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Cast of Characters


HARRY ROSE
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King Henry VIII


Head of media giant Rose Corp. Handsome, charming, intelligent, arrogant. Women just can’t help themselves.


KATIE PARAGON
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Catherine of Aragon


Classy, gentle, saintly, loved by all.
A devout Catholic. Wants many babies.


ANA LYEBON
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Anne Boleyn


Designer at Hooray! magazine. Sexy, elegant, a style icon. Ruthlessly ambitious. Nickname: Ice Queen.


JANETTE MORRISSEY
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Jane Seymour


Harry’s devoted secretary. Sweet-faced; prone to blushing. Fan of Princess Diana. Bakes great cakes.


ANKI, FROM CLEVELAND, OHIO
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Anne of Cleves


Harry’s partner in the online game, Alt Life. A travel agent who looks nothing like her avatar.


CAITLYN HOWE
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Catherine Howard


Gym bunny and wild child; fan of the Kardashians. Raised by her grandmother in a crumbling manor with other families of ageing hippies. A stranger to fidelity.


CLARE BARR
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Catherine Parr


Twice-widowed nurse. Kind, understanding, intelligent. Originally from Cumbria.


(cont. pg 436)
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Who does not tremble when he considers how he should deal with his wife?


HENRY VIII







Chapter 1
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Harry


JANUARY 2018


On a grey London morning just after Christmas, Harry Rose stood at his office window watching the Thames mooching along below. The river was brown today, as befitted London’s post-Christmas mood. Except it looked pink. Harry wondered again whether it had been a good idea to clad the entire building in rose-tinted glass.


Across the river, The Rose’s rivals – The Gherkin, The Cheesegrater and The Walkie-Talkie – towered over the City, dwarfing the Tower of London. Towers had come on a bit since the eleventh century, Harry reflected, though something deep inside him disliked the way these thrusting newcomers made the Tower of London look so small.


Along the riverbank to the east, he could see the lower floors of The Shard. Unfortunately, it hadn’t taken Londoners long to love-match the phallic building and the round, pink office block that had unfurled just up the road. Word had reached Harry that The Rose was now known as The Vaj.


His meandering thoughts were interrupted by a knock on the door, and he saw his new assistant, Aleesha, peering through the glass. He was glad she’d managed to find her way here. Yesterday, on her first day at Rose Corp, she’d had to report to @People (formerly Human Resources) first, and had disappeared without trace for half an hour. It was unfortunate that the ‘petals’ radiating out from The Rose’s central atrium had turned the building into something of a maze.


Harry beckoned her in. As she crossed the expanse, which was the size of a small aircraft hangar, Harry couldn’t help noticing her white shirt was just the right side of see-through, allowing a misty glimpse of her underwear, the golden hue of the tanned skin beneath. Nice.


‘Good morning, Mr Rose.’


‘Hi, Aleesha. Call me Harry, remember?’


Rose Corp’s staff were all on first-name terms, as suited the millennial vibe Harry worked hard to maintain for the brand.


As Harry went to return to his desk, pain shot through his right leg and he winced.


‘Are you all right, Mr . . . Harry?’


No need to share the truth, that the old war wound had been playing up again. He’d have to go back to Doc Butts. His leg had been mangled, along with his Aston Martin, when he’d skidded off the Guildford bypass during an impromptu race with his best friend Charles, back in 2001. The shattered bones had been pinned back together, but recently it had started to ache and twinge again. A limp wasn’t a good look, so he did his best to hide it.


‘I’m fine,’ Harry snapped. ‘Just a touch of stiffness. Probably overdid it at tennis last night.’


He saw the flash of fear on her face. His bad leg was making him tetchy. Tyrant wasn’t the profile he was aiming for, so he fixed his smile back in place.


He was about to make a friendly quip about her lovely blouse with its perfect reveal-imagine balance, but stopped himself. She might take offence. Instead he said, ‘Is that an espresso I see before me? Excellent!’


Too Hugh Grant?


Had it been such a good idea to employ a millennial? At fifty-four, he hoped having her around would give him more of an insight into the target market for the Rose brand. At least, that was what he’d told himself when he chose the lovely Aleesha over more experienced candidates. And she seemed different to most of the girls – women – her age that he knew. Quieter, sweeter, less combative. For all that he loved strong women, they could be so wearing.


Aleesha reminded him of Janette.


The sudden memory hurt, but he was quickly distracted by a glimpse of cleavage as she placed his coffee in front of him. Of their own accord, his eyes swivelled.


Careful, Harry!


He swiftly returned them to her face, with another smile. Her expression faltered, and the niggle of worry prodded him again. Sexist tyrant would be even worse.


How had it come to this? It was like McCarthyism. People ratting on their workmates for behaviour nobody used to bat an eyelid at. These young women were happy to Instagram photos of their bottoms in micro-bikinis to a thousand followers they’d never met ‘IRL’, but should a colleague comment on said bottom in real life, it was harassment.


Follow me, but don’t touch me. It made no sense.


He’d said as much to his daughter Eliza, who was twenty. They’d argued the toss about respect and boundaries, but their points of view had been poles apart. One pole being on Venus, the other on Mars.


An appreciative comment to a female member of staff wouldn’t have been a problem ten years ago, even five. But now he felt increasingly uneasy. The worm had well and truly turned. He could be just a tweet away from public disgrace.


Aleesha turned to go, then hesitated. ‘Um, Harry?’


Her London twang pleased him. She sounded like a Radio 1 DJ, which was nicely in line with the top-floor vibe he was aiming for.


‘Yes, Aleesha, did you need to ask me something?’


‘It’s just . . . the cup, Harry.’


‘This one?’ He sipped his espresso.


‘Yeah, it’s, like – disposable?’


Was that a question? Probably not.


‘Ah. And that’s not on trend, correct? This is exactly why I hired you, Aleesha. You mustn’t be afraid to tell me when I’m not up to speed with the zeitgeist. So . . .’


‘I can get you a reusable?’


‘Sure.’ He ran his fingers through his hair, sweeping it back. His trademark sandy locks were draining of colour quickly now, but the silver fox replacing them was pleasing. He was due for a trim. Men over fifty needed to remain vigilant, otherwise instead of looking like an older hipster, one appeared to be going to seed.


‘But we don’t have a kitchen on this floor, Harry.’


God forbid. Imagine being able to see staff heating their microwavable lunches through the pink glass petal-walls.


‘And the coffee machines all use plastic cups. That’s not really acceptable. Hope you don’t mind me saying.’


‘Excellent observation.’


Hugh Grant again.


‘Reusables are the thing, right?’


‘Yes, Harry, but it’d be difficult when—’


‘. . . there’s no kitchen, I get it. That’s why we have the Tiger Team, Aleesha. The Greenhouse’s elite brainstormers. Flick them an email – ask them to blue-sky it. Could be a new brand in it for us.’


‘OK, Harry. On it!’


He opened up his computer calendar, and his heart sank as he saw Latham entered at eleven. The lawyer representing his late wife Caitlyn’s father. Howe was claiming Harry’s unreasonable behaviour had been responsible for her death. It was ridiculous. All Caitlyn’s issues could be traced back to terrible parenting. Harry’s conscience was clear.


No matter what others – wives, wives’ parents, mistresses, jealous lovers – might think, Harry Rose always tried to do the right thing. And if that meant putting a little spin on circumstances, massaging them until the thing to do became ‘right’, so be it.


Some might say he was twisting the facts, but Harry had always been guided by his conscience. In turn, his conscience often needed a little guidance – after all, how can we decide what is right without considering all sides, all opinions? And if Harry was selective in which of those informed his conscience . . . well, who wasn’t?


Harry put his worries aside. The bottom line was, he’d argued with his conscience, and after some fairly intense battles, had declared it clear.




Chapter 2
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Katie


JULY 1985


A blackbird was singing its heart out in the apple tree outside the French doors, thrown open to let the afternoon breeze drift through the house. It brought with it the scent of new-mown grass and a whiff of the honeysuckle rambling across the Cotswold-stone walls of the cottage Harry and Katie had rented for the summer.


The blackbird was competing with Bono, who was belting out ‘Bad’ on the TV. It was Live Aid, and they’d been watching on and off all day, between popping into Oxford to buy more baby gear.


‘That chap’s good,’ commented Harry, massaging Katie’s bare feet where they lay in his lap.


‘The blackbird’s better,’ said Katie, wiggling her toes. ‘That tickles.’


‘Should I get that haircut? Do you think I’d look cool?’


Katie regarded Bono’s black mullet with something blond going on at the front. ‘I don’t think it’d work in ginger, darling.’


‘It’s not ginger, it’s strawberry-blond. What the fuck’s he doing?’


Bono had leapt down off the stage – a not insignificant drop – and was trying to haul someone out of the crowd.


‘Language, darling. You’ll have to stop that when there are little ears listening.’


‘Sorry. Cup of tea?’


‘Lovely, thanks.’


‘English breakfast or mad pregnancy flavour?’


‘Raspberry leaf, please.’


As he gently lifted her feet off his lap, Katie wondered if the cup would runneth over. Could life be any more perfect? Her tall, golden-haired Adonis there, busy in the kitchen of this idyllic cottage. Baby kicking in its appreciation of U2.


They’d been monitoring its responses to the bands. Status Quo had provoked the liveliest reaction so far, and Harry had wondered if denim babygros were a thing. That afternoon they’d spotted a pair of denim booties in Mothercare, and these were now sitting on the mantelpiece, along with a number of invitations, all of which they’d ignored since moving into their summer bolthole.


One of them was, in fact, a pair of tickets to Live Aid, with a note from Harry’s best friend, Charles. Like Harry, he was so well connected he could get tickets for absolutely anything: cricket at Lord’s, Centre Court at Wimbledon, Royal Enclosure at Ascot.


Katie idly wondered if Harry had missed going to the summer events this year. He’d wanted to go to Live Aid, but Katie, eight and a half months’ pregnant, had preferred to stay home and watch it on TV. They’d had a nearly row; apparently this was going to be the rock concert of the eighties. Surely she could manage a first-class train journey and a taxi ride to Wembley, Harry had said.


Katie had cursed inwardly when they’d spotted Charles and his wife Cassandra sitting two rows behind the Prince and Princess of Wales. Harry’s jaw had tightened. He really hated to miss out, especially when his best mate, who was also something of a substitute older brother, was around. To distract him, she’d wondered out loud what Prince Charles and Bob Geldof might talk about between acts, but Harry had only grunted and left the room.


Charles probably considered Harry under the thumb. Katie got on well with him, but suspected he wasn’t in favour of Harry taking up with someone older, quieter, more sensible. Possibly boring. Someone who’d been old fashioned enough to expect Harry to marry her when she got pregnant.


Rock concerts weren’t really Katie’s thing. At twenty-seven, she already felt too old. The only performer she would have enjoyed was Paul McCartney. And maybe Elton John. The argument had been the first time she’d felt the five-year age gap between them mattered.


She started as Harry put the mug down in front of her.


The Beach Boys were now playing, and the baby had gone quiet.


Katie picked up her tea. ‘Baby’s not a Beach Boys fan. I loved them when I was a girl.’


‘Before my time,’ remarked Harry, putting his feet up on the coffee table.


Katie looked sideways at him, but his face was expressionless. As he bent to sip his tea, a lock of hair fell forward – he’d let it grow longer on top and the floppiness suited him.


The sun, now lower in the sky, slanted through the window, throwing puddles of light on the rugs and illuminating a vase of red roses she’d picked from the garden.


Katie’s heart constricted as she contemplated Harry’s profile. Her husband was outrageously beautiful. The sun was catching his long, thick eyelashes and his silky mane of hair, lightened by summer. Beneath fine blond hairs, the skin on his arms was sun-kissed to a golden-brown.


It was like sharing the sofa with a lion.


Unable to resist, she lifted a hand to stroke back the lock of hair, but Harry was already jumping up and pulling a curtain across. Then he sat down in an armchair, stretching his long legs out in front of him.


‘That’s better. Couldn’t see before.’


She felt the empty space beside her. The silence that had been so comfortable all at once felt awkward. It was as if she could sense Harry’s thoughts, turning from rock concerts and lazy summer days to the responsibilities of fatherhood, and supporting her, his wife of two months. She sat up straighter, aware of her enormous bump. Oh to have a waist again.


The beginning of their relationship had been anything but typical. No meeting down the pub or at a university party for them. In fact, they had first met properly, as adults, at his father’s funeral. Harry had been in his final year at Eton when Henry Rose had unexpectedly died, of a lung infection that should have been easily curable. Harry suspected his father had never recovered from losing both his wife and eldest son within a year of each other.


Harry and his two sisters had suddenly found themselves orphans, and Harry had looked like a little boy lost.


Katie had known the family from when she dated Harry’s older brother, Art. Their mothers had been friends, and the two families had shared a villa in the South of France in the summer of 1974. On the third day, Art had shyly asked if he could kiss her, behind the bougainvillea.


Katie remembered Harry, already wickedly good-looking at the age of eleven, full of life, cannonballing into the swimming pool. He was as tall as Art, and while the older brother had been quiet and thoughtful, the younger had been full of exuberant self-confidence.


When Art died in a freak skiing accident, Katie had been terribly sad. He’d been her first proper boyfriend. And Harry had been heartbroken – she remembered him sobbing at the funeral.


Then, less than a year later, Harry’s mother had died. The two families had lost touch after that, and rumour had it that Harry’s father Henry had turned to drink in his grief and rarely left his country pile. A few years later, he too had died.


Katie’s family had attended Henry’s funeral, and there she’d seen Harry, almost eighteen years old, shattered by the loss of his parents and brother. He’d turned his sad, deep blue eyes on her, and she’d been lost.


Sometimes she wondered if it was a sound basis for a relationship. ‘Are you sure you’re not a mother substitute?’ a friend had said at the time. She’d spent the summer of 1981, before Harry went up to Oxford, coaxing him back to life, getting him to talk about his feelings (not something he was used to doing), until the hurt began to dull, that devastating smile reappeared, and the easy charm resurfaced. And as it had, she’d allowed the attraction that had been building to see the light of day.


She’d been a lot older than him, but Harry was tall and broad-shouldered; could pass for twenty-one or twenty-two, while she’d looked younger than her twenty-three years, being tiny, and favouring the ubiquitous Lady Di hairdo and frilly collars.


Having had a sweet, celibate relationship with Art, and no boyfriends since, Katie had been poleaxed by the strength of feeling that swept through her each time she met up with this beautiful, damaged boy, all at once appalled and excited by the emotions and physical goings-on that took her over.


‘KATIE!’


‘Sorry . . . what?’ She’d zoned out again.


‘I said, shall we walk to the pub?’


‘I . . . Want . . . My . . .’ sang Sting, as Dire Straits readied to rock.


‘Oh, I like this one,’ said Katie. ‘Why don’t we stay here and I’ll cook us something. They don’t have a TV in the pub. Thank goodness, actually. Dreadful trend.’


But as the crowd rocked along to ‘Money for Nothing’, Katie wondered if watching it on TV was just reminding Harry what a good time Charles would be having without him.


‘OK, we can go to the pub if you want.’


Trouble was, she knew what would happen. After several weeks in this village, they now knew many of the regulars, and she’d sit there, uncomfortably wedged behind a table, sipping her sad little orange juice while Harry downed pints of Hook Norton ale and yarned with the locals. It wasn’t his fault; people just liked being around Harry, and in a village you couldn’t be unsociable. In less expectant times she’d gladly have joined in, but right now she couldn’t work up the energy.


To the villagers, who’d never known her sans bump, she was just a mum-to-be. Sometimes she’d chat with a wife or girlfriend, but the older ones only wanted to share their childbirth stories, which were invariably terrifying. Did she really need to hear yet again that it was like trying to poo a watermelon? Why did women assume that just because you had a baby bump, you wanted to hear their own grisly experiences?


They’d say, ‘No one tells you how hard motherhood is, you’re just expected to know what to do.’ Actually, no. Everyone had told her how hard it is.


Harry must have read her mind. He moved back to the sofa, put one arm around her shoulders, and gently stroked her bump.


‘Sorry, I can see you’re knackered.’ The softness in his eyes banished the negative thoughts. ‘Why would you want to sit in a smoky pub sipping a boring drink while your husband talks rugby with Farmer Thing from Thing Farm?’ He kissed her hair, then rested his head on hers. ‘How about a takeaway? Chinese? Probably not Indian.’


‘Actually, they say a strong curry can bring on labour,’ said Katie. ‘And right now, I’d like to get it over with and drink a cider down the pub without taking up space for four people.’


But that wasn’t strictly true. As Harry fetched his car keys, she knew that if she could freeze time, she’d probably do so right now.


‘If you hurry, you’ll be back in time for Queen,’ she called. And then sang to herself, ‘Is this the real life? Is this just fantasy?’




Chapter 3


[image: illustration]


Harry


The baby was stillborn. A girl.


They called her Summer, in memory of those July days, when time had slowed and a languid torpor had settled over the cottage.


Already it felt like a lifetime ago.


Harry let himself in the front door and was met by a silence louder than any of the background sounds he’d grown used to, most often the tinny chatter of Radio 4 on the little set Katie took with her as she pottered around the cottage. He’d made fun of her premature middle age, but now he flicked on the red transistor sitting by the kettle, grateful as the evening news filled the kitchen.


Katie had gone to stay with her parents over in Gloucestershire. Germaine had insisted, and one didn’t argue with Katie’s formidable stepmother. It was probably for the best. Katie had been inconsolable, and all Harry had been able to do those first few days was hold her tight and cry with her. He was fairly sure Germaine didn’t consider male tears at all helpful.


His mother-in-law had swept into the hospital room, shooing away a grief counsellor, on a mission to move things on. She’d organised Summer’s funeral, told Harry he needed to be strong for her daughter, and prescribed some time away from anything that would remind her of the baby she’d lost. Including Harry, it seemed.


‘Of course it’s the most terrible thing, my darlings,’ she’d said, ‘but there will be more babies; you’re young and healthy, one must move on. Chin up and all that.’


Harry thought Katie should be allowed plenty more chin-down days. But with a stiff smile he’d come home and packed up the denim booties, the clothes, blankets, mobiles, all the clobber they’d amassed since he’d graduated, sealing everything into cardboard boxes. Now they sat, together with the dismantled cot, in the smallest upstairs bedroom. Along with the baby things, he’d attempted to pack away his own grief, together with that for his mother, brother and father.


He unloaded a bag of shopping on to the kitchen worktop, stabbed the lid of a meal-for-one with a fork and put it in the microwave, turning up the radio so he could hear the news above the hum. He chuckled as the newsreader reported production of the Sinclair C5 was to cease, as sales had been ‘disappointingly slow’. Slow? Harry had been keeping an eye on Sinclair’s invention, and knew only a few thousand had been sold since its glitzy launch. The British media – and every bloke in every pub across the land – had pronounced the little electric vehicle ridiculous, so it had never stood a chance.


Harry had watched the public response with keen interest. Sinclair had made a fortune in electronics, notably personal computers. The chap should have stuck with what he was good at, although Harry wasn’t convinced personal computers would ever take off.


He needed to keep abreast of trends, in his role as New Business Director of Rose Corp. He was due to go full time next month, now that he was old enough to take over the shareholding he’d inherited from his father. Uncle Richard would remain as CEO while Harry learned the ropes, until one day he would run the company himself. He was looking forward to that.


Since Katie had been in Gloucestershire, he’d been commuting down to Rose Corp HQ on the South Bank. Word had got round about his and Katie’s loss, and people had been extra kind to the new boy. Or was it just because the new boy would one day be their boss?


Rose Corp’s beginnings had been in print media. First, a collection of regional magazines and newspapers, soon expanding into national titles. In the 1960s, they had launched a whole new style of glossy women’s magazines, aimed at the independent woman. Less about keeping good house and more about having good sex. The company continued to go from strength to strength, but Harry was keen to see what new directions they might explore.


The microwave pinged and he took out his fisherman’s pie and peeled off the plastic. He grimaced. It wasn’t appealing. He missed Katie’s home cooking. Flipping the top off a beer, he took his meal through to the living room.


Petals from Katie’s roses had dropped across the coffee table, and the water in the vase was green. For a moment he saw her coming through the French windows, a basket hooked over her arm, saying, ‘Roses for the Roses!’


He smiled sadly at the memory, swept the petals aside to make space for his beer, rewound the VCR and settled down to watch the cricket highlights – hopefully. Katie was much better at setting the machine than he was.


In spite of being able to watch sport without Katie asking how much longer he’d be, Harry wasn’t happy being here alone. He didn’t really do alone. He was keen to head southwards now, have a fresh start, catch up with friends recently down from Oxford. He and Katie would be moving into the Fulham terraced house they’d bought, as soon as Katie felt up to it. He couldn’t wait.


As he blew on a forkful of fish and potato, there was a knock on the front door.


‘Bugger,’ he said. Should he ignore it? But the village wasn’t London. They would know he was in, and if he didn’t answer they’d peer through the window.


With a sigh he put down his plate and made his way into the hall.


On the doorstep was a ravishingly pretty woman, holding out a dish draped with a tea towel.


‘I saw you in Waitrose,’ she said, ‘buying those sad meals for one. I thought I’d make you a lasagne, and . . . maybe you might want some company. I’m Laura. I’ve seen you in the pub.’ She smiled, cocked her head to one side, edged her right foot forward. ‘Can I come in?’


Looking back, Harry was never quite sure how he’d ended up in bed with Laura. He remembered breaking down as he told her about Summer, and how lonely he was without Katie; he remembered her coming over and sitting on his lap, and how he’d buried his face in her chest. Then things had moved quickly, and before he could object she’d been hauling him upstairs by the hand. In his weakened emotional state, he’d been unable to resist.


 


 


Katie


DECEMBER 1985


‘Harry not home yet?’ said Cassandra, wife of Harry’s best friend Charles, as she shrugged off her coat.


‘Working late again,’ Katie replied with a rueful smile, hanging the coat on the pine stand.


She was aware of the cliché, but she believed the words to be true. Harry was putting in long hours on his new job. He wanted to prove he wasn’t just a privileged Hooray Henry who’d stepped into his position by virtue of birth. Which he was, of course – but he had achieved a first in Philosophy, Politics and Economics.


‘Not a Christmas party, I hope,’ said Cassandra. ‘Dangerous times for wives. All right if I keep these on?’ She indicated her black boots, the perfect accompaniment for her dark red wool dress. Her blonde hair was held back in a giant black velvet bow, and pearls gleamed in her ears.


Cassandra was always so well put-together, thought Katie, trying to remember if she’d combed her hair today. She’d been painting the downstairs loo (Dulux Barley White) and was still in her decorating clothes.


‘Of course,’ she said. ‘They’re lovely, by the way. Are they new?’


‘Gucci. I shouldn’t have, but Charles owes me.’ She paused. ‘He’s been playing away. Bastard.’


Katie’s heart sank. ‘Oh, Cass, surely not. Come and sit down, let’s have a wine.’


They went through to the brand-new kitchen, completed this week. There were stripped pine cupboards with distressed pale blue tiles on the walls between. The floor was laid with terracotta quarry tiles, and copper saucepans hung from a rectangular metal contraption on the ceiling. In the centre was a scrubbed pine table with a bowl of pomegranates in the middle.


‘Bloody hell,’ said Cassandra. ‘Fulham-en-Provence!’


‘Do you think it’s too much? My kitchen designer said it’s all about country at the moment. Creating a rural idyll in the city, or something.’


‘I blame that bloody Edwardian Lady and her country diary,’ said Cassandra. ‘Can’t even buy a bath towel without those wretched watercolour poppies. But no, darling, it’s charming, absolutely divine. Really.’


‘Thank you.’


Katie glanced up at the saucepans before pouring them a wine. It was a devil getting them down for cooking, but they did look lovely.


‘Now, where did I put the cheeseboard?’


‘Sod the cheese, Katie. Come and sit down. How have you been? Feeling better?’


‘Oh, I’m fine, really.’


She wasn’t. And she felt as if she never would be again. But throwing herself into home renovations had helped. Cassandra was terribly kind, but Katie knew her friend thought she needed to move forward. Her battle-on attitude was like Katie’s stepmother’s – well intentioned, but unhelpful.


‘I saw that gynaecologist you recommended,’ she said, ‘and apparently all my bits and pieces are in good working order and there’s no reason we can’t have another baby right away. We’ve been trying.’


‘Lordy,’ said Cassandra with a cheeky grin. ‘Lucky you. You hit the jackpot with Harry, that’s for sure. Bloody gorgeous. Do birds flutter down and alight upon his golden head when he stands in the garden?’


Katie giggled. Yes, Harry could charm the birds out of the trees.


It should have been wonderful, the trying. But things had been feeling . . . off-kilter. She’d put Harry’s reluctance to make the most of her fertile days down to the stress of starting at Rose Corp. ‘Let’s just do it for pleasure and see what happens,’ he’d said. ‘There’s no hurry, we’ve got years ahead of us.’


It was true. He was only twenty-two, probably too young to be a dad, and she was only twenty-seven.


But she couldn’t ignore the ache; the need to fill the hole that Summer had left. Harry hated sad talk, always turning the conversation to something more cheerful. She tried to get him to open up, reminding him how talking about his parents and brother had helped him deal with their deaths, but this time he just wanted to put it all behind him.


She changed the subject. ‘So, what’s this about Charles? What makes you think he’s been . . . you know.’


‘Playing away? Darling, they’re all at it, you know what they’re like. Idiot boys. Two years married and he’s already itching.’ She took a large swig of her Chablis. ‘I won’t lie, Katie, it bloody hurt when I found out, but a word from Mama put me right. Part and parcel of marriage, she said. Grin and bear it, keep up appearances, etc., etc. Rein them in once in a while if scandal threatens. I don’t want a bloody divorce, I can tell you that. This helps.’ She raised her glass.


‘Do you know who? How did you find out?’


‘Saw them, would you believe? Just some young thing from work, nothing serious, apparently. Do you think it’s better or worse when they say, “It meant nothing”? I can’t decide.’


Katie reached across and squeezed her arm.


Cassandra stared at her wine glass, twizzling it round by the stem. ‘I confronted him and he confessed. Said he’d never do it again. I don’t know if I believe him or not, but it doesn’t really matter, because the trust has gone now.’ She sighed. ‘That’s it, Katie. It’s gone for ever.’


‘I’m sure it did mean nothing,’ said Katie. ‘But, like you say, that’s not a great deal of comfort, is it?’


‘None.’


They both stared at the table, then Katie said, ‘Do you think that’s true, what your mother said? That it’s the norm? I couldn’t bear it if I found out Harry had been with someone else.’


‘Yes you could. And you’ll probably have to. Let’s face it, everyone fancies your husband, and he doesn’t exactly shun female attention. More fool us for marrying a couple of compulsive flirts. But I don’t think you need to worry just yet, darling, he’s still besotted.’ She smiled. ‘Like I said, lucky you. But you know what? It doesn’t do to sit and brood – about husbands, children, or lack thereof – any of it. I know you’ve been up to your neck in home decorating, but maybe it’s time you got out of the house a bit more. Have you thought about going back to work?’


‘Perhaps I should. Trouble is, my art history degree’s quite useless, and I don’t want to go back to cooking for bankers.’ Katie had worked for a catering company that serviced the dining rooms of several City institutions, including the merchant bank that Charles worked for. ‘I was wondering about training as a teacher. Primary school, maybe.’


‘Seriously? You’d be great, darling.’


‘I was thinking it’d be a good job to fit around a family. If that ever happens.’


‘Course it’ll happen. I tell you what, though. I could probably swing you a job in an art gallery in the meantime, just to get you out of the house. Charles’s brother has one on Wardour Street, and if he hasn’t got anything, he might know someone who has. With your degree and general loveliness, you’d be marvellous.’


‘Do you think? That’d be nice, actually.’


‘Leave it with me.’


‘Thank you! You’re so kind,’ said Katie.


Cassandra finished her second glass of wine and stood up, the pine bench scraping on the quarry tiles. ‘I have to dash, darling. Thanks for the wine, I’ll see you on your birthday.’


‘Thanks for popping in, you’re always a tonic.’


As Katie opened the front door, Cassandra paused in buttoning up her coat. ‘Would you mind not discussing what I told you with Harry? I don’t want him to know, if he doesn’t already.’


‘If you want. I promise.’


But Katie wondered what she would do with the information, now that she had it. She really wanted to know what Harry’s thoughts would be. Would he excuse Charles’s behaviour? Harry looked up to his older friend, saw him as a role model. If he found out what he’d been up to, would it be more likely that he, too, might think it was OK to stray?


Cassandra’s words echoed in her mind: ‘They’re all at it, you know what they’re like. Idiot boys.’




Chapter 4
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Harry


The taxi driver cursed as a woman loaded with shopping bags stepped off the kerb and into his path. ‘Jesus Christ! The crowds are mental this year. You done your Christmas shopping yet, gov?’


‘No, I’ve only just sorted the wife’s birthday,’ replied Harry, looking out at the throngs fighting their way along Oxford Street.


The wife? Why was he speaking like a northern comedian?


Grimly determined office workers weaved through the herds of shoppers stopping to gaze at the Christmas lights overhead. Bob Geldof had switched them on, Harry remembered. The man was having quite a year.


The wet road reflected the headlights of London double-deckers and black cabs; in the yellowy interiors of the buses, commuters sat with their noses buried in their Evening Standards.


As Harry’s taxi drew alongside a bus, a girl with Walkman headphones clamped on to moussed blonde hair wiped a circle in the steamed-up window and peered through. She caught Harry’s eye and smiled, and Harry winked back.


‘Did you see the match last night?’ said the driver. ‘What a finish.’


Oh no. Harry knew if he was ever to fully understand the British man in the street, he was going to have to watch more football.


‘Missed it! Christmas function.’ It was true. Yesterday’s lunch had gone on until seven-thirty.


‘You a Spurs man, perchance?’


Should he be a Spurs man? It was time he chose a team. He decided to channel Charles, who was far better at all this than he was. ‘Chelsea, actually.’


‘You must be well pleased, great season so far.’


‘Yes, absolutely.’ Harry needed to change the subject before he was rumbled. ‘My wife’s birthday is less than two weeks before Christmas. I’m never sure whether to get one big present or two smaller ones.’


‘I’d get two. But they could be connected. Like, a necklace, then the matching earrings for Christmas.’


‘Excellent idea.’


The cab turned off Oxford Street and continued at its snail’s pace towards Soho. Harry was meeting Katie, Charles and Cassandra in the Dog and Duck, before they headed to L’Escargot for Katie’s birthday dinner. He looked at his watch; he was early. His birthday shopping in Selfridges had been a smash and grab. He’d hovered in the lingerie department, but had realised anything focusing attention on the bedroom might not be wise, at present. Too loaded. Maybe she’d think he was trying to send a message – that sex was for entertainment, for pleasure. Whereas she was fixated on getting pregnant again.


She denied it, but he knew her too well. And while he wasn’t against it, he was mostly in favour of giving the baby business a rest, for now. He was only twenty-two, and Katie wasn’t old old. Not biological-clock-ticking old. There was plenty of time.


He wished they could rewind to how they’d been when they were first together. When sex had been passionate, spontaneous, fun. Now there was always this unspoken question: would it work?


He sighed and rested his head back. Since Summer, things had shifted. He’d done his best to re-inject some of the spontaneity that had led to Katie becoming pregnant in the first place. But trying to be spontaneous was a contradiction in terms.


He’d abandoned lingerie and headed for jewellery, choosing a simple gold heart necklace with a discreet diamond. Very Katie.


The taxi had stopped. In spite of the chill December air, people were standing outside the Dog and Duck. They could well have been there since lunchtime. Harry loved the Christmas vibe of London, when normal office hours (and behaviour) were abandoned, replaced by a week or two of lunches that morphed into evening drinks; parties galore, dashing out to shop between times. The sun was long gone by four, the winter darkness giving life to the Christmas lights.


‘There you go,’ he said. ‘Keep the change. Happy Christmas!’


Harry’s mood lifted as he entered the smoky, packed pub. He made his way to the bar, smiling at punters who lifted their drinks out of the way as he squeezed past. ‘Thanks . . . cheers . . . thanks very much . . .’


He was tall enough to see over most of the heads, and quickly established he was the first of the group to arrive. As well as Charles and Cassandra, Katie’s school friend Gemma and her boyfriend Jonathan were joining them. Gemma was pleasant enough, but Jonathan was altogether wet. Worked in book publishing and tried too hard to look the part.


‘Yes-what-can-I-get-you?’


Harry turned from his recce of the room to order his drink.


‘Oh! It’s you! How hilarious!’ said the barmaid.


She looked familiar – petite, with Madonna-esque shaggy blonde hair and accessories, including a multitude of chunky necklaces over her black top. She had a wide smile, and her blue eyes gazed directly into Harry’s.


He felt a flutter of something. ‘Sorry? Have we met?’


‘Forgotten me already? I was on the bus, you were in the taxi.’


‘Oh yes, of course!’ Harry remembered the smile through the steamy glass.


‘You winked.’


‘Did I?’


‘I liked it.’


‘Good. Well, pint of best please. And . . . one for yourself.’


‘Thanks! I’m Bennie. And you?’


‘Harry.’


She took a glass and pulled the giant pump handle towards her.


‘How did you get here so fast?’ asked Harry. ‘I’m sure we overtook you.’


‘I got off and cut through. I was late, stupid bleedin’ Christmas shoppers – I couldn’t get on the first bus.’


‘Do you have to come far?’


‘Camden.’


‘Ah. I’m not familiar with the frozen north. I live in Fulham.’


‘Course you do!’ She placed the pint on the brass drip tray. ‘One sixty-five please.’


Harry handed over two of the pound coins that had recently replaced the old pound notes. ‘What do you mean, of course I do?’


‘It’s where all you lot live, innit? Fulham, Clapham, Battersea.’


‘Nonsense. I have friends all over. Hampstead, St John’s Wood . . . um, Holland Park, Blackheath . . .’


‘Sloane Square?’


‘Oh well, yah,’ he said, parodying himself. ‘All the rest live there.’


‘But only during the week,’ said Bennie, ‘before they head to the kent-reh for weekends.’


Harry usually found this sort of inverted snobbery tiresome, but he was enjoying sparring with Bennie. He liked the mixture of fun and challenge in her eyes.


She was also extremely pretty.


‘Sorry, gotta serve the punters. It’s gonna be a mad night. Will you be sticking around? Are you on your own?’


‘Meeting friends.’


Why hadn’t he said ‘my wife’? Because it would have sounded like a brush-off, and he didn’t want this harmless flirtation to end.


‘Harry, old boy!’


He felt a hand on his shoulder and turned to see Charles looking across the bar at Bennie, who had just rolled her eyes. ‘Chatting up the barmaid as per? Mine’s a pint, if you’d be so kind.’


‘This your friend?’ said Bennie.


‘Meet Charles. He lives in Clapham,’ said Harry, and they shared a grin.


‘What’s the joke?’ said Charles.


‘Bennie here seems to think I’m posh,’ said Harry. ‘Tell her I’m just your average chap, will you, Charles? Are the girls here?’


‘Not yet. Cass rang – they’re running late. Couldn’t get a taxi.’


Over the music system the Pet Shop Boys were singing about West End girls and East End boys, and Bennie was mouthing along to the words. She passed Charles his beer. ‘You are posh boys. Where did you go to school?’


‘Don’t tell her,’ said Charles, entering into the spirit. ‘Where did you go to school?’


‘The local comp. That means com-pree-hen-sive, by the way.’


‘Baha! Bet you had a better time than we did, eh Harry?’


‘Well,’ said Bennie, ‘I suppose we didn’t have cold baths, or get whipped or bug—’


‘I’ll have you know, things have moved on a bit since Dickens,’ said Charles.


‘Have they?’ said Harry. ‘Were you not whipped, Charles?’


‘Well? Were you, Chaaarles?’ added Bennie, imitating Harry’s drawl.


‘The cane was Mr Fotherington’s punishment of choice,’ said Charles. ‘He gave great cane. Really enjoyed himself. Nothing like a good spanking, what?’


‘Oh my god, public schools are so perverted. Why would anyone send a precious child to one?’ said Bennie.


‘It’s what put the Great in Britain, sweetheart,’ said Charles. ‘Loaded us with pluck and fortitude.’


‘Fuck’s sake.’


‘Hello Charles, Harry.’


Harry noticed Bennie’s eyes slide down to his arm, which Katie had just hooked her hand under.


‘Nice talking to you . . . chaps,’ she said with a grin, before moving off down the bar.


‘Hello,’ Harry said, kissing Katie’s cheek. ‘Drink?’


‘I think the barmaid’s gone. Must’ve been something I said,’ replied Katie. ‘Having fun, were you?’


The possessive tone wasn’t like Katie. It was just a bit of banter with a barmaid, for god’s sake.


‘Yes, actually. She was fun.’


The implication hung in the air.


He caught the hurt in Katie’s eyes, and guilt rushed in. She was looking lovely tonight. He’d become used to seeing her in overalls as she rubbed down a piece of pine furniture, or rag-rolled another wall on her mission to create the perfect home. Tonight, a leaf-green cashmere jumper with a string of pearls set off her creamy complexion, and her blue eyes were accentuated by a tasteful touch of mascara. Her shiny dark red hair was clipped loosely back, and a dab of gloss made her lips gleam in the cosy pub lighting.


He draped an arm round her shoulder and pulled her close, kissing her hair. ‘You look gorgeous. Actually, you too, Cass.’


‘You three Harry,’ said Cassandra with a grin.


‘Me four?’ said Charles.


‘How’s your birthday been?’ Harry asked.


He sensed Katie relax, as Charles attempted to catch the attention of another barmaid.


‘Lovely. I met Stepmama – we went up to Harvey Nicks and she bought me these.’ She held up a foot, on which was a red lace-up ankle boot.


‘Ye gods, that’s a breakaway from your usual look,’ said Harry.


‘I thought it was time I explored my wilder side.’


‘Go Katie!’ said Cassandra. ‘No more Mrs Nice Girl!’


‘Steady on,’ said Charles, returning with the drinks. ‘Katie’s the nicest girl I know. If she loses her nice, my faith in humanity will disappear.’


‘Here’s Gemma and Jonathan,’ said Cassandra, as a tall thin man with thick-framed glasses pushed his way towards them, followed by a matching thin, dark-haired woman.


‘Hi, everyone! Happy birthday, Katie,’ called Gemma, peering round Jonathan’s back. ‘Sorry we’re late, dreadful traffic.’


‘Terrible,’ said Jonathan. ‘Christmas should be banned.’


‘Happy Christmas, Ebenezer,’ said Harry, holding out his hand. Jonathan’s felt limp and slightly damp.


‘Gemma, how the devil are you?’


She blushed. ‘Fine thank you, Harry. Lovely to see you.’


Gemma was pleasant enough, but rather boring. Harry was glad Katie got on so well with Cassandra, who was much jollier.


Although . . . he wasn’t sure how much the two girls shared about their personal lives. Charles had told him how Cassandra had discovered his latest affair, and Harry hoped she hadn’t told Katie. He didn’t want her thinking badly of Charles; didn’t want at some point to have to explain how Charles’s indiscretions had nothing to do with his relationship with Cassandra; that it didn’t mean he loved her any the less. Katie wouldn’t understand that, he felt sure.


His eyes moved back to Bennie, who was deftly filling glasses from optics with one hand, while dropping slices of lemon into glasses with the other.


‘Well, Harry?’ said Cassandra.


‘Sorry, what was that?’


Cassandra’s eyes fell on Bennie before narrowing and meeting his. ‘I asked what time the table was booked for.’


‘Oh, eight. Plenty of time yet.’


‘Jonathan, how’s the book trade?’ said Katie. ‘What should I be reading?’


‘The Bone People, of course.’


Harry bristled. The ‘of course’ was unutterably smug. No doubt Jonathan would assume Harry and Charles were thrillers men.


‘Is that the one that won the Booker?’ said Katie. ‘I’ve heard it’s quite a difficult read.’


‘Well if you want something easy, there’s always Danielle Steel or Jackie Collins.’


‘I’m more of a Winnie-the-Pooh man,’ said Charles.


‘I’d recommend Sidney Sheldon and Freddie Forsyth for you boys.’


Good god. The man was insufferable. He knew the type – grammar school chippy.


Even Katie was looking uncomfortable now, and Harry sensed Cassandra getting hot under her turned-up collar.


‘I read The Bone People,’ said Cassandra. ‘No way would I recommend it to someone who’s been through so much this year.’


‘Hear hear,’ said Charles. ‘A pox on depressing stories. Give me good old Wodehouse any day.’


‘You should all read the new Margaret Atwood, A Handmaid’s Tale,’ said Gemma.


‘Already have. Excellent if terrifying read,’ said Harry.


‘Talking of dystopian future scenarios, did you know this pub was George Orwell’s local?’ said Jonathan, attempting to grab back the highbrow ground.


‘Yes, but he was a bit shit really,’ said Harry. ‘I mean – 1984 is so last year.’


Everyone laughed, except Jonathan.


‘Look, quick – a table,’ said Cassandra.


As they made their way over, Katie took Harry’s hand and squeezed it. ‘Game, set and match to you, darling. And . . . thanks for organising this.’ Her smile was the sweetest thing.




Chapter 5


[image: illustration]


Harry


Harry had just dropped Katie off at the Lisle Gallery, which was run by Charles’s brother Angus. He hoped the interview would go well, though he suspected the job was already in the bag.


He’d finished at Rose Corp for the Christmas break, and they were off to Gloucestershire that afternoon. As he nosed the TVR back into Wardour Street, he was reminded of his last visit to Soho. He glanced at the dashboard. One o’clock. Their bags were packed and the Christmas shopping was done. Or rather, Katie had done it all and he’d bought her the matching earrings.


He had some time to kill. Maybe he’d have a quick drink before heading back to Fulham.


The noise level in the Dog and Duck was deafening as he pushed his way towards the bar. When he spotted Bennie’s shaggy blonde head he was at once delighted and dismayed. He was prepared to admit she was the reason he’d come in, but he had a premonition his future life would have been less complicated had she not been working today.


He should turn round, right now. He stopped, and a woman crashed into his back.


‘Excuse me please.’ The voice was cross.


‘Sorry there, I’ll get out of your way.’ Harry smiled.


‘Oh.’ The woman’s eyes widened and she blushed. ‘No problem. Happy Christmas!’


Harry changed direction, heading towards the Gents.


As he came out again he was still conflicted. Go right, towards the door, or left, towards the bar? He stood still, as his conscience argued the toss with his less cerebral instincts.


Then all at once it was out of his hands.


‘Harry!’ Bennie had appeared in front of him, several glasses in each hand. ‘Can’t keep away, eh? I’ll serve you if you can fight your way through. It’s a bleedin’ madhouse today.’


‘Hello again . . . Bennie, isn’t it?’ Like he didn’t remember. ‘Great. I’ll just sharpen my elbows.’


Harry parked himself in the corner of the bar with his copy of The Times and a pint of best. Katie was taking a taxi home after her interview, so as long as he was home by three he should be fine.


Bennie somehow managed to serve the stream of Christmas revellers and stay cheerful, and popped across to chat during occasional lulls.


She intrigued him. She was streetwise, sassy; so different to most of the girls he knew.


‘You remind me of Madonna,’ he said. ‘In a good way.’


She hopped on to a stool and looked up at him through lashes thickly coated in mascara. ‘Madonna’s pretty cool. Have you seen Desperately Seeking Susan?’


‘Can’t say that I have. Not really my cup of tea.’


‘So what is your cup of Earl Grey, Harry? No . . . let me guess. James Bond? Indiana Jones? What do toffs watch?’


‘Beware of pigeonholing. One is not a toff. I enjoyed Out of Africa. Have you seen that?’


‘Bloody loved it! So romantic. I would have run off with Robert Redford like a shot. And that washing the hair scene was the biggest turn-on. Oh god, I want someone golden-haired and handsome to wash my hair like that.’ She blinked her long eyelashes.


‘Your hair looks perfectly clean to me.’


‘It could be cleaner.’


Harry couldn’t tear his gaze from her intense blue eyes. Look away! screamed his conscience.


‘Bennie,’ said a guy behind her. ‘Dave’s here. You can go now.’


‘Cheers, Luke. Just as well, I’m buggered.’ She hopped off the stool and looked at Harry again. ‘Only one more shift before Christmas, thank god. Want to walk with me to the bus stop?’


He shouldn’t. He was still safe while she was that side of the bar.


‘Come on, Harry. Look at everyone having a good time, and here’s me on my lonesome.’


‘Are you going home for Christmas?’


‘Course! But not until tomorrow.’


She disappeared into a room behind the bar, and Harry slowly folded his newspaper and downed the rest of his pint.


He could leave now and never come back.


He folded his paper again, and then again, forming it into a manageable, neat shape he could slip under his arm, smoothing it out between each fold.


He lifted his pint, in case there was a last sip not to be wasted.


‘This way, it’s quicker,’ came Bennie’s voice next to him.


She led the way out of a back door that opened into a pedestrian alleyway. Suddenly they were out of the noise and smoke and into the quiet crispness of a bright winter’s afternoon.


Bennie stopped to put on her denim jacket, flicking the collar up, and took a pair of black silky gloves out of the pockets. She slipped them on, smoothing them over her hands.


She took some deep breaths. ‘Ah, fresh air. Jeez, it’s so smoky in there. Maybe one day they’ll ban smoking in pubs.’ She grabbed a handful of her hair and sniffed it. ‘Disgusting. Gonna have to wash it. Maybe you should come and do that for me, Harry? With a bowl of water and a jug, like Robert did for Meryl. Actually, you look a bit like Robert Redford. Except you’re better looking.’ She grinned. That direct gaze again. And now that she was out from behind the bar, he was able to fully appreciate the figure-hugging jeans tucked into boots with killer heels.


‘I have to go, Bennie. We’re driving to Gloucestershire this afternoon. But it was fun. Maybe I’ll pop in again. I work on the South Bank, but my wife’s probably going to be working in Wardour Street.’


There, he’d said it. Wife. He’d drawn the line.


‘Glor-ster-shaar. Should’ve guessed. Is that where mater and pater live?’


He chuckled. It wasn’t a bad Harry impression. Was she choosing to ignore the part about his wife?


‘My parents died, I’m afraid. It’s where Katie’s parents live.’


‘Oh my god. Your parents died? Harry, you poor bloke.’ She reached out and touched his arm, came closer.


It was the sympathy in her eyes that demolished his resolve. As her hand slid from his arm to his waist, he pulled her towards him, and then he was kissing her, and it was heaven. At first tentative and sweet, exploring her soft lips, then she was on her toes and pulling his head down as the kiss became urgent, hungry.


Finally they pulled apart, breathless, and Harry gently took her chin in his hand. ‘Happy Christmas, Bennie. And now I really have to go.’


‘Yes, I suppose you do, Harry. But you really have to come back.’


And he did. Again and again.
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At first, Katie enjoyed working at the gallery. Life was good. The staff and clients were lovely, the work was interesting, and she was thrilled to discover she was pregnant again. But after miscarrying at three months, she became increasingly down. In spite of Harry’s encouragement, she abandoned all thought of teacher training. Eventually she was only going through the motions with her job – she just didn’t have the energy.


Sex was loaded with unspoken emotion. They no longer seemed able to talk things through. The connection between Harry and Katie frayed, and neither knew how to weave it back together.


To Harry’s dismay, Katie turned for comfort to her Catholic faith (Harry had lost any belief in God when his mother died). She shifted from lukewarm to ardent as she searched for meaning in what she’d come to regard as her pointless, childless life. After another miscarriage, nothing could shift the hopelessness.


‘Why is God doing this to us?’ she’d ask. ‘Why do I keep losing babies? Are we meant never to have a child?’


After Harry’s initial attempts to help her through (and he did try, in spite of his other . . . commitment), he began spending less time at home and more at work, where his enthusiasm for the job and network of useful contacts saw him achieving success alongside Uncle Richard at the helm of Rose Corp. Work problems were easier to overcome than home ones.


And then there was Bennie, whose laughing eyes were the perfect antidote to Katie’s, which were full of sadness. Katie’s depression was too much for Harry. The ties that bound them were hanging by a thread.


Then, Katie got pregnant again, and this time, everything went perfectly.


Harry was a father.




Chapter 6
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Katie


MARCH 1988




‘. . . The King of Spain’s daughter


Came to visit me,


And all for the sake


Of my little nut tree.’





As Katie ended the nursery rhyme, Maria’s eyes closed. Katie gazed down at her daughter and offered up a silent prayer of thanks. God had blessed them after all, and she was filled with such joy she felt reborn, as new as her four-week-old baby.


The prayer of thanks was also because said child was, at last, asleep. The silence of the darkened bedroom after a day of grizzling was exquisite.


Harry had wanted to name her Elizabeth, after his mother, but when Katie had discovered Maria meant ‘wished-for child’, as well as being a solid Catholic name, he’d let her have her way. Katie had proposed Elizabeth as a middle name, but Harry suggested they kept it ‘in reserve’ in case they had a second daughter. Katie smiled as she remembered his words, no longer loaded with the angst of childlessness.


Maria was lying on her back, her rosebud lips slightly parted, her head turned to one side. Katie leaned over and gently stroked her cheek. The skin was so soft it was barely there, and touching it filled her with a deep peace. She gazed at the tiny hands with their micro-nails, resting either side of her head.


Finally moving away from the bassinet, Katie sank down on to her bed. It was seven o’clock, and she was wrung out. This new kind of exhaustion was so overwhelming it gave the older kinds a glow of nostalgia. After-work tired? Yes please – fifteen minutes rustling up something to eat, then your time was your own. Your own. After-exercise tired? Delicious. A hot shower and then your feet up, for as long as you needed.


It seemed so long since she’d been able to watch TV or read a book without the menace of a baby monitor, ready to crackle into life and launch her into the next round of feeding, changing, and putting back to sleep. Then there was the emotion of it all, veering between joy and despair. In spite of her euphoria at having a healthy child, Katie was aware of her old enemy, depression, lurking in the wings. Her father had died in January, enabling it to take a few more stealthy steps towards her.


Its cousin, worry, was a constant presence too. Was Maria getting enough milk? How were you meant to know the difference between an ‘I’m too hot’ cry, an ‘I’m hungry’ one, and ‘I just want a cuddle?’


‘Relax!’ Harry would say, as she fretted over how many layers to wrap Maria in. ‘Babies have been surviving too-thick cardigans for centuries.’


Germaine, who seemed remarkably unmoved by the loss of her husband (but then she’d rarely seen him – Ferdie loved to travel) had come to stay after Katie’s return from hospital, and had tried to persuade Katie to employ a nanny, having always had a houseful of staff herself. She’d refused. She wasn’t sharing Maria with another woman.


Unfortunately, Cassandra agreed with Germaine, and she suspected Harry did, too. It was the norm in their circles, after all. Cass now had two children under the age of two, looked after by a highly competent nanny installed immediately after the birth of Thing One, as Cassandra called her eldest (real name Milly). She’d advised Katie to do the same ‘if you ever want a life again’.


But Katie had dug her heels in. This was life. She’d handed in her notice at the gallery; she was going to be a full-time mum.


In spite of the tiredness and the emotional roller coaster, the baby had mended things between Katie and Harry. Their apprehension that something would go wrong again, then their overwhelming joy when their perfect daughter was born – it had brought them back together.


Katie sighed in tired contentment, picturing a future of trips to the zoo and walks in the park, Maria sitting on Harry’s broad shoulders, Katie perhaps pushing another baby in a buggy. Weekends in the country, summers in Tuscany with Cassandra, Charles, Thing One and Thing Two (real name Arabella).


She ought to start preparing dinner – Harry had said he’d be home ‘early’, by which he meant before eight – but she was inclined to sit here just a little while longer, staring at her gift from God, breathing in that delicious baby smell.


Her daydreaming was interrupted by the phone ringing downstairs.


It was Harry. ‘Sorry, Katie, something’s come up. The viscountess isn’t happy with the piece in this month’s Hooray! The editor thinks I should be able to talk her round, one on one, but it’s going to cost me dinner, which will no doubt consist of humble pie.’


‘What’s her problem with it?’


‘Just a lack of fawning obsequiousness. Bloody aristocrats. Sorry, have to dash – taxi’s here. Give Maria a kiss for me.’


‘I will. She’s been crying all—’


But Harry was gone. As Katie put the phone down, the silence of the house no longer felt exquisite. A long evening alone stretched ahead.


She should have welcomed it. She didn’t have to worry about cooking something special; could snack in front of the TV instead. But the solitude hung heavy. Harry was out there, buttering up Viscountess Doo-dah, who was probably gorgeous and would undoubtedly think Harry the same, while the most she had to look forward to was EastEnders or a video she’d already seen. Was this how things would be, now she was a mum?


Piling a tray with dips and nibbles, she settled down on the sofa, shifting uncomfortably – her breasts were sore.


She stared past the TV at a watercolour on the wall, of an English village. As she appreciated how the artist had captured the evening sunlight, a thought came to her. Perhaps they should move to the country. Harry had the Surrey estate he’d inherited, but it was far too big for just the three of them and was currently leased to a sheik. Perhaps they could sell it and buy a pretty cottage within easy commuting distance, in a lovely village where Maria – and future brothers and sisters – could go to the local primary, before heading off to a suitable boarding school.


She smiled to herself. Surely Harry would see; this could be the perfect way forward to a happy family life.


 


 


Harry


AUGUST, 1989


Harry cut through St Paul’s churchyard en route to Covent Garden, where he was meeting a Sunday Times journalist for lunch. The ten-minute walk from The Strand was part of his more-exercise initiative, launched in response to Charles’s recent ribbing about a small but definitely there paunch. He glanced down and saw the little bugger, peeping over his waistband.


He passed a group of female office workers sitting on the grass, their skirts hoisted up, making the most of the sunny lunchtime. Kylie Minogue blared from a transistor, and a curvy brunette with big hair sang along, giving him the eye.


Harry grinned back and winked. He loved London in the summer.


The article was going to be in next week’s Sunday supplement. Harry the newsman was, apparently, news himself. Nigel Dempster had recently described him in the Daily Express as ‘Britain’s answer to Rupert Murdoch, but far easier on the eye.’


‘More of a Richard Branson, but with better hair,’ Charles had said.


Copies of Rose’s new magazine Hooray! (or ‘Tatler for Plebs’ as Charles called it) were flying off the newsstands, sharing with the British public the weddings, gracious homes, and bundles of joy of movie stars, footballers’ wives, and aristocrats. Celebrity culture had begun, and it seemed Harry was part of it. A full-page photo under the heading Proud Parents Harry and Katie Introduce Baby Maria to the World had featured in the launch issue, and as a result his office had been inundated with requests for interviews. His PR manager, Zadie, had advised him to go exclusive with the Sunday Times Magazine, negotiating the cover story spot.


At Maxwell’s, a waitress indicated a table where a woman with sleek black hair, large-framed glasses and matching red lipstick was sitting. She rose and held out her hand. The pointy nails were red too.


‘Harry, great to meet you. Terri Robbins-More.’ Her accent was broad Yorkshire.


She was attractive, but he drew the line at journalists. There were enough of those back at Totty Tower, as cab drivers called Rose Corp’s offices. Nevertheless, he’d turn on the charm during the interview. Relationships with reporters were important.


 


 


Terri


What an up-himself upper-class twat, thought Terri, as she hailed a taxi back to Wapping. And how aggravating that the magazine editor wanted a puff piece about the new young gun in town, rather than anything insightful. Probably went to the same bloody school or university.


The taxi pulled over and she barked her destination at the driver.


If only she could dig up some dirt. But in her background research, people had nothing but good to say about the media’s current golden boy.


Harry Rose had got where he was through family money, the old-boy network, good looks and charm. He’d married an equally posh girl from an equally rich family. He wasn’t stupid, but he was no Stephen Hawking. Though, when she’d asked, ‘What book is on your bedside table?’ he’d answered, ‘A Brief History of Time’. It was the year’s must-read.


‘What do you make of it?’ Terri had asked.


‘Haven’t had time to read it,’ Harry had said, laughing heartily at his own joke.


Arse. But she’d chuckled along because, in spite of his charm and boyish good looks, there was something unsettling about Harry Rose, and she was intrigued, wanting to probe deeper.


Was there a darker side to him? A ruthless streak? He’d probably need one to survive at the top. Perhaps bluff Harry, good bloke Harry, was a smokescreen.


He may be heir to a media empire, but he’d had little to say about current affairs. He’d talked a lot about trends, brands, target markets, rather than about anything that was actually important, like the profound changes taking place in the Soviet Union, or the fact that Margaret bloody Thatcher had been in power for ten long years now, and look at the state of the north after so many pit closures.


Harry had probably never been to the north.


Terri, from a working-class Sheffield family, had clawed her way to the top, and she wasn’t going along with this upper-class bollocks, one media company rubbing another’s back. When she got back to the office, she’d do a little digging, whether they liked it or not.


 


 


Harry


Harry, Katie and Maria were en route to London Zoo. The interview a few days ago had gone well. It always helped when the journalist was female.


Katie was staring stonily out of the window of the car sent to fetch them, while Maria sat buckled between them, gabbling nonsense to her favourite fluffy rabbit toy, Tog. It was unlike Katie not to be joining in.


Harry had to admit, he hadn’t handled telling Katie about the photo-shoot at all well. Thanks to his burgeoning commitments, he’d spent next to no ‘quality time’, as people were now calling it, with his little family these past few months. Katie had initially been enthusiastic about the trip to the zoo, assuming Harry was trying to make up for recent neglect. But when he’d mentioned that the Sunday Times wanted to follow them round, she’d accused him of needing his family ‘only when it was useful for PR purposes.’ That had hurt.


The taxi dropped them at the zoo offices, and a girl from the press office came to meet them. The photographer and his assistant were already there. They introduced themselves as Alex and Ken.


‘Hi, I’m Sue,’ said the press officer. She wore stripy trousers and a ruffled white blouse, and her dark hair was clipped up with two pearly combs. ‘I thought we might go to the Children’s Zoo?’


‘Oh, I rather fancied being photographed with a tiger!’ said Harry.


‘Sorry, Mr Rose, we don’t have many animals that are handleable, I’m afraid.’


‘What about an elephant?’ said Harry.


‘Lelefant!’ said Maria.


Sue crouched down. ‘Hello there. Who’s this?’ she said, pointing to Tog.


Maria hid behind Katie’s legs.


‘Would you like to meet a real rabbit?’ said Sue, and Maria peeped round. She nodded shyly.


‘Is that OK?’ Sue asked the photographer.


‘Could’ve just gone to a pet shop,’ he said, grumpily.


‘I can see if the keepers might let Harry hold a baby chimp that’s being hand-reared?’


‘That’s more like it,’ said Ken.


After a quick phone call, Sue reported the chimp would be available in half an hour, and suggested a visit to the Children’s Zoo in the meantime.


Harry fell into step beside her as they walked. ‘I suppose you get a lot of twits like me asking to meet a tiger?’


‘People forget they’re still wild animals,’ Sue replied, diplomatically. ‘Some people are adopting animals now. We sometimes have to explain they can’t actually borrow them.’


‘Adopting?’


‘You pay towards their upkeep, and get your name on a plaque. Paul Young’s got a fruit bat. And Simon Le Bon might be adopting a tiger – a bit of one, anyway. A whole one’s expensive.’


‘Pop star one-upmanship! Love it. We could do a feature in Hooray! Can I get someone to ring you?’


‘Sure, that’d be great.’


‘Who else have you had in?’


‘We name our giraffes after British sports personalities.’ They were passing the giraffe enclosure. ‘That baby one’s named after Eddie the Eagle.’


‘Iconic sportsman,’ said Harry.


Sue grinned. ‘Too right.’


Katie, pushing Maria in her buggy, had fallen behind, and was chatting with Ken and Alex.


‘Sorry it’s such a long walk. The Children’s Zoo’s across the other side,’ said Sue, as they entered the tunnel beneath the Outer Circle.


Harry was about to reply, but his words caught in his throat. It couldn’t be . . .


Like a rabbit caught in headlights, Harry halted abruptly. Then reason intervened and he stopped panicking. Bennie, coming towards him, would just walk on by. What was he worrying about?


Bennie’s eyes widened in surprise. Harry gave a small shake of his head and carried on past her.


‘Oh, hello there!’


What the heck? Harry stopped and half turned, looking back.


Bennie was level with Katie.


‘It’s Bennie, isn’t it?’ said Katie. ‘From the Dog and Duck?’


Harry took a few steps towards them, praying Bennie would find a way to move on quickly.


‘I used to come in when I was at the gallery in Wardour Street. Fancy bumping into you here! I left to have this little one. And I see you’ve got one about the same age!’


Bennie’s eyes briefly settled on Maria, then she bent down to her own buggy and pulled Henry’s beanie further down over his face, and tucked his blanket up around his neck. All that was visible of the little chap was his eyes and nose.


Come on, Bennie – finish it!


‘Yes, I remember you,’ she said, ‘and that other bloke – Angus? Well, um, nice to see you again. Sorry, but I have to dash. Late already!’


She went to move off, but little Henry, far too warm, whipped off his hat in one swift movement, throwing it on the ground, then pulled the blanket down, revealing Maria’s hair, Maria’s eyes, and Maria’s smile.


Then the toddler caught sight of Harry, whose eyes were flicking between the two children in horror.


‘Dadda!’ he cried, holding out his arms with an enormous grin.


Time stood still. Katie paled and Bennie froze, staring at her son.


Harry had no idea what to do next.


Then it was as if someone pressed ‘play’, and Bennie whirred back to life. ‘Hahaha, silly Henry. That’s not Daddy. Sorry, um . . .’
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