed that he seemed to do this quite often and she rather liked this tic of his. She tried not to stare as he did it. She was already borderline obsessed with his dimple and she didn’t need something else to stare at. ‘I was thinking we could take your stuff back to the flat now,’ he said, ‘but then I really need to go check on this experiment or Rachel might have me killed.’

      ‘You mean, go to the flat today?’ Rosie asked in surprise.

      ‘Yeah.’ Mitch paused. ‘I mean unless you wanted to annoy your brother’s girlfriend a bit more?’

      Rosie thought for a moment; she was in London, a city where she knew no one except her brother Chris and his girlfriend Jasmine. Both of whom she loved but was fully aware she was overstaying her welcome with. And now she knew Mitch, who had brought her to (allegedly) the worst pub in London and who she’d met not ten minutes ago. But he seemed funny and kind and genuine. And he worked in the same lab as her, so the chances that he was a mass murderer were negligible. She took her chances.

      ‘I think I’ve annoyed them both enough.’ She bit her lip and looked Mitch straight in the eye. ‘How about I come to the lab with you and then we can both go back to the flat later?’

      Mitch’s face lit up. ‘Brilliant! Great idea.’ He picked his beer up and raised it to Rosie. She picked hers up too.

      ‘To new flatmates?’ she asked.

      ‘To new friends,’ he smiled. They both took a drink. ‘Can I ask what your original plan was?’ Mitch asked, straightening up the beer mat and putting his beer back down.

      ‘My original plan?’ Rosie asked.

      ‘Yeah, I’m guessing you had an original plan which didn’t involve sleeping on your brother’s sofa or moving in with a man you’d never met before?’

      Rosie looked down at the table, suddenly fascinated by the aged beer marks indelibly printed on the dark wood polish. She tried to ignore the pricking sensation behind her eyes. Mitch seemed lovely, perhaps dangerously lovely for a new flatmate. Park that thought for another time. But that didn’t mean she wanted to cry in front of him, at least not the first time they met. No one wanted to offer up their spare room to a heartbroken, crying mess.

      ‘Was it a guy?’ he probed. ‘Actually, you don’t have to tell me, that’s incredibly rude of me to ask.’ He waved his hands as if dismissing the question from the room.

      ‘Not really,’ Rosie shrugged her shoulders. ‘You’ve just offered me your spare room, I think you’re allowed to ask why I don’t have another choice.’ She took a deep breath and willed her eyes not to leak. ‘I was supposed to be moving in with my boyfriend, ex-boyfriend now. But then he moved to America instead, so I’m out of options. Apart from my brother’s sofa.’

      ‘Wow,’ Mitch exclaimed. ‘Instead of moving in with you, he moved to America? What does he know that I don’t?! I’m joking!’ he said quickly, scared of putting his foot in it again, but Rosie forgave him by smiling back at his joke.

      ‘Yeah, it was a pretty drastic get out of jail card to play,’ she agreed.

      Mitch reached across the table and grabbed her hand. ‘Seriously though, whatever happened, I think he’s an idiot.’

      Rosie looked up from his hand in surprise. ‘I’m going to say this again: you don’t know me!’

      ‘Professor Rachel thinks you’re a genius, you’ve forgiven me for taking you to the Worst Pub in London (trademarked)—’ he saluted in the general direction of the barman ‘—and you just seem like a really nice, funny person. So yeah,’ he shrugged, ‘I think he’s an idiot.’

      ‘Thanks,’ Rosie said, feeling a sense of relief and wellbeing course through her for the first time in days. ‘And thanks for offering me your room. I know it looks like I’m only interested because everything else went wrong.’ Rosie flapped her hand in the air between them indicating broken hearts, shattered dreams and homelessness. ‘And that I don’t have other options.’ Realising she could be dangerously close to talking Mitch out of his kind offer she quickly shut up.

      Mitch sat back in his chair and stretched his arms above his head. ‘No problem,’ he said as Rosie tried hard not to notice the inch or so of flat stomach he had inadvertently showed her. ‘I think it’ll be fun, don’t you?’ Rosie nodded, worried that if she spoke it would come out as a squeal.

      ‘I’m very happy to be your Plan B.’ He grinned as he said it. Rosie started to protest but he continued, ‘Or your fallback, whatever you want to call me. And I can’t wait to show you around London, but we should get going if we don’t want to risk the wrath of Rachel.’

      They tussled over Rosie’s rucksack for a few seconds before Rosie gave up and grudgingly allowed Mitch to carry it for her. He turned and waved at the barman as they made their way to the steps. The barman nodded grumpily and went back to whatever it was he was doing before. Rachel turned and looked back at the pub and smiled; grotty though it was, she was excited to start her London life.

      ‘Which part of Rachel’s team do you work in?’ she asked as Mitch shouldered the door leading out to the Strand. Streams of people walked past in every direction and Rosie braced herself for the rush of commuters and tourists which she would need to get used to.

      ‘Antivirals,’ he said as he held the door open for her. She looked up at him in surprise as she walked past him out into the street.

      ‘You’re kidding! Me too!’ she exclaimed.

      Mitch looked down at her and grinned, his blue eyes sparkling with amusement. ‘Yep, I might have had another incentive to offer you my spare room,’ he admitted. ‘I thought it couldn’t hurt to have a genius as a flatmate who just happens to share my area of research.’

      Rosie laughed and jokingly swiped at his arm. ‘Now I feel like I’m doing you the favour!’

      ‘I think you just might be,’ he agreed and grabbed her hand, pulling her out into the London street.

      And just like that, Rosie and Mitch were flatmates.
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      NOW

      Rosie tipped her head back and enjoyed the feel of the sun on her face. She put to the back of her mind the fact it would bring her hated freckles out. It was UK sunshine after all, hardly tropical. She stretched her feet out under the table as she waited for Mitch to come back from the bar and silently congratulated herself on the purchase of her new sandals. They were both cute and comfortable, and made her realise she desperately needed to paint her toenails. She sighed. There was always something beauty-related to do, she wondered how other people had the time to keep up their grooming habits so effortlessly.

      She spotted Mitch coming out of the back of the pub, carrying two drinks and picking his way through the beer garden towards her. She could tell just from the way he was walking that he was miserable about something. That and the fact he had summoned her to an emergency drink before dinner with his mum that evening. But despite his gloomy look, her heart still squeezed tightly when she saw him – in a completely friendzone manner, of course.

      Mitch arrived with a face like a black cloud and hooked his foot through the legs of the chair opposite Rosie, pulling it out so he could sit down. He plonked a wine glass in front of her and a pint of beer in front of him and said ‘They didn’t have a French Sauvignon so I got you a Pinot Grigio. Hope that’s OK.’ The tone of his voice told Rosie that it better bloody be OK, because he wasn’t in the mood to be questioned on his choice of drink.

      ‘Thanks,’ she said, and quickly pulled her feet back towards her under the table as Mitch’s boots caught her ankle. ‘I don’t know how you wear those things in the summer,’ she said, pointing under the table at the black Chelsea boots Mitch had on. He glanced down as if he had forgotten what was on his feet and shrugged.

      ‘What would you prefer I wear? Sandals and socks? Yeah that’s a good look,’ he grumbled. ‘Not that it matters what I look like now, anyway.’

      ‘All right,’ Rosie took a deep breath. ‘Tell me. What’s up? Why the urgent meeting? Why couldn’t we meet at your mum’s as usual.’

      ‘Tessa dumped me,’ he moaned and flopped back into his seat in a dramatic fashion.

      Rosie watched him. Her heart wanted to sympathise but her head was telling her not to indulge him. Poor Mitch. Not again. He claimed he had lost count of the number of times his heart had been broken, but Rosie knew that it was him that did the breaking. Mitch was the one that would end a relationship like a shot as soon as real life popped the romantic bubble.

      Pulling herself back into the moment, she tried to picture Tessa, thinking this might help her in offering support. Was she the one with the curly hair who made a peculiar noise when she laughed? Or no, perhaps the one Mitch met at a work party? Giving up, she settled on composing her features into what she hoped was a compassionate face.

      ‘I had a really good feeling about Tessa but it turned out she didn’t feel the same.’ Mitch sighed deeply. Rosie half expected him to swoon dramatically but instead he reached for his beer and took a long drink. He hunched his shoulders and Rosie could see he was tense. Maybe he’d actually been serious about Tessa, and if that was the case she felt a sense of guilty relief that it was over.

      ‘I’m sorry Mitch, I know you really liked her.’ Rosie reached across the table to give his hand a quick squeeze but he grabbed hold of her hand and held it tight.

      ‘I don’t know Rosie, sometimes I wonder if I’ll ever meet “The One”.’ He gazed at Rosie earnestly. ‘Don’t you feel like we’re running out of time?’

      Rosie tried unsuccessfully to pull her hand away. ‘Hmm, not really.’ She pulled harder and Mitch reluctantly let go. ‘I’m sure it’s only a matter of time before you meet someone amazing,’ she said in a distinctly unconvincing tone. Mitch glanced over at her, evidently unconvinced too.

      ‘Did Tessa give you any reason why she ended it?’ Rosie asked cautiously.

      Mitch sighed. ‘She said she could tell I wasn’t ready to settle down.’

      Rosie’s forehead wrinkled in confusion. ‘I thought you had a good feeling about her? What made her think that?’

      ‘Oh, well she found out I had been messaging someone else on a different dating app… What?’ he said defensively, seeing the look on Rosie’s face. ‘We never had the exclusive conversation, OK?’

      Rosie couldn’t bring herself to shout at him; actually, she felt like laughing.

      ‘I don’t know Rosie, it’s just really got me down this time.’ Rosie pushed her uncharitable thoughts to the side and tried to concentrate.

      ‘I know I don’t have a great track record of committing to relationships,’ he said, ‘but I’m starting to feel that I’m getting something wrong, that I’m not meeting the right people. That maybe I’m missing something.’

      Rosie picked her glass up, trying to think of something to say that wasn’t too judgemental but was also constructive. If Mitch really did want to meet someone then he needed to stop messaging other girls while he was already seeing one, was what she wanted to say. But she knew he already knew that. And she knew that he knew that if he had met the right girl, he wouldn’t be doing that. And to be honest with herself, she dreaded the day when he did meet the right girl.

      She took a long drink of her wine, thankful that Mitch knew her well enough to order her second-choice wine when her first choice was unavailable. The wine was cool and refreshing and Rosie savoured the tartness of it. She looked past Mitch, back to the wisteria-covered wall of the pub. It was long past flowering but still covered much of the back of it. The beer garden was relatively empty for a sunny Sunday afternoon. Evidently, the residents of West London had decamped to their villas in Italy, or country houses in the Cotswolds for the summer.

      Rosie thought enviously of that way of life – where one could just leave on a whim for your weekend place. Or leave London entirely for the summer, leaving the smog and humidity behind. But if she was to be stuck in her middle-class existence, without the hope of regular exotic escapes then this wasn’t so bad: a quiet pub garden in the sunshine with her best friend. Her broken-hearted best friend, she was reminded, as Mitch let out another dramatic sigh.

      ‘I feel like being single is so much harder for me than it is for you,’ Mitch said.

      Rosie rolled her eyes in exasperation. ‘How do you figure that out?’ she protested.

      This was such a well-worn conversation between the two of them that Rosie could barely be bothered to contradict him anymore. Maybe Mitch actually had a point. Dating was difficult enough if you were doing it half-heartedly. It must be even harder if you took it as seriously as Mitch did. And yet, Mitch never seemed to have any problems finding dates, even starting relationships. It was when those relationships reached the point of discussions about the future that they faltered for him.

      ‘Because I’m always meeting the wrong women and you never seem to meet the wrong men!’ Mitch exclaimed, crossing and uncrossing his long legs.

      Rosie looked across the table at him and narrowed her eyes. ‘You don’t think that it might have something to do with the fact that I never meet any men in the first place?’ she snipped, taking a glug of her wine.

      There was a silence. ’Look,’ Rosie said in what she hoped was a more conciliatory tone, ‘I know you’re heartbroken right now and also I don’t really feel like arguing, but you have to admit that you have more luck than I do in actually finding people to go on dates with.’

      Mitch shrugged, his dark hair flopping across his eyes. Rosie watched the familiar movement. She liked it when he didn’t add product to it; something that only happened when he was in the throes of a break-up. Rosie liked his more natural look, preferred it when he didn’t style it. Not that she would ever tell him, because that would make it look like she actually thought about how he did his hair. She pursed her lips and took another sip of her wine. And she definitely didn’t think about that, she told herself sternly.

      Ever since she had known Mitch, well over ten years now, he’d had a plan. First it was a two-year plan, to get out of academic life alive. Then it turned into a five-year plan, getting enough promotions to have his own flat. But his overarching plan had never changed in all the time Rosie had known him, and despite everything, he had never stopped believing it would happen. Mitch was certain that at some point he would meet someone, they would fall madly in love, get settled, get married and have babies together. Rosie had lost track of the number of times he had told her how important marriage and children were to him. It was actually rather sweet, if it wasn’t being permanently forced down one’s throat.

      And if one didn’t find it too irritating how his everyday decisions didn’t exactly tally up to his long-term goals. Mitch seemed incapable of commitment and had never yet stayed with the same girl longer than a few weeks. But he was constantly falling in love.

      Rosie had always viewed Mitch’s plan in a rather detached manner, as something that might work for other people, but maybe not for her. While she was sure she would enjoy the part of meeting someone and falling madly in love, she had never focused on marriage, and was largely ambivalent on the subject of children. Something she tended to keep to herself, because people got weird when faced with a thirty-something woman who wasn’t desperate to procreate. She certainly didn’t understand the allure that babies held for Mitch who was always first in line to hold any baby that visited the office and was on speed dial for babysitting duties for several of their friends.

      ‘Anyway,’ he said with a sigh, ‘I wanted to tell you all this before we got to my mum’s because she’s going to kill me when she hears about Tessa. So I was wondering…’ He gave Rosie his best beseeching look. ‘If we could try and steer clear of the subject of my love life tonight?’

      Rosie broke into laughter. Sunday evening dinners at Jackie’s were a regular occurrence in both Rosie’s and Mitch’s calendars. Mitch had been going back to his mum’s for a Sunday dinner ever since he moved out and, back when he and Rosie were flatmates, Jackie would insist Rosie went, too. Now Rosie would go every so often, just enough to keep Jackie happy and plenty enough to know that the chance of keeping Jackie off the subject of Mitch’s love life was impossible.

      Jackie had been a single mum after Mitch’s dad walked out when he was a baby. She doted on Mitch and was as fiercely protective of him as she was exasperated by his continued failure to find a girlfriend and settle down, regularly complaining about Mitch’s single status. Rosie just knew that Mitch wouldn’t hear the end of it if his mum found out that he’d been dumped by Tessa, and that the reason for it was because he was messaging other girls.

      ‘What’s it worth?’ She poked his knee under the table with her unpolished toes.

      ‘I’ll get you another glass of wine?’ he offered.

      Rosie shook her head. ‘Not good enough. Keeping your mum off the subject of your love life for an entire evening is a tall order. You need to come up with something better to reward me with.’

      Mitch reached under the table and grabbed her foot in his hand. ‘Mitch!’ she shrieked, twisting her leg to try and get her foot free but he held it fast.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘Were you trying to blackmail me?’

      ‘Please don’t tickle me,’ she begged. This was a definite downside to having a best friend who knew the real reason she had to paint her own toenails. ‘Mitch!’ she said more insistently.

      He tweaked her little toe and then carefully put her foot back down. ‘Sorry Rosie.’ He grinned. ‘What was that you were saying? I think you were agreeing not to tell my mum about Tessa, right?’

      ‘Right,’ agreed Rosie scowling across the table at him and trying to ignore the butterflies that seemed to be having a party in her stomach.

      ‘Oh, and your toenails need painting by the way.’ Mitch gave her a wink which just encouraged the butterflies to party harder. She shot daggers back at him.

      Mitch laughed at the expression on her face and then looked down at his watch. ‘Mum’s not expecting us for another hour so you have time to distract me from my heartache.’ He leaned lazily back and stretched which made the rickety wooden chair creak with protest at his tall frame. ‘What’s been going on in your world?’

      ’Not much,’ Rosie began, irritated by how quickly he seemed to have got over Tessa. It wasn’t that she cared who he was seeing, he went through them at a rate of knots after all, it was the amount of energy she was expected to expend offering him sympathy when it all went wrong due to something stupid he had done.

      Mitch looked at her expectantly and she realised he was waiting for more. ‘Erm…’ She wracked her brain for anything interesting to say and came up lacking.

      ‘Work is the usual. I’ve got a new post doc starting next week,’ she said, ‘which might shake things up a bit. Not like that!’ She swatted him across the table when she noticed the smirk on his face. ‘I meant that it’s always funny to see how the rest of the team react when a new person starts. Some of them will start posturing and others will fall apart at the prospect of any kind of competition. You remember what it’s like, how fragile scientists’ egos are.’

      Mitch rolled his eyes. ‘Don’t remind me. I still have the occasional anxiety dream.’ He shuddered.

      ‘Anyway, this new post doc has written some really interesting papers so I’m excited to see what he can do if we give him some proper lab space and funding,’ Rosie said.

      ‘I couldn’t care less about his research,’ Mitch replied, propping his chin up on his hands and staring dreamily into Rosie’s eyes. ‘Tell me the important stuff: Is he hot? Is he single? Is he straight?!’ Rosie threw a beer mat at him.

      ‘Ow!’ he protested. ‘I’m really not interested in his academic credentials, I want to know whether he’s going to be your one!’ he said teasingly and ducked as she pretended to throw another mat at him.

      ‘Oh please,’ Rosie said, ‘I’ve told you before I never meet anyone through work – and don’t even start on this post doc, he’s far too young.’

      ‘Well what about outside work Rosie, you know there is a big wide world out here.’

      ‘Really? Random people don’t meet in a bar when they’re in their thirties.’ Mitch raised his eyebrow. ‘OK,’ she conceded, ‘You might, but I don’t.’ She gesticulated around the beer garden at the people on offer, and Mitch looked around and then shrugged his shoulders in agreement.

      ‘And I’m giving up with online dating. It’s too much admin with too little…’ She paused. ‘Actually cancel that, with zero return.’

      Not all of this was strictly true: yes, scientific research was not an obvious place to happen upon romance, and it was true that once she turned thirty, Rosie had stopped speaking to men in bars – not that she did a whole lot of that in her twenties, but there was at least the possibility that she might. However, her position on dating apps was not entirely honest. In reality, she had deleted most of her profiles months ago. At the time she told herself it was while she got through a busy patch at work, but work had been quiet for weeks now and her profiles remained dormant.

      Her reluctance to reactivate them was a result of several factors. Firstly, she hated the chat one had to go through just to try to work out whether someone was worth meeting. Secondly, she begrudged the amount of time she felt she needed to devote to going through messages when she could be doing something much more interesting. And finally, it was the ultimate disappointment she had felt each and every time she finally went on a date. Rosie knew she wasn’t going to meet the man of her dreams on one of these apps, so what was the point?

      Mitch looked at her with a painfully soulful expression. ‘But you can’t just give up Rosie, the next person you swipe right on could be the one!’

      Rosie tried to hide her smile. Mitch, ever the optimist, the eternal romantic, was always convinced that the next person he met not only could be the one but would be the one. This was one of the reasons she loved him so much and one of the reasons their friendship really worked. It wasn’t that Rosie was a pessimist but her pragmatic approach to life and problems always appeared to be a glass half empty next to Mitch’s overflowing cup.

      It was this that had drawn her to Mitch in the first place. That and the fact she was desperate for somewhere to live in London, fresh out of university, floundering in heartbreak. Completely spontaneously, Mitch had recently taken on the lease of a beautiful mansion block apartment just moments from Hyde Park. He had met the owner at a party, charmed them immediately and when they had asked if he would be interested in renting the place while they ‘went traveling to find themselves’ during a delayed mid-life crisis, Mitch had jumped at the chance, never bothering to find out how much the rent would be and whether he could afford it.

      He couldn’t afford it, which was why he was so desperate to find another PhD student who would be willing to share the one-bed space. All of this was very Mitch, as Rosie would soon discover. But she got the bedroom and she didn’t much mind if Mitch turned what was supposed to be the sitting room into a bedroom for himself. And the result was perfect in two ways; firstly, they could both afford to live in this amazing place and secondly, they became best friends.

      Rosie had hoped from their first meeting, all those years ago, in that grotty pub off the Strand (which Mitch seemed strangely nostalgic about and which they still went to when Covent Garden was heaving with tourists), that they would become friends. She had been so nervous about the move, about the job, about being in London single and friendless, but Mitch's easy manner and charm had made the conversion to London life seamless. Mitch just presumed everyone would be his friend so he didn’t think twice about including Rosie in all his plans. And now, almost all of her London friends were people she had met through Mitch.

      That flatshare, and indeed working together, may have been a distant memory, but their friendship had endured. Mitch had swiftly moved on from academia, almost before the ink was dry on his PhD certificate. A certificate that it had been touch and go if he would ever receive. Mitch always told people that the only reason he had got it in the end was because of Rosie. And Rosie, being terrified of being drawn into a plagiarism scandal, would play it down entirely and change the subject swiftly anytime it came up.

      Mitch was eminently more suited to the life he had gone on to as a journalist. As science correspondent on one of the national newspapers he could still claim he was using his science background, but Rosie knew that what he really relished was his role in breaking stories and being the one with all the connections. He was king of the roost, even if that roost was situated in the somewhat niche world of academia and science.

      Mitch met new people through his work all the time: scientists, other journalists and a steady stream of new government officials. He had a strict policy never to mix work and pleasure. It was strict more in his referencing of it rather than in observation. Rosie had lost count of the number of times he had become romantically entangled with people he had met through work. Normally with hilarious (for Rosie) and sometimes disastrous (for Mitch) consequences. But he wasn’t selfish, it wasn’t just his romantic life he considered, he was always trying to pair Rosie off with people. She had never forgiven him for the humiliating episode where she had finally agreed to meet his colleague for a coffee only to realise that the man in question was using this as a fishing exercise to find out more about Mitch.

      ‘I honestly didn’t know he was interested in me!’ Mitch had protested loudly. But the incident had put a dampener on her trust in Mitch’s judgement of suitable men. Ever since, Rosie had refused to meet anyone Mitch had suggested.

      ‘We should get going,’ Rosie said, drinking the rest of her glass of wine and nudging Mitch’s beer towards him. ‘Your mum won’t forgive you if you’re late.’

      Mitch downed his pint and stood up. ‘Promise you won’t tell her?’ he asked.

      Rosie nodded. ‘But you know the chances of her not finding out are slim to none?’

      ‘Come on,’ he said and pulled Rosie’s arm through his, ‘let’s get the interrogation over with.’

      Jackie still lived in the two-bedroom flat in Chiswick that Mitch had grown up in. It was just a couple of streets back from the river and Mitch made Rosie walk the scenic route, which she didn’t mind. The Thames always looked beautiful in the sun, especially if you didn’t lean over the railings and notice the mud and the rats down below.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Mitch will do the washing up, won’t you Mitch?’ Jackie said, pulling Rosie to sit back down. Reluctantly, Mitch began to pile the plates up and then shot Rosie a murderous glance as he left the room. Rosie knew that this wasn’t because he was annoyed about having to do the washing up but more because he didn’t trust Rosie not to tell his mum about Tessa while he wasn’t in the room to defend himself. Actually, it was more that he didn’t trust his mum not to break down Rosie’s defenses and sniff out the story.

      Jackie leaned forward and rubbed her right knee. ‘How is it feeling?’ Rosie asked with concern. Jackie had never been quite the same after she was hit by a drunk driver last year. Mitch and Rosie had been on holiday in Italy when they heard the news, and the memory of that phone call still made Rosie feel shaky. Mostly Jackie didn’t complain about it, but every so often Rosie would notice that she was walking with her stick more regularly, or that she needed to sit down a little more often. Rosie glanced at the corner of the dining room and saw that Jackie had propped her stick there.

      ‘I’m fine love, honestly. It just twinges every now and again. Don’t tell Mitch though, I know how he worries.’ Rosie knew that Mitch saw everything and would already have noticed that Jackie was more tired than usual. But she was happy to pretend to Jackie that she would keep her secret; one secret for Jackie and one for Mitch, she thought as she smiled and nodded.

      ‘Tell me what’s going on with Mitch and that girl Tessa?’ Jackie said, causing Rosie to start with alarm. There was no getting anything past Jackie, she might be in pain and tired but she had some sort of sixth sense when it came to Mitch. ‘They’ve split up, haven’t they?’ Jackie asked.

      Rosie pulled a face. ‘I promised I wouldn’t say anything,’ she said.

      Jackie threw her hands up in exasperation. ‘Honestly…’ She was about to start a rant about Mitch’s love life and then saw the look of concern on Rosie’s face. ’Don’t worry,’ she patted Rosie’s hand kindly, ‘I won’t tell him you said anything. You didn’t really, I guessed. Anyway, it’s hardly a surprise. It’s not like he’s got a great track record with these things.’ She sighed. ‘What do you think he’s waiting for?’

      ‘What do you mean?’ asked Rosie, hoping they could finish this conversation before Mitch got back. In fact, if they could wrap it up quickly she could be putting her coat on and saying her goodbyes by the time he walked back in.

      ‘In a girl?’ Jackie asked. ‘What do you think he’s waiting for? It’s not like he hasn’t dated enough different women.’ Jackie paused, ‘surely he should know what he likes and doesn’t by now?’

      Rosie shrugged, unwilling to speculate on what Mitch may or may not be looking for in a girl. This was the sort of conversation that made her squirm and then look in the mirror later, searching for any similarities.

      ‘I’m not really sure Jackie, maybe he just hasn’t met the right one yet?’ Rosie said optimistically, hoping to shut down this conversation.

      ‘Maybe…’ Jackie said, sounding unconvinced.

      At that moment Mitch came back in and put paid to Rosie’s plans of a quick escape. ‘Done,’ he said, holding up his damp hands which he was drying with a towel. ‘What did I miss?’

      ‘Oh nothing,’ Rosie said nonchalantly at exactly the moment Jackie said, ‘I hear you and Tessa split up.’

      Mitch turned to Rosie and gave her a furious look. ‘You promised!’

      ‘I didn’t say anything!’ protested Rosie.

      ‘She didn’t,’ agreed Jackie, ‘I guessed.’

      Mitch groaned. ‘But I didn’t tell her why!’ Rosie said pleadingly and then realised her mistake.
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        * * *

      

      ‘You know what we should do?’ Mitch had evidently forgiven Rosie as he had gallantly insisted on walking her to the tube despite the fact that he was staying over at his mum’s that night.

      ‘No, what?’ Rosie stopped at the edge of the road and waited for a car to pass. Lost in his thoughts Mitch almost walked straight out into the road and she quickly grabbed his arm and pulled him back. This could be a metaphor for their friendship Rosie thought, her cautiously watching and planning, Mitch striding out without thinking.

      ‘We need some kind of incentive,’ he continued.

      ‘Sorry what?’ Rosie asked, pulling Mitch across the road now that there was a break in the traffic.

      ’All our friends are pairing off. If we’re not careful we’ll be the last two singles left. Maybe we both need some kind of deadline.’

      He stopped abruptly on the pavement, causing a couple walking behind to almost crash into them. The woman gave Mitch a dirty look which he didn’t notice at all. A grin started to spread across his face.

      ‘A deadline that is really going to spur us on this time.’

      The glint in Mitch’s eye alarmed Rosie; she was used to his enthusiastic schemes but there was something wilder to his look than normal.

      ‘What do you suggest?’ she tentatively enquired, trying to pull him in the direction of the tube.  This sounded like the kind of conversation that could go on for hours and result in her missing the last tube home and ending up on the night bus – not OK on any night of the week, but especially not on a Sunday.

      ‘Well, it’s got to be something drastic,’ he said, allowing himself to be propelled in the correct direction. ‘Maybe something that neither of us have ever considered before,’ he continued.

      ‘Does it?’ asked Rosie nervously.

      ‘Yep,’ said Mitch definitively. ‘And of course, we’d have to agree that neither of us could back out of it. We need to shake things up!’

      Rosie really was feeling anxious now, both about the plan and the tube. Mitch had slowed to a snail’s pace. She had no idea what Mitch was going to suggest but she was convinced it wouldn’t be something she was comfortable with.

      ‘Mitch, what are you thinking?’ she demanded as they finally arrived in front of the tube station. It was still busy for a late Sunday evening, people eking out their last few hours of freedom before the working week began. Rosie watched from out of the corner of her eye as a group of drunk teenagers vaulted the ticket barriers, hoping they wouldn’t be on the same train as her.

      She turned her attention back to Mitch. If he was going to come up with some harebrained scheme she needed to know what it was sooner rather than later so she could plan around it. Make a contingency. Or make her excuses.

      ‘I don’t know, I don’t know,’ he replied tersely. ‘It will come to me, I’m starting to get an idea.’

      Neither of them said anything for a minute and then he gripped her arms and grinned down at her before pulling her into a goodbye hug.

      ‘Leave it with me,’ he said gleefully then he turned to walk back down the road. ‘I’ll have it all worked out by the end of the week.’ He looked back at her and waved.

      Rosie watched him go and sighed. She hated saying goodbye to Mitch, but sometimes she hated his crazy plans more. She reached into her pocket where she always kept her bank card as Mitch turned the corner and disappeared. He sounded more serious than she had anticipated, and she wasn’t sure she liked the sound of it.
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      While Mitch might have willingly left behind the world of academia and research, Rosie was happily entrenched in it. And she loved it. All that order and methodology. There was nothing like the process of setting up an experiment to take your mind off things you couldn’t control, like emotions, or your best friend’s madcap schemes.

      Not one for crowding her desk with personal effects, Rosie was still sufficiently proud of gaining her doctorate to have a laminated photo of her receiving it in her desk drawer. The drawer was locked, and the photo was under a couple of notebooks. But when she was feeling unsure of herself, or needed a boost, she would unlock the drawer and look at it, remembering the moment the photo was taken before locking it back up again and getting on with her day. Weird yes, but absolutely necessary when a month long experiment had just gone to hell.

      Rosie had been one of the fastest students to gain her PhD, putting in crazy hours to get the results she needed and then tackling her writing up as a seasoned climber might think about plotting an Everest ascent. Pulling all-nighters was not Rosie’s style, instead she foreswore socialising and weekend fun and did her write up in record time. Much to Mitch’s annoyance both professionally and personally. The latter because he was bored of the hours he spent trying to persuade her away from her computer, only for her to ignore him and write up yet another chapter.

      Rachel, her supervising professor, had been suitably impressed, although not surprised, and had quickly offered Rosie a post-doc position at the university. It wasn’t long before Rosie was asked to set up a lab under Rachel’s mentorship. Their area of virology was well funded and Rosie was lead author on several important papers and was regularly asked for comment by journalists if these made the news. Mitch loved the fact she always gave him first and often exclusive comment.

      Rosie was now senior enough to be in charge not just of PhD students, but a number of post docs, too; something that caused her to become breathless with anxiety if she thought about it too long. She relished the research she did; to the outside observer it might not seem so important but Rosie knew that some of the experiments her lab ran had real impact in the world. One of the trials she had been working on resulted in a new drug which was now used in the treatment of previously hard-to-treat viruses and was heralded as a breakthrough. Her mum kept newspaper cuttings on that one but Rosie drew the line at adding those to her desk drawer.

      Rosie felt an incredible sense of pride in her work and deep down she knew she was good at it, too. Not just in the lab but in the other varied roles she filled. Rosie actually enjoyed the challenge of writing grant applications, something most other research scientists dreaded, it was important to Rachel to keep the funding coming and it was important to Rosie to keep in Rachel’s good books.

      On a more prosaic level she also loved where her lab was based. Right in the heart of London, nestled in between the beautiful squares of Bloomsbury. It was in a modern building that on paper would seem completely at odds with its neighbours, but when you stumbled across it, it fitted perfectly in with the Georgian architecture.

      Unlike most Londoners, Rosie loved walking to work in the morning through the throngs of tourists that gathered in that part of London at all times of year and at all times of day and night. There was always a sense of anticipation amongst them; the excitement of seeing beautiful London landmarks for the first time, feeding off their energy. Perhaps it was because she had only moved to London as an adult but she still shared that feeling of excitement with them. Except on rainy days when they would cluster around the tube entrance with their umbrellas and wheelie suitcases blocking the entrances and just getting in the way.

      Right now, Rosie was fulfilling another of her important roles, that of office confidante to her longtime colleague and friend Nadia. Nadia also worked under Rachel but in a slightly different area of virology, and she and Rosie regularly met to talk about work but mainly to gossip over whether Rachel was in a good or a bad mood. The latest news on Rachel’s love life was a constant source of considerable interest.

      Rachel remained as terrifying to Rosie as she had been when she started her PhD. Despite the esteem that Rachel obviously had for Rosie, she wouldn’t cut her any slack if she thought Rosie had made a mistake or wasn’t performing to the standards of excellence she expected in her team. Rachel was effortlessly chic, her work wardrobe was simple and stylish and when she donned her lab coat she wore it as a fashion accessory.

      ‘You heard that her and the Vice Chancellor are no longer a thing?’ Nadia asked Rosie.

      ‘I didn’t know they were a thing!’ Rosie exclaimed and immediately grimaced. The VC was at least sixty-five and looked as if he could stand in as an extra Hogwarts professor at a moment’s notice. ‘I thought she was with that musician that we went to see that time at the Scala?’

      Nadia frowned at Rosie, ‘That was ages ago.’

      The lab had heard rumours that Rachel was dating this hot twenty-something female singer-songwriter and had gone en masse to see her in concert, hoping to catch a glimpse of who had captured the heart of their professor. But the outing had been short-lived when Rachel was spotted in the crowd, wearing tight leather trousers and a distressed (obviously vintage) Ramones T-shirt and they had issued the abort mission signal and made a quick exit before they were seen or had heard a single song. Rosie still had palpitations when she thought about how close they were to getting caught that night.

      But the musician made more sense than the aging VC. Rachel’s tastes were certainly eclectic, which was why everyone in the lab so eagerly followed her love life.

      Rosie and Nadia had taken a while to get used to one another when Nadia had first arrived, because for a long time Nadia had seemed disorganised and scatty to Rosie. But weeks and months of Nadia coordinating tea breaks and offering cookies had finally won Rosie over. And now, Rosie recognised that Nadia was neither disorganised nor scatty but simply permanently preoccupied either with gossip about their boss or with whatever she happened to be working on at the time. Nadia was quite simply a genius and Rosie had lost count of the number of times she had turned to her for advice on a trial that was going wrong or a drug result not going the way she had anticipated.

      Over the years Nadia had become even more preoccupied, first when she acquired a boyfriend – Nico, who was now her husband – and then latterly when the two of them became parents. Now Nadia’s brilliant brain was as likely to be filled with school schedules, parents’ evenings and planning the weekly food shop, as it was to be dreaming up a cure for the common cold.

      Honestly, Rosie didn’t know how she did it. Nadia raced around at a hundred miles an hour, leaving a wake of dropped Post-it Notes and scattered pen lids behind her. Yet she never messed up her experiments and rarely forgot to pick her kids up. And over time Nadia had also managed to master the technique of appearing to be interested in Rosie’s life when Rosie strongly suspected she was thinking of the next stage in her latest clinical trial, or whether she had enough fish fingers in the freezer for the kids’ tea.

      Right now, uncharacteristically, Nadia was not in motion, she was sat in Rosie’s office leisurely sipping her coffee. Rosie tried to subtly nudge the mouse on her desk to see what the time was. It was lovely that Nadia was taking a breather but it would have been nice if she had checked in with Rosie to see if they could coordinate their time for headspace. Rosie had some results she needed to go check on and if she left it too long they would be completely unusable. She sent up a silent prayer to a deity she rarely believed in that one of her students would realise the time crunch and do it for her, if they weren’t too busy sleeping off their weekend hangovers.

      Nadia took a long sip of her coffee and pulled absentmindedly at the sleeve on her misshapen cardigan. If Rachel was poised, then Nadia was her absolute opposite; tiny and curly-haired, she moved through life as if it was out to attack her. Except for now, when she seemed happy to spend most of her morning in Rosie’s office chatting.

      ‘Aren’t you in the lab today?’ Rosie asked hopefully.

      ‘I was,’ Nadia responded languidly, ‘but I swapped my slot when I saw who had reserved the next bench to me.’

      Rosie raised her eyebrows quizzically.

      ‘Handsy Pete.’

      ‘Oh, god. Yes, good thing you swapped,’ Rosie said shuddering.

      Handsy Pete was one of the less desirable colleagues in their lab. Apparently, it was OK to make sexually suggestive comments to colleagues if your publication list was as long as Pete’s. Rosie had voted for the moniker Pervert Pete, finding something rather pleasing in the alliteration, but she had been vetoed by Nadia, amongst others, who felt ‘Handsy’ was less confrontational than Pervert, should Pete ever find out about his nickname. Sometimes Rosie despaired that the #MeToo spotlight had completely missed the dingy corner that scientific academia occupied.

      ‘So funding looks like it might be fucked for next year,’ Nadia announced dramatically. ‘If these politicians carry on in this manner, this country will have a major brain drain on its hands.’

      Rosie nodded sagely. She wrote the funding applications and took credit when they were fulfilled but she never followed the ins and outs of whether they were or not, that’s what Rachel was for. But Rosie knew how seriously Nadia took the political aspect of their work, and frankly, Rosie was too scared to admit that she didn’t really understand how it all worked – where the money came from and how the government allocated the funds it had. So far, she had got the money she needed when she needed it and had been happy to accept Rachel’s praise for doing so.

      ‘But anyway,’ Nadia said, her face brightening, ‘let’s not discuss that shitshow. Tell me about your weekend? I’m sure it was far more entertaining than mine. Unless you went to a school fete and ferried your kids across town to their piano lessons, which they hate and never practise for but that Nico feels they ought to have because he had a terribly deprived childhood and was never allowed to play an instrument.’

      Nadia pretended to play a tiny violin which made Rosie laugh.

      Nadia grinned, ‘Did you see Mitch?’ she asked.

      Mitch loved Nadia, he loved the way she handled life and work in a completely haphazard yet ultimately successful way. He often suggested Rosie could relax and be a little more Nadia which irritated Rosie no end. Despite his rejection of the world of academia he still knew what made for a brilliant scientist and he held Nadia in the highest esteem.

      Nadia in turn seemed to find Mitch an amusing distraction at parties and tolerated him when she came across him in everyday life because of the special place he held in Rosie’s heart.

      ‘Yep,’ confirmed Rosie, ‘he’s reeling from his latest break-up and convinced that he needs to do something fast before he is left on the shelf forever.’

      Nadia laughed loudly. ‘Remind me how old he is?’

      ‘He’s the same age as me,’ Rosie replied tartly. ‘Thirty-four. Which is hardly being left on the shelf age.’ Rosie straightened her top and sat up a little taller.

      Nadia grinned at Rosie’s uptight reaction and took another sip of her coffee. ‘What sort of thing do you think he has in mind?’ she asked.

      ‘He hasn’t told me yet,’ Rosie replied. She thought back to their conversation on the walk to the tube and felt a shudder of intrigue flit through her.

      ‘He said he’s working on a plan and will tell me at the end of the week.’ Rosie looked at Nadia and shrugged her shoulders. ‘To be honest I’m a little nervous,’ she admitted. ‘Whatever he’s thinking about he’s implied he wants me to be a part of it.’

      Nadia looked at her, quizzically raising her eyebrow. Rosie sighed, wondering just how much of their conversation she should relay to Nadia.

      ‘Mitch is convinced I’ve given up on dating and that I need some kind of incentive to get back out there and meet “The One”.’ Rosie leaned back in her chair and stretched her arms above her head. It seemed to Rosie that Nadia was in no hurry to get going this morning so if she could get one of her students to check on those results she may as well tell her all about Mitch. She fired off a quick message and saw a notification that her most dedicated post doc had read it. She immediately relaxed.

      Nadia stopped picking at the holes in her cardigan and looked levelly at Rosie across the desk ‘And do you?’ she asked.

      ‘I don’t know,’ Rosie admitted, ‘I love my life as it is.’ Nadia made no reply. ‘I enjoy my work,’ Rosie said defensively and gestured to their surroundings, ‘I have really good friends, like you and Mitch, it’s not like I’m lonely,’ she continued. ‘Why do I get the feeling you don’t agree with me?’ she demanded into the ensuing silence. Nadia shrugged and laughed.

      ‘No reason. If you say you’re happy, I believe you,’ Nadia replied. ‘But it does sound a little bit like you’re trying to persuade yourself as well as me.’

      Rosie poked her tongue out at Nadia. ‘And,’ she continued, ‘at least I get on well enough with my family not to dread seeing them every holiday.’

      Nadia pulled a face in response to Rosie’s dig. ‘They’re not my family,’ she said grumpily.

      Now it was Rosie’s turn to laugh. ‘Well they’re as close as!’

      Nadia’s relationship with Nico’s family was strained to say the least. As an only child of unassuming (now retired
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