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PART ONE


OXFORD





Chapter One


Topaz burst through the door of the President’s Office.


‘Oh – my – God!’ she yelled. ‘Oh my God! I got it! I got it! I can’t believe it! Rowena, you’re a genius. How can I ever repay you? I don’t know what to say!’


She flung herself on one of the faded velvet armchairs, pushing a handful of red curls back from her face.


Rowena turned away from the computer with a sigh. Her delicately pitched letter of invitation to Gary Lineker to come down to Oxford and speak had reached a crucial paragraph. She smiled at her friend. ‘What are you talking about?’


‘The Times, The Times! They read the draft, they like it, they want eight hundred words on student benefits! I’m going to be published in a national! Oh babe, I can’t thank you enough,’ said Topaz.


‘Topaz, that’s great. That’s really great. I’m so pleased,’ said Rowena. ‘You’re the best, and they’re lucky to have you.’


‘It’s all down to you. I wouldn’t have got it without you.’


‘That’s rubbish and you know it. All Dad did was make sure the right person got to read it. Stevens wouldn’t have commissioned it if it wasn’t any good,’ said Rowena firmly.


The two girls glowed at each other.


‘Talent is the only thing that counts,’ said Rowena.


‘In which case, you’ll never have any problems,’ said Topaz.


They made a great team. Everyone said so. They were so unlikely to get along, it was almost inevitable that they should become best friends: Topaz Rossi, the brashest, loudest, and by far the most attractive American in Oxford, and Rowena Gordon, willowy, blonde, coldly determined, every inch a gentleman’s daughter.


Topaz had interviewed Rowena for Cherwell, the university newspaper, in their second term at college, when her sophistication and poise had taken the Union by storm, winning an election to the Secretary’s committee by a record margin. The American girl had turned up with a paper and pen cordially prepared to hate her guts: Rowena Gordon, another stuck-up British aristo dabbling in student politics before settling down to a suitable marriage. She despised girls like that. They were the enemy, a living reproach to every woman who’d struggled for the right to work for a living.


When she actually saw Rowena, her second impression was worse than the first; she was dressed in an Armani suit that would have cost Topaz her year’s budget, with long, blonde, precision-cut hair, expensive scent, immaculate make-up and delicate gold jewellery.


‘Why do you think you won this election?’ Topaz asked in a bored monotone.


Rowena had looked at her equally coolly. Bloody Americans! Look at this girl, those thrusting breasts in a low-cut top, those long legs stretching up for miles into a suede mini at least three inches too short, and a riot of ruby curls tumbling halfway down her back. Swaggering in here like she owns the place. It was obvious how she managed to be a staffer on the student paper in less than a term.


‘Because I worked hard all term, made speeches I believed about, and raised more sponsorship money than anybody else,’ she answered shortly. ‘Why do you think you’re doing this feature?’


‘Because I’m the best writer on the paper,’ Topaz shot back.


For a second they glared at each other. Then, slowly, Topaz smiled and held out her hand.


By the end of the day, both women had made their first ally.


Over the next two weeks, they became firm friends. At first, this amazed other students who knew them; after all, Rowena was cold, reserved and richer than hell, whereas Topaz was a red-blooded Italian-American, sensual, pushy and scraping by on a scholarship.


But their backgrounds were more similar than most people realized. Both of them had already made one major mistake in the eyes of their parents: they’d been born female.


The Gordons of Ayrshire had been an unbroken line of Scottish farmers for more than a thousand years. Give or take a few acres, the Gordon estate and coat of arms had passed smoothly from father to son down the generations, until Rowena’s father, Charles Gordon, had failed to provide a son of his own. There had been three miscarriages, and Rowena was conceived despite doctor’s orders. When Mary Gordon, after all the heartache, was finally delivered in Guy’s Hospital in London, her proud husband waited all night in the room closest to the ward, turning over names in his mind – Richard, Henry, Douglas, William, Jacob. At 3 a.m. the nurse came in beaming.


‘Is he all right?’ Charles asked anxiously.


‘She’s fine, sir,’ the nurse smiled. ‘You have a beautiful baby daughter.’


Gino Rossi would have sympathized with Charles Gordon. He might also have felt a touch of condescension: after all, he already had three fine sons. He was the envy of his neighbours. But he wanted another, and his wife was getting tired. Gino had already decided this would be the last time for her. When the baby turned out to be a girl, he felt cheated. What should Gino Rossi do with a daughter? He hadn’t even had any sisters. No, he patted the little infant on the head and left her to her mother to raise. Anna Rossi called her daughter Topaz, after her favourite gemstone, and because she had a little tuft of red-gold baby hair.


Rowena Gordon wanted for nothing. From the moment she was wrapped in her heirloom christening gown of antique lace, everything was provided for her. When she was six, a pony. When she was seventeen, a car. In between, the finest clothes, the smartest skiing holidays, ballet lessons, a Harley Street orthodontist and anything else her father could think of. Anything that would allow him to ignore his real feelings for her, the acute disappointment, the sense of betrayal. Until Rowena was six, he merely avoided her. After that, he would either lose his temper over the smallest childish offence, or treat her with cold courtesy. Mary Gordon was no better. She resented her daughter as the reason for her husband’s coldness towards her. When Rowena was sent away at seven to boarding school, she felt only relief.


When Rowena was ten, a minor miracle occurred. Mary Gordon, at the age of forty-one, got pregnant again and carried the baby to term. This time Charles’s prayers were answered: at forty-seven he had fathered a son, James Gordon, sole heir to the estate and the family name. Both parents were overjoyed; the new baby was the apple of their eye, and Charles Gordon never snapped at his daughter again. From that day forth, he simply ignored her.


Rowena accepted her parents’ attitude. Things were the way they were, and no amount of wishing would change it. Her reaction was simple: from now on, she would be in control. She would shape her own world. She would rely on herself.


The grades she was earning at school ceased to be an effort to win their love. Now they became a passport to college. University meant independence, and independence meant freedom. And Rowena discovered something else: she was good at work. She was, in fact, the brightest girl of her year. It was a new revelation. Rowena worked coldly and with complete dedication until she topped the class in everything except art. She had her rivals, Mary-Jane and Rebecca, happy, pretty girls who were much more outgoing and popular than her. They provided a benchmark. They were the ones to beat. If Rowena got only 74 per cent in an exam, she didn’t mind, providing Becky and Mary-Jane got only 73 per cent. She discovered she would rather come top than get an A. In most cases she did both.


Across the Atlantic, little Topaz Rossi was also disappointing her family. Where Rowena became arrogant, cold and withdrawn, Topaz threw tantrums, burst into tears and demanded attention. Like the unruly mop of red curls she was sprouting – nobody knew where that came from, as Gino remarked – the girl was proving rebellious. She flirted with boys, her poppa hit her. She started to wear make-up, her mom made her go to Mass every day for a month. Her mom tried to love her, but she was worn out. And Topaz was so different! She refused to learn to cook! She wanted a career, like she couldn’t find a nice boy, looking like she did! What was wrong with the child, didn’t she know she was a girl?


Topaz burnt with the injustice of it. In truth, she was more like her father than any of his sons; smart, feisty, passionate when angry. She was so desperate for them to love her. Or at least understand! She was making the best grades in grade school! She was making the best grades in high school!


When Topaz was sixteen, her parents ordered her to quit school and come help in the shop. She refused. She wanted more. Her teachers thought she could get a scholarship to Oxford University, no less. She wanted to make something of herself.


Sullenly, Gino refused his permission. All Topaz’s tears were to no avail. Deep down inside, he knew he was wrong, that if Emiliano had been offered such a chance he would have burst with pride, but he was angry. Why did the Lord give him three ordinary sons, no better than the next man’s, and suddenly this wild little daughter, who made straight As in courses her brothers couldn’t even spell? What business did she have, being brighter than her family?


Gino was jealous for his sons. He was jealous for himself. No, he refused permission. She should not take this exam. At eighteen, she would help her mother.


Topaz felt her tears and rage crystallize into a hard diamond of fury. So be it, she thought. If her father turned his back on her, she would turn from him. She took the exam in secret and, as she had known they would, they awarded her the bursary.


Two days later she packed up her few decent clothes, kissed her brothers and mother goodbye and got in a cab for JFK. Her father refused her his blessing.


Though her heart was breaking, Topaz hardened her face. Very well. From now on, she was on her own.


For both girls, Oxford was the way out. In that glorious summer, the beautiful old city nestling in the heart of the soft Cotswold hills represented an opportunity to make a name for yourself. If you were doing it properly, Oxford was a dress rehearsal for real life.


Topaz and Rowena were doing it properly.


Topaz wanted to be a journalist more than anything else in the world. She wanted to talk to everyone and see everything and serve it back up to the public in graceful phrases and snappy paragraphs, underneath a photo of herself and a byline. She would make them laugh, and shock them, and make and break people, and change perceptions. She wanted to give people spectacles, so that when they looked through them they would see life the way she did. She would expose, observe, amuse and enlighten. And make a ton of money doing it.


When Topaz arrived in Oxford, she staggered up the staircase to her room, unpacked her clothes and made a cup of coffee. Then she went down to the porters’ lodge at the college entrance, signed her name in the register of new undergraduates, and examined the sixty-odd leaflets stuffed into her pigeonhole from university societies desperate to get freshers – as the new batch of students were traditionally termed – to sign up. One of them was from Cherwell, the student newspaper, advertising for volunteers. Topaz folded the little sheet of paper and tucked it neatly in her purse. She threw everything else away without looking at it.


Rowena Gordon was just as sure about what she wanted to do, but she knew Oxford wouldn’t give her much help with it. She wanted to go into the record business. Over her last two years at school, Rowena, the icy blonde who was famous for never even looking at a boy, discovered rock and roll. It was the first thing she’d felt moved by. The wild, dark rhythms of the music, the blatantly sexual lyrics, the dangerous looks of the musicians – it scandalized all her friends, but it excited Rowena. Hard rock was a world of its own, a totally different world to the one she was used to. It made her feel strange.


Her parents heard about her passion from the housemistress, but could hardly believe it. How could their trouble-free girl possibly be involved in that kind of trash? So the teacher kept her counsel, disapprovingly. It didn’t do to upset Mr Gordon. But having known Rowena for some years, she sensed in the girl what her parents did not; a disturbing sexuality buried in that virgin flesh, in the new sashay of her long, slim legs, and the promise of her soft, plump lips.


Rowena was intelligent, and she kept her ambitions to herself. Music would have to wait until she’d graduated, and meanwhile, there was Oxford to attend to.


Her first term, Rowena, newly up at Christ Church, joined the Oxford Union. It was the most important society in Oxford, and so Rowena Gordon intended to be President.


Three quarters of all undergraduates were members of the Union. It owned its own buildings in the centre of the city, and possessed a cheap bar and cocktail cellar that were always packed out. It was regarded as a nursery for Britain’s political elite – prime ministers and cabinet members from Gladstone to Michael Heseltine had been officers and presidents. The programme of speakers and events for Topaz and Rowena’s first terms had included Henry Kissinger, Jerry Hall, Warren Beatty and the Princess Royal within the space of eight weeks.


Rowena fell in love. She couldn’t write, like Topaz, but she could certainly talk. She learnt how to debate and found she adored the almost sexual charge of passionately exhorting a crowd, joking, rebuffing, challenging, holding them locked into her eyes and voice. She started running in the Union elections and found she loved that too; the bitter feuds, the pacts made and broken, the secret meetings in the officers’ offices. She loved the rhetoric and the protocol – ‘Madam Librarian’, ‘Mr Chairman’, ‘the honourable lady from St Hilda’s’.


‘What’s the motion next week again?’ Topaz asked, trying not to seem too absorbed in her own triumph. Published in a national! Published in a national! Editor of Cherwell was one thing, but this! . . .


‘This House Believes that Women Are Getting Their Just Deserts,’ recited Rowena.


Topaz laughed. ‘I can’t believe they’re letting you off the leash on that one in a Presidential, Madam Librarian.’


Rowena allowed herself a quick smile. ‘Nor can I, to be honest,’ she admitted. ‘Gilbert is such a prat about feminism.’


The Presidential Debate took place once a term and was the final showdown between officers and other candidates for the top job. Rowena’s only real competition was the Secretary, Gilbert Docker; one hundred per cent public schoolboy, blood so blue it was obscene. Gilbert found it appalling that women should even be allowed to join the Union, let alone run for office. In the good old days, they had had to watch silently from the visitors’ gallery, with all the other peasants.


‘You’ll have Cherwell right behind you,’ Topaz assured her.


Rowena smiled. ‘Yeah, well. At least you and I can count on each other. Let’s go and have a beer.’


They wandered down Broad Street towards the King’s Arms, a perennial favourite for students from the university and polytechnic. Most of the tourists that crowded Oxford’s lovely streets had climbed back on their buses by six o’clock, and the early evening air was warm and soft. The scent of mown grass drifted towards them from the gardens of Trinity College.


‘Have you seen Peter this week?’ Rowena asked.


Peter Kennedy was one of the better-known students at Oxford, and Topaz Rossi’s boyfriend. They’d been seeing each other for a couple of months, and Rowena was intrigued by the romance. She gathered that Peter was – well – more from her own kind of background, to be honest. He wasn’t the type she’d expect to be interested in Topaz Rossi, nor he in her. Still, by all accounts he was drop-dead gorgeous.


‘Yes,’ said Topaz. She blushed. ‘I really like the guy. He’s pretty . . . pretty interesting.’


‘Pretty spectacular, you mean,’ said Rowena. ‘Let’s not kid ourselves.’


They turned into the pub, grinning at each other with perfect understanding.


‘Nice job, Topaz!’ called Rupert Walton from the bar. ‘I heard about The Times.’


‘Cheers, Rupert.’ Topaz waved to her deputy editor.


‘Hey, Rupe,’ Rowena called.


‘Madam President,’ he said.


‘Bloody hell, don’t say that,’ Rowena protested, fighting her way through the crowd. ‘Gin and tonic, Labatt’s, and whatever Rupert’s drinking, please. You’ll jinx it.’


‘Nothing can jinx it after the piece on him I’m running next week,’ he said smugly. ‘It’s not even editorial condemnation. It’s just a long list of his own quotes, starting with “Working mothers are responsible for the crime rate,” and ending with “Oxford was designed for the sons of gentlemen, and it ought to be kept that way.” I’ll have a Guinness, please. Thanks.’


They threaded their way back to the table, nodding at friends. Chris Johnson and Nick Flower, two of Rowena’s candidates, were sitting next to Topaz.


‘Look out, Rupe, hacks in the area,’ she teased. ‘You go out for an innocent drink with Miss Gordon, you end up in the middle of a slate meeting.’


‘Right,’ said Rupert. ‘You’ll wind up civil servants, the lot of you, and serve you right. No fate is too bad.’


‘How’s it looking, guys?’ asked Rowena. ‘Ignore the budding Fleet Street scum over here.’


‘Christ Church is solid,’ said Nick, ‘as ever. Oriel’s not.’


‘Surprise.’


‘Hertford’ll give you a hundred and fifty line votes.’


‘God bless Hertford,’ said Topaz.


‘Amen,’ Rowena concurred.


‘We’ve got Queen’s, Lincoln, Jesus and St Peter’s wrapped up. Balliol’s a problem. So is John’s.’


‘Why?’ asked Chris.


Nick shrugged. ‘Because Peter Kennedy’s decided he wants to support Gilbert, and he’s mobilizing the old school ties.’


A slight chill fell over the table and Rowena felt her heart sink. Gilbert, really, had never been that much of a threat. Peter was another matter.


Topaz touched her sleeve. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll go see him, talk some sense into him. He’ll be cool.’


‘Thanks, sweetheart,’ Rowena said, wondering what she’d do without her. She didn’t want Topaz dragged into a political row between her best friend and her boyfriend. ‘But I’ll do it. This one’s really my problem. I’ll sort it out.’


Peter Kennedy versus Rowena Gordon, Rupert thought, looking at the two beautiful girls. Now, that will be interesting.





Chapter Two


‘Can you tell me where Mr Kennedy lives, please?’ asked Rowena politely.


The porter touched his bowler hat gravely, whether in deference to herself or Peter Kennedy she wasn’t sure.


‘Certainly, madam. Mr Kennedy has rooms in Old Library, number five on the first floor.’


‘Thank you,’ said Rowena.


She took a quick glance at the spacious lodge, littered like most of Oxford’s college entrances with leaflets advertising lectures, plays, jobs and pizza discounts. It was Friday, which meant that a large pile of that week’s Cherwell had just been delivered, dumped underneath the window next to the noticeboard. She grabbed a copy before they all disappeared.


He would be at Christ Church, she thought.


It was the largest, most prestigious and most arrogant college in the university. Only St John’s was richer, and only Oriel more despised by everyone else. Not that either of these things bothered the House, as it was traditionally nicknamed; John’s was full of ‘grey men’, hard-working, brilliant undergraduates destined for fellowships and research posts – boring idiots in other words – and Oriel was a poor relation. Christ Church had produced something like twelve prime ministers and nineteen viceroys of India. Its hall was one of the architectural wonders of England. It had a private picture gallery, boasting drawings by Michelangelo and Van Dyck.


Peter Kennedy could not possibly have gone anywhere else, Rowena thought. She smiled. And neither could I.


She walked through magnificent Tom Quad, admiring the grey Elizabethan stone, lit gently by the setting sun. Tom Tower, rearing up behind her, began to strike the hour five minutes early, because the college was exactly one degree west of Greenwich. She felt very nervous, as if even the ancient walkways and carved gargoyles were ranking up behind Gilbert, now that Kennedy was on his side. She’d have to talk him out of it. That was all there was to it.


Under the soaring archways of the walk into hall, someone had pinned up the standard-issue poster announcing the Union elections, listing the candidates and somewhat improbably requesting that any breach of the rules be reported to J. Sanders, Exeter, Returning Officer. Since the rules stated that no candidate should solicit votes, much less form an electoral pact – a slate, in other words – they were universally ignored, except on polling day, when the deputy returning officers had fun making life even more miserable for the hacks than it was already. Every hack, once they stopped running, had a go at being a DRO and enjoyed it immensely.


Rowena examined the poster for graffiti and was pleased to find that someone had scrawled ‘Prat’ after Gilbert’s name. She also noticed, laughing, that someone had carefully written ‘TOPAZ ROSSI, ST HILDA’S’ at the top of the list of standing-committee nominees. My friend the sex symbol. She’d tried to get Topaz to run a million times, but unless she could interview it, report on it or give it an impossible deadline, Topaz wasn’t interested. ‘Tina Brown didn’t have time for the Union,’ she’d said dismissively.


Rowena strolled through the glorious cathedral cloisters to Old Library. The door to the staircase was heavy, solid wood, studded with metal bolts like a dungeon entrance. Maybe, thought Rowena fancifully, they locked Protestants in here when Bloody Mary was queen.


She bounded up the narrow stairs to Kennedy’s room, her heart hammering, and knocked loudly. I am Librarian of the Union, she told herself firmly, and he’s a threat, that’s all, to be dealt with like any other threat.


Peter, tall and tanned from rowing, opened the door. ‘Miss Gordon, delighted to meet you,’ he said. ‘I’ve been expecting you. Won’t you come in?’


Rowena stepped into the most luxurious undergraduate rooms she’d seen anywhere. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘Please call me Rowena, Mr Kennedy.’


‘Only if you’ll agree to call me Peter,’ he said, smiling, waving her to an armchair. ‘I am seeing your best friend, after all. I’m amazed that we haven’t managed to meet up before now.’


‘Then that’s settled,’ said Rowena, ashamed to find herself momentarily jealous.


Christ, the guy was attractive. He was wearing a dark blue Boat Club tracksuit, with HOUSE emblazoned on the back in large white letters, the colour emphasizing his blue eyes and luxuriant blond hair. To Rowena, his size and strength made him seem even older than twenty-three, perhaps nearer to twenty-five. There was discreet evidence of immense wealth displayed all over the room; an antique gold carriage clock, a couple of leather-bound first editions on his table without library stickers on them. The bed was made up with a feather duvet and crisp Irish linen, and she doubted even Christ Church would run to that. Peter Kennedy was studying Anglo-Saxon under the legendary tutelage of Richard Hamer, one of the most learned and pleasant dons at Oxford, but there were textbooks on advanced economics stacked in rows on his bookshelves. Two pairs of oars were mounted across the bed; blades, traditionally awarded to the finest rowers. And God only knew he was that, Rowena thought.


‘Coffee?’ he enquired.


‘Yes, please,’ said Rowena. It might be a little easier when those handsome eyes weren’t staring her down.


‘You presumably know why I’m here,’ she said. ‘Word has it that you’ll be supporting Gilbert Docker this term. You must realize that without your intervention I’m cruising home.’


‘So how can one outsider’s influence make any difference to you, more or less?’ asked Peter calmly, stirring the coffee.


‘I’m not sure,’ said Rowena, deciding that honesty might charm him, ‘but I’d prefer not to chance it. Believe me, I know how popular you are, how widely you can pull out the Old Etonian vote, the sports vote’ – she hesitated, but added, ‘the female vote . . .’


Peter handed her her coffee.


‘I don’t feel that anything could make Gilbert look good,’ she said, ‘but if there were something, it would be your support.’


He sat opposite her, sizing her up. Nice. Long blonde hair, green eyes, slim body, long legs, a lady evidently. A virgin for sure.


‘Why should I support you?’ he asked. ‘Gilbert’s the son of a friend of my father’s. You’ll have to give me some very good reasons to withdraw my backing from him.’


My God, Rowena thought. He’s considering it. Is he seriously interested in my qualifications for the job? Most people couldn’t give a monkey’s about that.


‘I’m the best candidate by miles,’ she said, ‘and you’re rumoured to be a meritocrat, Peter.’


He smiled, amused. That was a clever slant.


‘As Secretary, I doubled the number of social events and made a profit on entertainments for the first time in four years. As Librarian, I managed to get speakers from David Puttnam to Mick Jagger. I’ve served time on every Union committee. I’ve debated for Oxford in the world championships.’


‘Did we win?’ asked Kennedy, interested.


‘We came second to Edinburgh,’ Rowena grinned. ‘The Cambridge judges were copping an attitude.’


‘Classic inferiority complex,’ agreed Kennedy.


‘Gilbert ran straight for Secretary, just scraped in on the O E vote because there was no serious opposition, can’t be bothered to turn up for standing-committee meetings, and has put on exactly two parties, using hangover sponsors from my term. He only wants to put “President of the Union” on his application to the merchant banks. He probably wouldn’t bother with his own debates, if he got it.’


Kennedy nodded, accepting this. ‘I need some more time to think about it,’ he said. ‘I won’t give you a glib answer.’


Rowena got up and offered him her hand to shake, pleasantly surprised.


He turned it over, raised it slowly to his lips and kissed it. A shiver ran with little electric feet all over her body.


‘Really, Topaz is terrible,’ he said. ‘Keeping you away from me like this. If I’d had the pleasure of knowing you beforehand, I wouldn’t have committed myself to Gilbert in the first place.’


For a second Rowena wondered how on earth Topaz had managed to hook up with this devastating guy. She was amazed that he would choose an American. Still . . .


‘Well, thank you for seeing me,’ she said. ‘I’ll be in touch.’


Topaz and Rowena sat in Topaz’s cramped room in Hall Building in St Hilda’s, companionably drinking huge mugs of tea and stuffing their faces with chocolate biscuits, leafing through back copies of Cherwell to select the best pieces for Topaz’s portfolio. What there was of Topaz’s room was very nice, as it had once belonged to a don, but in order to create two separate rooms for lowly undergraduates someone had partitioned it straight down the middle. Topaz thus had half a window, which looked out on to the river, past the gorgeous Hilda’s gardens which were ablaze with roses and thick honeysuckle. Both girls loved it here.


‘God, I’m so tired,’ Topaz complained. ‘The fucking computers crashed at three o’clock this morning and we all had to stay up and retype everything. Ever tried drinking out of a Coke can someone just used as an ashtray? No? Well, don’t bother.’


Rowena smothered a laugh, her mouth full of Hobnob.


‘I’ve got a tutorial first thing tomorrow on Molière, and I can’t skip it because I went sick on the last one, so that means essay crisis tonight . . . and I gotta pick something out here to show the big boys when I’m job-hunting, and I’ll just screw it up because I’m pissed-off.’


‘You’re always pissed-off, Topaz,’ said Rowena.


‘I brought you a present,’ Topaz said, throwing her the latest issue of Vanity Fair. ‘It’s got a massive piece on David Geffen in it.’


‘Oh, great!’ said Rowena, grabbing it. ‘David Geffen –’


‘– is God, I know, I know,’ said Topaz.


Rowena worshipped David Geffen, the legendary American music mogul who had started two record companies from scratch and made a huge success out of both of them. He was a self-made billionaire who had started out without a cent to his name. She kept a New York Times profile on him tacked above her bed.


‘So?’ said Rowena defensively. ‘You’d walk a mile over broken glass for five minutes with Tina Brown.’


‘I’d walk ten miles,’ sighed Topaz, imagining it. Tina Brown was young, beautiful, happily married and the greatest magazine powerhouse the world had ever seen, or at least that’s what Topaz Rossi thought. She had left Oxford, gone into editing and seemed to double the circulation of any magazine in whose direction she glanced. Now she ran Vanity Fair, and had produced a cocktail of glitz and gravitas that made it the hottest title on the shelves, hotter even than Cosmopolitan, if that were possible.


‘I want what she’s got, damn it!’ Topaz said.


‘You’ve got Cherwell.’


‘It’s hardly Vanity Fair, now is it?’ asked Topaz sarcastically.


‘It’s a start,’ Rowena insisted. ‘It got you The Times.’


‘That’s true,’ admitted Topaz, her bad mood evaporating. ‘How’s the debate coming along?’


‘I’ve got no problems,’ said Rowena, supremely confident. ‘Gilbert Docker? I’ll slaughter him.’


‘What did Peter say?’ Topaz asked, with an uncharacteristic blush. Somehow, talking about Peter in front of Rowena always made her feel a bit dirty. Rowena was still a virgin, amazingly enough.


‘He said he’d think about it,’ Rowena told her. ‘Are you seeing him tonight?’


‘Yeah,’ Topaz said. She was glad Rowena had dealt with it herself. She’d hate to have to discuss slate politics with Peter.


There was a slight pause.


‘Let’s get on with it, then,’ Rowena said, picking up a feature on the Magdalen May Ball.


Topaz arched her back from the pleasure of it, feeling the night dew of the meadow wet beneath her. Over her head she could see the spires of the ancient city, black against the night. They were a few feet away from the riverbank and somewhere under the urgent heat of her pleasure she could hear the gentle murmuring of the water. God, it was so beautiful. In New York the neon lights of the city obliterated all the stars; here, under Peter’s exquisite touch, she could see them scattered across the whole sky, like sherbet.


Peter’s tongue was flicking up and down her spine, his fingertips lightly tracing her ribcage, half tickling, half caressing. Her whole body felt sensitized, alive. Topaz parted her legs, ready for him, enjoying the weight of him, the feeling of his large, thick erection pushing into her. She liked his strength. Sometimes she might even have liked it a little rougher, but that wasn’t Peter’s style; sex was an art for him.


She felt his fingers slide around and underneath her, reaching for her belly, for the delicate little skin patches just under her hips, wanting to stroke them, to feel them flutter under his touch. It sent a new spasm of wetness through her, and she moaned. He had taken his time discovering her body. He knew where he could turn her on. Topaz pressed against him, squirming into his hands. He liked that. His cock leapt against her.


Topaz moved with him, getting hotter. She was close, she could feel it. She wriggled about, so she could push up against his cock with the cheeks of her ass. Peter gasped when she did that, surprised by a new surge of desire. He pulled back, positioned himself to enter her. Topaz opened herself wider, waves of heat spreading through her.


‘Now, baby,’ she urged, and Peter began to thrust, in and out, pulling so far back he was almost withdrawn, and then plunging back inside her, slick with her juice. He was getting harder inside her, he was nearly there. He put his hands on her shoulders, gripping her hard, pushing into her faster, pleasuring her. Topaz sobbed. Maybe someone would walk across the meadows. Maybe someone would see them. She moaned, she was going to come. The block of pressure in her stomach dissolved and shattered, rippling through her, a long shiver of orgasm. Peter went rigid with pleasure, came, and relaxed on top of her.


Topaz kissed his shoulder. ‘You were amazing,’ she said.


‘Me? Oh, baby,’ he said. ‘You’re fantastic.’


He rolled off her, and they lay on the riverbank together, exhausted.


‘This is so romantic,’ Topaz said. ‘I just can’t believe it.’


She was incredibly happy. Peter was so gentle, so imaginative, so tender with her. The fumbling boys back in Brooklyn had never been like this. And her father had wanted one of them for her husband! If Gino could see this stunning, rich English gentleman, he’d throw a fit. Topaz had a brief, vengeful fantasy about taking Peter back for dinner and watching her poppa fall over himself to kiss his ass. Not that she’d ever darken that asshole’s door again.


‘I’m glad you think so,’ Peter said. He grabbed his jacket, took out a packet of cigarettes and lit up. The smoke curled up in the darkness, white and fragrant.


‘Your friend Rowena came to see me today,’ he added. ‘About the Union. She wants me to drop out of supporting Gilbert.’


‘She mentioned it,’ Topaz said, warily. One thing she had learnt was that Union politics got deadly serious. She suppressed the memory of her friend’s mute appeal for help this afternoon; she didn’t want Peter to think she was interfering.


‘Trouble is, I’m committed to him,’ Peter said easily. ‘Are you cold, darling? No? I might get out of it, but it’d be tricky.’


Topaz curled against the warmth of his side. She still tingled from his caress. ‘You guys can sort it out,’ she said.


Peter allowed his arm to drop round her, enjoying the feeling of her firm, full breasts. It was pleasant, being with Topaz Rossi. She was eager, enthusiastic and fun. He was slightly surprised that Rowena Gordon was her friend. They were so different.


Idly he pictured Rowena as she had come to deal with him that morning. The shimmering blonde hair. The graceful poise. The confident manner. If being with Topaz was exploring the exotic, talking to slim, elegant Rowena Gordon was like looking in a mirror. And that was something else Peter Kennedy enjoyed.


‘Leave it to us, sweetheart,’ he said. ‘We’ll find some solution. Tell your friend to come and see me again.’





Chapter Three


‘Topaz, please,’ Rowena said, twisting her fingers around under her cuffs.


The two girls were walking down the wide gravel path that bisected Christ Church meadows, strolling down to the river. It was the middle of Eights Week, the traditional summer rowing contest. Every college fielded male and female teams – except St Hilda’s, which didn’t admit men – and the students took it very seriously indeed. Topaz had two whole teams of Cherwell reporters asigned to it, and every hack in the Union took up position outside their college boathouse first thing in the morning. Ambition aside, where else could you be? The sun was beating down, the water was glittering and the alcohol was flowing. Thousands of kids were packing the riverbank, this year like every year. Rowena and Topaz were threading through a crowd on their way down there, and it was only ten in the morning. The crack of dawn. Normally they wouldn’t even be awake.


‘No. Jesus, how many times? I said no, and I meant it,’ Topaz answered, with something of an edge to her tone. ‘I’m not gonna discuss it with Peter for you. I don’t want to get involved. Capisci?’


‘I get that, but I need your help,’ Rowena said, hammering away. ‘I have to get Peter, if not to go with me, at least to hold back from supporting Gilbert.’


‘What part of “no” don’t you understand?’ Topaz asked, sarcastically. ‘The guy’s my boyfriend. This stuff is as important to him as it is to you. If I start interfering, he’s gonna be turned off like a light switch. I’m devoting every damn issue of the paper to what an asshole Gilbert Docker is. Isn’t that enough?’


‘Yeah, and you know I’m really grateful, but –’


‘No. No buts,’ Topaz interrupted her impatiently, pushing a handful of scarlet curls away from her forehead, and yet again Rowena was struck by how terrific, how brazen, her friend looked. Today she was wearing cut-off denim shorts that fitted snugly round her taut, curvy ass, the tiny threads on the fringes just kissing the tops of firm, tanned thighs, and a yellow-checked shirt tied above her flat midriff, the fabric pulled hard against those overripe breasts. She felt another quick burst of frustrated envy, immediately followed by a stab of guilt.


‘You’ll have to talk him into it yourself, Rowena. That’s your specialty, anyway.’


‘I’m seeing more of him than you are, these days,’ Rowena said softly.


For a second Topaz glanced across at her. ‘You can’t hate his company as much as you’re making out,’ she said. ‘Peter’s not so bad. Hey, you’re gonna have to get to like him. You’ll have to dance with him at our wedding. That’s in the chief bridesmaid’s job description, says so in all the books.’ She grinned.


‘Wedding! Don’t you think you might be rushing this just a little bit?’ Rowena exploded.


‘Maybe. Let’s not talk about it any more,’ Topaz begged. ‘I don’t want to have a row with you. But I’m not getting involved. OK?’


‘OK,’ Rowena said, looking away. She swallowed her fury. ‘I’ll see you later, Tope, all right? I want to see how we’re getting on.’


‘Sure,’ her friend said, giving her a cheerful wink as she headed towards a hot-dog stand.


Rowena fought her anger all the way down the riverfront as she strolled towards the Christ Church boathouse. Not that anyone watching her would have known it; she walked slowly, waving at anyone who looked even vaguely familiar and flashing a dazzling smile at everyone else.


She looked good, she knew that. Beautiful and happy, confident and stylish. The brilliant sunshine made her blonde hair look almost platinum, and the long cotton dress she’d picked out that morning flowed closely round her slim body. She’d picked out just a kiss of make-up – clover lips, beige eyeshadow – and in her own way she looked just as sexy as Topaz Rossi.


But it was Topaz Rossi who was dating Peter Kennedy, not her.


Yes, and he’d really dump her for bringing up politics, Rowena thought, blowing a playful kiss to Emily Chan, a friend of hers from Lady Margaret Hall. Why can’t she just do this for me? Why do I have to be closeted with her fucking boyfriend? If I was dating some guy at a national paper I’d talk to him about her . . .


The path exploded with cheers as Merton’s women’s crew tore past, oars slicing up the water with powerful strokes, and Oriel only seconds behind.


‘Go on, Merton!’ she shouted, jumping up and down. Ancient college rivalry between Christ Church and Oriel. Anybody was preferable to those guys winning . . .


‘Yeah, move it!’ a voice agreed behind her. The sun was blacked out by a Christ Church scarf being looped around her head from behind, knotted and pulled tightly together. ‘Guess who?’ the voice whispered in her ear. A low male voice, laughing at her.


‘Cut it out, Kennedy,’ Rowena snapped.


He loosened the scarf, letting her see again. ‘You’re too easy, Rowena. Don’t look where you’re going. You could get into all kinds of trouble that way.’


She reached up to her neck and ripped it off. ‘What are you doing here?’


He raised an eyebrow. ‘Same thing you are. Supporting Sam and the guys.’ He nodded towards the Christ Church boat, moored just ahead of them, where Sam Wilson, Captain of Boats, and the main men’s crew were waiting to race. ‘That is what you’re doing, right?’


‘Of course,’ Rowena replied icily.


Damn, why did he have to look at her like that? Look her up and down like that? What was she supposed to do about it? Say, ‘Hey, you belong to Topaz’?


‘Sure you’re not here to hack?’ he teased her. ‘All these votes, within such easy reach . . .’


‘Sure you’re not here to relive past glories?’ she countered.


Last year Peter Kennedy had been Captain of Boats and had led Christ Church to a record victory. There had been talk of Olympic trials, but Kennedy had chosen to give up sport to concentrate on his finals. Now Sam Wilson looked as though he might be leading them to Head of the River again, and the Olympic coaches were sniffing round new stars, like Johnny Searle.


‘You know how to hit where it hurts,’ Peter said, not taking his eyes off her. He made it sound vaguely obscene. ‘Rowing meant a lot to me. Still does.’


‘I can see that,’ Rowena answered, struck by the closeness of his body, the broad, tanned chest in a white T-shirt inches from her face. Peter Kennedy would have graced any beach in California.


‘Are you flirting with me?’ Peter asked, catching her green eyes on his body.


Ridiculously, Rowena felt her breath catch in her throat. Where the fuck’s Topaz? she thought.


‘Don’t be absurd,’ she said coldly.


‘Maybe you should flirt with me. Kiss up to me a little,’ Peter suggested, smiling at her with a lazy grin. ‘You do want my help, right?’


‘Not that badly.’


‘Don’t be so uptight. I’m just kidding,’ he said, putting one hand on her waist and steering her towards their boathouse. ‘Topaz wouldn’t want us to quarrel.’


Despite herself, Rowena stiffened beneath his touch.


Peter Kennedy smiled.


‘Rowena! Peter! Hurry up!’ said James Gunn, a friend of theirs, pulling the two of them into the Christ Church crowd. ‘You nearly missed it, we’re about to start.’


Rowena felt herself surrounded by bodies in college colours, hundreds of them, all seething forward towards the bank, shouting and clapping. Somebody flung an arm round her. She flung an arm round somebody. The college was going berserk.


‘House! House!’


They were about to cut the boat loose. Rowena was lost in a press of navy blue, thrown forward towards the mooring boards. ‘I can’t see anything!’ she complained to no one in particular.


Suddenly she felt herself being lifted up from behind, as lightly as a doll, and hoisted backwards over the heads of the crowd. Amazed, she looked down, to see Peter ducking between her legs, supporting her on his shoulders. She had a perfect view of the boat, the river, everything.


The back of Peter Kennedy’s strong neck pressed against her white cotton panties.


It felt good.


‘Put me down!’ she insisted, weakly.


He grinned up at her. ‘Later.’


With a roar from the crowd, the Christ Church boat sprang away from its moorings, finding the stroke at once. The eight rowers moved in perfect harmony into the water, their oars churning it up at terrific speed, chasing the Oriel first boat. The supporters on the bank immediately broke up and started to run alongside it, screaming encouragement at the tops of their voices and cursing the rival crew amicably. Peter ran with them, carrying Rowena above him, his hands holding her thighs in an iron grip, ignoring her protests. Her weight was evidently nothing to him.


Rowena, startled, cheered and shouted with the rest. It was too much fun. Besides which, she couldn’t help but think, every single person here could see her getting into it, supporting her college – she’d be kind of hard to miss, with her fair hair streaming out behind her like a banner, piggybacking on top of Peter Kennedy.


There was a cry of triumph as Christ Church inexorably rammed into the tail of the Oriel boat.


‘Bumped!’ Peter yelled. He reached up and swung Rowena gracefully down from his back with one hand.


She touched her feet to the ground, smoothing down her dress, suddenly embarrassed, wondering what to say.


‘We win again,’ he said.


‘Thanks, Peter,’ she muttered.


He raised her hand to his lips and kissed it, casually. ‘That was fun. Let’s do it again some time,’ he suggested.


Rowena Gordon blushed bright red, nodded as coldly as she could, and walked off down the path.


Cherwell was buzzing.


It was two weeks to the Union elections, and it looked as though they were going to be close. Every college was being hacked full-throttle by eager candidates from the opposing slates. Each new day brought a fresh crop of rumour, treachery and malicious gossip; Tori had defected, Joss wasn’t pulling his weight, rival candidates were still sleeping with each other . . . Topaz loved it. It was an editor’s dream.


Of course, the biggest rumour of all was that Peter Kennedy and Rowena Gordon were on the verge of doing a deal. If that happened, all bets were off. Rowena would be home free, the first woman President of the Union for five years. Gilbert Docker needed Peter to survive.


Whenever Rowena or Gilbert went round to Peter, the news trickled back to Cherwell. Mostly Topaz didn’t report it. She wanted to throw as much weight as she could behind her best friend, and she concentrated on articles about Gilbert’s sexism or the bully-boy tactics of his followers. God only knew they made the best reading; one of her writers at St Anne’s had come in just that morning with a story of how Gilbert’s Secretary candidate, a popular Scottish guy reading law, had stuck a ten-inch carving knife into the door of his female opponent on Rowena’s slate. Topaz had been ecstatic; the story was dynamite. She’d lead this Friday’s edition on it.


The only thing she would not do was interfere personally. Rowena had asked her to take over with Peter three times this week, but Topaz always turned her down flat. She knew what the Presidency meant to Rowena, but even so, she couldn’t risk her boyfriend over it.


‘Have you seen my layout for the jobs pages?’ Rupert asked, weaving in between their rickety photocopiers with a full cup of coffee. ‘I’m sure I left it on top of my desk . . .’


Topaz shook her head, preoccupied with the carving knife. College authorities had pulled it out of Lisa’s door, and she was wondering if she could get away with sticking a similar knife in the door and taking a photo of that.


‘You’re bloody useless, Rupe,’ Gareth Kelly said. ‘We had two thousand quids’ worth of advertising from McKinsey in that.’


‘I’ll find it, OK?’ promised her deputy editor, sounding harassed. Rupert was scatty and untidy, but a great journalist. Topaz could see that clearly. Even on a college paper he had a knack for ferreting out the real stories: single-parent students, harassing tutors. Rupe had been the first to congratulate her on her Times commission. He was the only person on the staff who realized it meant more than a £150 cheque.


‘Here it is,’ shouted Jane Edwards, the features editor. Rupert leaned gratefully across and grabbed it, answering the phone at the same time and slopping coffee all over his desk.


‘Cherwell. Yeah. Who should I say is calling?’


He handed the receiver to Topaz with a wink. ‘It’s for you. Geoffrey Stevens at The Times.’


Topaz grabbed the phone, swinging her long legs over the desk to reach it. Every guy in the place sighed mentally.


‘Miss Rossi?’ asked a cool voice.


‘That’s me,’ Topaz replied, trying to sound flip and unconcerned. She’d posted off her article two days ago. What if the guy hated it?


‘This is Geoffrey Stevens,’ he said. ‘We received your article on student benefits yesterday. We were wondering if you might like to consider a new use for it?’


Topaz’s heart sank. It wasn’t good enough for the Educational Supplement. ‘What did you have in mind?’ she asked.


‘I think this is a bit too good to tuck away in a supplement,’ Stevens said. ‘I’ve shown it to the features editor and he agrees with me – we want to use it in the main paper.’


Topaz put out a hand to steady herself against the desk. She was too stunned to speak.


‘I know what you’re thinking,’ Stevens went on, ‘you’re wondering where we’re going to put it. And you’re right, of course, that’s a problem just at the minute. We’re full up, but if you can bear to wait a fortnight we’ll run it two weeks on Monday. Would that be OK?’


‘That’d be fine,’ Topaz said, trying not to sound too overjoyed.


‘Terrific! I hoped I could count on you. And send me some more, if you’ve got it. We’re always looking for new talent.’


‘Thanks, I will,’ said Topaz. She hung up, and looked at the six faces gazing at her expectantly.


‘Oh my God!’ she exclaimed. ‘I’m in!’


Rowena planned her campaign with military care. Every speech was dramatic. Every outfit was sexy. Every hack on her slate had his or her orders, and everyone followed them. Rowena had found out who the weak links were early on, kept them out of slate meetings and assigned them to the smallest colleges. She just wasn’t taking risks.


She wanted to be President of the Union.


She wanted it badly.


She would do almost anything to win.


And that was the problem. Because in this case, ‘anything’ involved Peter Edward Kennedy, her best friend’s boyfriend, the power behind Gilbert’s throne. The one man who could hand her what she wanted on a golden plate.


Since that first meeting, Kennedy had swung back and forth like a pendulum. Yes, he would support her. No, he’d given his word. OK, Gilbert was a sexist and an elitist. He would back her slate. Well, maybe he wasn’t sure . . .


Rowena knew she could not let this go. However annoyed, however exasperated she got, she never let it show. If Peter Kennedy could be won over, it was worth any effort. It was worth going to see him four times a week.


And that was the real problem.


Rowena Gordon, the proverbial ice maiden, was having to deal with something more than annoyance. Something so new she didn’t even recognize it at first, but which slowly took a hold of her, until it was all she could do to control herself. She was falling for Peter.


Every day she had to deal with it. He forced her to sit in his rooms and discuss politics with him, a subject which normally fascinated her. But with Peter Kennedy she found she was tuning out. She wasn’t listening to him, she was watching his lips move. The square, bold set of his jaw. The thick flaxen hair. The well-developed muscles sliding under the brown, healthy skin.


Peter entranced her. He was so intelligent, so masculine, so assured. Normally Rowena despised men of her own class: wimpy chinless wonders, the lot of them. Gilbert Docker was a typical specimen. But Peter Kennedy wasn’t like that. He was a thorough gentleman, but he was sexual too. He was graceful, but he obviously knew how to fight. He was accomplished, but he was also a fiercely competitive athlete. He interested her. He excited her.


‘What do you want out of life?’ he asked her. ‘When is it enough?’


‘I want everything!’ Rowena replied. ‘It’s never enough!’


‘When you die, they’ll put “Dreamer” on your gravestone,’ Peter said, looking at her admiringly. ‘You remind me of something Henry Ford once said – “Whether you think you can, or whether you think you can’t, you are right.”’


She’d glowed with pleasure at his approval.


She knew it was dangerous. She knew it was wrong. Topaz was in love with him, for God’s sake! But what could she do? Without Peter’s backing she might fail. And failure was something Rowena Gordon wouldn’t stand for.


She began to get angry with Topaz. Why couldn’t she do this? Peter was her boyfriend. He’d listen to her. If Topaz would talk to him, she wouldn’t have to torment herself, but no, her friend just refused to help. It was the first breach that had come between them. Topaz wouldn’t even discuss it. She’s too absorbed with her goddamn paper, Rowena thought angrily. Student Journalist of the Year. Young Editor of the Year. Future Times columnist.


So Rowena walked in and out of Christ Church’s magnificent Tudor stone four times a week, because Kennedy refused to let her off the hook. He wanted to be persuaded, talked into it. He told Rowena he enjoyed her company, that she was beautiful, brilliant and enthralling, and that since he had all the cards, she’d have to humour him.


Rowena tried to convince herself that this annoyed her.


Silk. Satin. Swirling chiffon. The lawns of St Hilda’s were covered in ballgowns. Thin, sparkling sheaths clung tightly to their owners’ bodies, short, bias-cut numbers displayed miles of pretty calves, and old-fashioned crinoline gowns swept regally to the ground, their delicate hems brushing the close-mown grass. The only women’s college left at Oxford was preparing for the Union Ball.


‘What do you think?’ Topaz demanded. She struck a pose against an oak tree wreathed in white dog-roses.


‘Very sexy,’ Rowena said. Topaz was wearing a tiny, barely-there outfit of navy velvet which contrasted beautifully with her auburn hair, bright blue eyes and healthy tanned skin. The dress was boned at the ribs to emphasize her magnificent breasts, and cut off six inches above the knee, displaying acres of firm, rounded thighs. It was a knockout; even the old porters couldn’t stop staring at her.


Rowena tried to hide her disapproval. What did Topaz think she was wearing? She looked like a tramp. That little scrap of fabric hardly hid her underwear. How could – she tried to smother her snobbery, but failed – a gentleman like Peter Kennedy want to date her? She was so brazen!


‘Do you think it’s possibly a little short?’ she added coldly.


‘What’s the matter, am I embarrassing you? Huh?’ Topaz grinned. ‘Wondering what Peter’s going to do with me when he checks this out?’


Rowena blushed scarlet.


‘Hey, hey, I’m only teasing,’ Topaz said hastily. ‘You’re getting a little uptight these days, that’s all.’


‘Election pressure,’ offered Rowena, ashamed of herself. She was letting jealousy sour her friendship.


‘You look wonderful,’ Topaz said warmly. ‘Fantastic. It’s a little conservative for me, but I’m sure it’ll win you hundreds of votes. Who could see you tonight and not vote for you?’


Rowena had chosen a family heirloom, an antique Regency gown in light pink silk. It was embroidered with a subtle design of heather sprigs, picked out on the bodice in cloth-of-gold. She was wearing her long hair straight, letting it tumble in a blonde curtain over her shoulders. Her shoes were satin heels from Chanel, and she was carrying a small fan and an elegant clutch bag. Long washed-silk gloves reached up to her elbows. Cinderella would have been proud.


‘Thanks,’ Rowena smiled. ‘That’s the idea.’


Topaz glanced at her again, more slowly. ‘You devious bitch,’ she said affectionately. ‘They could stick a picture of you in the dictionary next to “ladylike”. It’s all part of the masterplan, am I right? Look feminine, talk feminist? You’ll hook the women with their ears and the men with their eyes.’


Rowena laughed. ‘For a foreigner, you’re a quick learner.’


A porter shuffled across the manicured lawns towards them. ‘Taxi, Miss Rossi,’ he said.


‘So when are they printing it?’


‘Two weeks from yesterday,’ Topaz said. The taxi crawled across Magdalen Bridge, the Gothic splendour of the college rearing up to her right. Undergraduates in full evening dress were picking their way along the High Street, but Rowena didn’t want to walk. Not that the locals paid any attention. Every year, ball dresses, dinner jackets and drunken students were a standard fixture in the summer term. ‘And he asked me to give him some more stuff, said they were always looking for talent . . .’


Excitement and happiness bubbled in her voice.


‘They’ll print it right after the election,’ remarked Rowena. It was so close now. Anxiety balled in her stomach like a fist. She must win, she must! The Presidency of the Union would be her crowning achievement so far. After she graduated, she was going to give everything up, sink herself into rock music, carve out a new life. Mavericks like David Geffen were her heroes. But all that had to wait. Rowena Gordon was totally single-minded, it was part of her control. If she was going to drop out later, fine. But she had to drop out as a winner, and the Presidency was the ultimate prize.


‘Yeah,’ Topaz agreed. ‘And it means I’m on my way. I can’t get over what you did for me, getting your dad to make Geoffrey Stevens look at my work. I could wind up working for The Times now.’


‘For The Times?’ asked Rowena, confused. ‘Won’t you go back to New York?’


‘I was planning to, but not any more,’ Topaz said. She stretched luxuriously. ‘Not now I’ve met Peter.’


The car took a right down Cornmarket towards the Union. The early evening air was mild and warm, perfect weather for a ball. The event was sold out, and student politicians from both slates would be there, hacking the crowd for all they were worth. Rowena dragged her mind away from Peter Kennedy. There were more important things at stake.


‘James!’ Rowena said. She fought her way through the glittering crowd of bright young things crowding the lobby, dragging Topaz with her. ‘Topaz, you must meet my escort, James Williams. He’s running for Treasurer with us.’


‘As if I didn’t know,’ Topaz smiled, shaking hands with a gorgeous young second year in army dress uniform. James Williams was a rising star, honest, popular and very good-looking. He was also up at Oxford on a military bursary, and even in the left-wing student atmosphere that commanded grudging respect.


‘Delighted,’ James said, gripping her hand firmly. ‘Cherwell gets better every week. I see you’ve won a fistful of awards.’


‘You certainly know how to charm a reporter,’ Topaz said. ‘And everybody else, I hear.’


‘What’s this, Williams?’ demanded Peter Kennedy, coming up behind them. ‘Chatting up my girlfriend? We can’t allow that, can we?’


James grinned. Peter had been in the year above him at Eton. ‘When are you going to do the decent thing and back us, Kennedy?’ he demanded.


‘Subtle as an H-bomb,’ Rowena apologized.


Peter just smiled at her, and turned to kiss Topaz’s hand. ‘What a sensational dress.’


You’re nearly wearing, finished Rowena silently. Watching Peter Kennedy eat Topaz alive with his eyes was just too much. She burned with envy and total inadequacy. God, Topaz had curves on her curves, while she was a mere stick insect. And Topaz was probably his fantasy in bed, as well. She was just a frustrated, ignorant little virgin. How could she ever have imagined she could compete with a sassy, gorgeous American? It was politics that interested Peter. Not her.


‘And Rowena,’ he said. ‘Stand back and let me look at you.’


Rowena took a pace back, aware of a crowd of onlookers watching her, including some of Gilbert’s supporters, dismayed to see Peter Kennedy getting so friendly with her. She managed a radiant smile.


‘Breathtaking,’ Peter said, after what seemed like an eternity. ‘James, you are a lucky bastard.’


A shiver of delight rippled through her. He almost sounded like he meant it.


‘Come on, babe, they’ve got business to attend to,’ Topaz grinned. And so have we, she thought. Somewhere dark and private.


‘Absolutely,’ said Peter, gently squeezing her hand. He nodded at Rowena. ‘You and I will have to hook up again later, Miss Gordon. I’ve come to a decision.’


‘Come on, Rowena. Let’s get some champagne,’ James said, not wanting to push him.


Topaz was having a good time. The crowd was partying hard, the music was great, the food was plentiful and Peter was with her. How could she not enjoy herself? They’d been to the masseur, the video room, the manicurist, the fortuneteller and the handwriting expert, who proclaimed that Peter was trustworthy and confident and that Topaz had a good sense of humour.


‘I wonder why they never see anything bad in there,’ Topaz commented afterwards.


‘With you, there’s nothing bad to see,’ Peter said.


They’d found a wildly drunk bunch of her compatriots who tried and failed to teach Peter ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’, danced cheek-to-cheek to a chamber music quartet, and roasted marshmallows together in a bonfire lit in the gardens.


‘At least I found one American custom you like,’ Topaz teased him.


‘Oh, I like a lot of American things,’ Kennedy replied, letting his right hand slip to the back of her dress.


When he took her in his arms and kissed her by the firelight, she felt pure happiness flood through her. All the time she’d struggled in New Jersey, for attention from her family, for popularity at school, to make something of the only life she had, she’d never dreamed college could be like this. More friends than she could count, English and American. A student paper she ran by herself. A best friend whom she relied on completely. And a boyfriend whom she could easily fall in love with.


‘You mean the world to me,’ she said breathlessly when they stopped kissing.


Peter smoothed her hair, gently. ‘You’re incredible,’ he said.


She’s far more innocent than she makes out, he thought. He lifted her to her feet. ‘We ought to get back inside,’ he suggested. ‘I have to abandon you for a few minutes. I need to find Rowena. Anyway, I don’t want you catching cold.’


‘All right,’ Topaz agreed, looking lovingly at him.


Peter didn’t like it. Why did she have to get that devoted shine in her eyes? He wasn’t her father, for Christ’s sake.


Laughing. Smiling. Applauding loudly. Flirting. Joking. Rowena was on automatic pilot. Three hours of this rubbish and she could hardly bear to tell one more overweight postgraduate how stunning she looked in cherry velveteen, but she did it anyway. You had to lead from the front, right? All her female politicos were going through the same thing. Rowena didn’t worry about the men. They didn’t have to cope with heels.


‘Brought you a margarita,’ Chris Johnson said, shoving through a crowd of freshers to get to her. Chris was her Librarian candidate, a clever, nice, scatty guy with a shock of brown hair that made him look like a young Albert Einstein.


‘You lifesaver,’ she said gratefully, taking a refreshing sip. ‘How’s it going downstairs?’


‘Oh, pretty well,’ he nodded. ‘All our lot are pouring double measures into every drink they serve.’


Rowena grinned. Handing out ridiculously generous measures of drink was a time-honoured way of making yourself popular with the voters.


‘Not my money,’ she and Chris said in unison, and laughed.


‘You should go up to the masseur,’ she suggested. ‘A bunch of helpless voters trapped in a queue.’


‘You got it,’ he said.


Rowena finished her drink slowly, glad of the break, and smoothed down the fragile silk of her dress. Amazingly enough she’d managed to prevent it from getting torn in the crush, God knew how. She was fond of this gown, it had been in the family for generations and she’d like to see her daughter wear it to a ball some day. Better than turning up semi-naked like Topaz.


‘Rowena,’ Peter Kennedy said.


She spun round to find him standing at the foot of a pillar draped in gold streamers and ivy leaves, watching her. He was leaning against the wall, casually, his black dinner jacket slightly crumpled from holding Topaz outside.


‘Hello, Peter,’ she said, flushing red. ‘Are you enjoying yourself?’


He nodded absently. ‘I wonder if you could spare me five minutes?’ he asked.


God, how beautiful she is, he thought. Attractive in exactly the opposite way to Topaz. Rowena was so obviously embarrassed, blushing whenever he turned up, trying to get out of coming to see him. He felt the familiar twitch in his thighs. Rowena Gordon was a challenge, much more of a challenge than her best friend. A virgin. And very loyal to Topaz, or so people said.


She was struggling with herself.


She wanted him.


‘Of course,’ Rowena said. She glanced around her at the ballgoers cramming every available inch of space in the main building. Only one thing for it.


‘We can go into the Officers’ Offices,’ she suggested, beckoning him to follow her. She turned into what looked like an under-stair cupboard and punched a code into a security lock. The Officers’ Offices, for the Librarian, Treasurer and Secretary, were a little back annexe closed off to the public. It was about the only place that would be private.


Peter shut the door behind him and whistled softly. ‘Ali Baba’s cave,’ he said.


Rowena shook her head. ‘Hardly. They don’t even heat it. A few computers, some files and leftover cans of low-alcohol beer don’t add up to limitless riches.’


She couldn’t look him in the face. Suddenly, they were out of all the noise and the crush and she was alone with him. Her best friend’s man.


How can you be with Topaz! Rowena thought angrily. You’re so different from her!


‘You said you’d come to a decision,’ she said, as coolly as she could.


‘That’s right,’ Peter agreed. He moved closer to her, and she could smell the faint scent of his cologne. ‘You’ve talked me into it. I can’t actively campaign for you, but I’ll withdraw my support from Gilbert. I’m going to break it to him tomorrow.’


Rowena felt overwhelmed with relief. He’d just handed her the election. Gilbert Docker had a snowball’s chance in hell without Peter Kennedy’s help. He was talentless, elitist and completely disorganized. At the debate on feminism next week she intended to prove that.


‘I don’t know how to thank you,’ she said, beaming with delight.


Peter took a step towards her. ‘I do,’ he said. He bent forward and kissed her lightly on the lips.


A second later, Rowena pulled back. But it was a second too long. Kennedy had already felt her soft mouth welcoming his embrace, her nipples stiffen against his shirt – he could feel them through her dress – the telltale brightness in the eyes and the shortness of breath. Desire surged through him. Topaz Rossi was a skilled, passionate lover, but Rowena’s timidness and uncertainty was something else. He wanted to have her. To teach her about sex. He’d never taken a girl’s virginity. The thought of it aroused him almost unbearably.


‘What are you doing?’ Rowena hissed. ‘What about Topaz?’


He nearly said, ‘What about her?’ but stopped himself in time.


‘I know, I feel so guilty,’ Peter admitted, undressing her with his eyes. Oh, look. She was blushing from head to toe. How sweet. ‘Topaz is a great girl, and I’m fond of her too, but . . . I can’t help the way I feel about you.’


‘Topaz is my friend,’ Rowena insisted. ‘That’s all there is to it.’


God, she wanted him.


‘We’d never have lasted together,’ Kennedy said smoothly. ‘You know that. She’s American, she wants different things out of life to me. I only realized it once I started seeing you and talking to you. We’re the same, Rowena. We might have a chance together. Let me talk to Topaz and explain things to her.’


‘No, no,’ said Rowena. She felt as though she could hardly breathe. To hear Peter say what she’d been thinking for so long . . . it was killing her. ‘Just leave me alone. I can’t talk to you again,’ and she wrenched open the door and ran out, her eyes brimming with tears.


Peter Kennedy watched her go.


Not long now, he thought.





Chapter Four


The air in the chamber was thick with tension.


Rowena sat on the opposition benches, her beautiful face frozen in stone. She appeared to be listening gravely to Gilbert Docker’s bumbling, inept attempt at proposing the motion.


At the moment, he was making jokes about male executives having their innocent, appreciative comments towards female juniors totally misconstrued by dykey feminists. It wasn’t going down too badly, on the face of it; a crowd of drunk, upper-class rugby players and Oriel boaties had turned up and were cheering every sexist innuendo to the rafters. Gilbert’s normally squeaky voice was climbing higher and higher with pleasure, and his face had gone red and sweaty from the heat; he was annoying everyone else, Rowena noticed.


She put a delicate hand to her temple, trying to make the sick, dizzy feeling go away. Why me? she thought. Why now?


Chris Johnson, who as top of standing committee was sitting in the Secretary’s chair while Gilbert spoke, glanced across at his slate boss. He was very worried. The chamber was packed solid with students, cramming the benches, squeezed up on the floor, thronging the gallery upstairs. It was Wednesday; the election would be on Friday week. Presidential Debates and officer hustings were usually held on the night before the election, but Crown Princess Victoria of Sweden was due to speak that day, so tonight’s showdown had been brought forward. The unusual timing made the debate even more crucial for their slate; Oxford would have more than a week to reflect on this evening’s performances.


And Rowena Gordon was a star. A brilliant speaker. She could wipe the floor with Gilbert Docker, ninety-nine times out of a hundred. Indeed, a large chunk of the crowd had turned up specifically to see a bloodbath.


Oh, there’ll be a bloodbath, OK, Chris thought grimly. But it might not be Gilbert’s blood.


Rowena looked stunning. No problems there. She was wearing a strapless ballgown of crushed red velvet, a Balenciaga original of her mother’s which emphasized her perfect small breasts and tiny waist, and then cascaded to the floor in sumptuous raspberry folds. The richness of the colour picked out her shimmering hair, and her ice-mint eyes were sharp and glittering.


Glittering far too brightly, Chris thought. The girls who were looking at her enviously and the guys who were sizing her up hadn’t seen her like he had this morning, her hair slick with perspiration, her skin pale and shining with sweat. They’d called the doctor: Rowena Gordon, on the morning of her Presidential Debate, had a temperature of 103 and was immediately confined to bed. Chris, as her friend, had tried to talk her out of it, but as soon as the doctor had left, she got up, staggered over to her sink and swallowed ten Nurofen.


‘It’s not worth it, for Christ’s sake,’ Chris had said, aghast. ‘You’ll kill yourself.’


Rowena, shivering with fever, looked at him.


‘No I won’t,’ she said levelly. ‘I’ll kill Gilbert.’


In the gallery, Peter Kennedy was watching Rowena intently.


Something’s wrong, he mused. I know it is.


He thought about how amusing it would be to console her for the loss of the Presidency. Ladies simply had to learn not to bite off more than they could chew. He looked at her again, unsure exactly what it was, but confident that Gilbert would be fine now.


He had a killer’s instinct for weakness.


Topaz Rossi was really trying hard to concentrate on the debate, but couldn’t. Rowena looked great and she’d cruise it. And if, by some disaster, she did say anything stupid now, or miss some chance to shred Gilbert, Friday’s Cherwell would wrap it up for her.
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