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Chapter One


March 2011


‘Tell me a secret,’ Tara whispered into the silence.


‘A secret?’ Alex echoed, sounding sleepy.


‘Yes. Something you’ve never told anyone before.’


‘Oh. That type of secret.’


She smacked his chest. Immediately kissed it. He smelled of her shower gel – jasmine and vanilla.


‘Hmm.’ The sound reverberated against her ear, travelling through her and into her. She felt suffused with him – his breath, his smell, his kisses, his love.


There was a silence, and then his chest inflated, the thought assuming a physical shape. ‘Well, I’ve always wanted a pet goat.’


She lifted her head and pinned him with a look. ‘That is not what I meant!’


He grinned back at her. ‘No?’


‘No!’


‘But I’ve never told anyone that before. I feel very . . . vulnerable to have admitted I love their flicky little tails and hairy chins and little prancy jumps.’


She smacked him again, laughing. ‘No! That doesn’t count and you know it doesn’t.’


‘Huh.’


She gazed at him, wishing he wasn’t so handsome. Or funny. ‘Tell me what frightens you most in the world.’


‘Oh well, that’s easy. What frightens me most in the world is what we’re doing to the world.’


She groaned. ‘Ugh. Can you just stop being an eco-warrior for one minute? We’re in bed!’


‘I’m a biologist,’ he corrected her. ‘And biology never sleeps. Unlike you.’


He arched an eyebrow; they were beautifully shaped – thick and straight, but finishing in a sharp point – and their very boldness highlighted the paleness of celery-green eyes that sometimes looked grey in weak light.


‘What can I say? My body and brain just need a lot of rest and repair.’


‘Well, it’s not beauty sleep you need, for sure.’


‘Charmer,’ she grinned, nudging him with her shoulders, but pleased. ‘Do you ever think what might have happened if we hadn’t met in the coffee shop that morning?’


‘No.’ And before she could protest, he smiled. ‘Because if it hadn’t been there, it’d have been somewhere else.’


‘You’re a fatalist?’ she gasped with mock-horror. ‘But how can you say such a thing? You’re a scientist.’


‘I say it as a good son. My mom always told me, the people who are meant to be in your life, you’ll meet them twice without trying.’


She raised an eyebrow. ‘And you believed that?’


‘Of course. I believe everything my mom ever told me.’ A small smile whickered in his eyes, so hers too, and she let the lack of rigorous adherence to scientific principle go. He loved his mum. There was a lot to be said for that.


‘Do you . . .’ She thought for a moment. ‘Oh! Do you believe in never going to sleep on a fight?’


‘I believe in going to sleep on a mattress.’


‘Stop it!’ she laughed. ‘Be serious! I am learning about you!’ She peered at him through narrowed amber eyes. ‘I am studying you! You are my specialist subject.’


‘Huh.’ He inhaled deeply, but a smile tickled his lips.


‘So do you?’ she prompted. ‘. . . Believe in never going to sleep on a fight?’


‘I’ve never thought about it. But I guess . . .’ He lapsed into thought. ‘No.’


‘No?’


He seemed surprised by her surprise. ‘What? I don’t think it’s about the speed of how you resolve something. In my experience, talk can be cheap and apologies are meaningless if you’re just rushing to get them in before a deadline. Sometimes, yeah, it’s better to go to sleep on the fight.’ 


‘Said no one ever,’ she protested.


He shrugged. ‘You’ve got to have conviction if you want to have integrity. All the people I admire most in the world have principles they would die for.’


She took his hand, which was lying inert over his chest, and distractedly slotted her fingers between his, feeling the size of his palm against hers. There was a tiny moon-shaped scar on the side of his hand from where he’d been hooked by a fishing fly when he was a little boy. She loved stroking it, the ridges satisfying under her thumb. ‘So, like who, then?’


He gave her the side-eye. ‘Do you know the artist Peter Beard?’


‘Sure. Did all the Africa collages. Smeared them with his blood.’


‘Right. He was one of the first to recognize species decline in the wild and really do something about it. Back in the sixties and seventies, this was. He’s a pioneer, even though everyone just thinks of him as a playboy.’


‘Like Attenborough, but with sex appeal?’


‘Yeah, he had a lot of that back in the day.’


‘So you admire him because he’s a conservationist?’


‘Not just that – I admire him because he has the power of conviction and if he believes in something, he backs it up, a hundred per cent.’ He looked at her. ‘Whenever he’s done the wrong thing, it’s always been for the right reasons.’


‘Like what? Give me an example.’


‘Okay then.’ He thought for a moment. ‘Okay. There was this one time he caught a poacher on his land – and do you know what he did?’


She shook her head. ‘Nope, not a clue.’


‘He put the guy in his own snare.’


She stared at him. ‘What?’


‘Yep. Left him there for hours. Didn’t kill him, but . . . he made him think twice about ever doing it again, let’s put it that way.’ His voice had become velvet – thick, soft, like a big cat’s purr. ‘When I read that, I thought he was fucking A! He became my hero there and then. Finally, here was someone actually doing something!’


‘But he put the guy in a snare.’


‘The guy was putting lions in snares. Is that any better?’ He blinked back at her, his eyes shining with their own fierce light. ‘Sometimes talk isn’t enough, Ta. You have to act. Be prepared to cross the line to get things done.’


‘Well,’ she said finally. ‘That’s good to know. Remind me not to fall out with you,’ she teased, her arm brushing over him in long, languid strokes. She loved the feeling of their skin-on-skin.


‘It’s not looking especially likely at the moment.’


‘I’m hoping for a lot longer than a moment,’ she said, hoisting herself up onto her elbows so that she was able to look at him clearly, at the beautiful face that had captured her even before their first hello. She felt the attraction zip between them, his fingertips pressing a little more firmly against her flesh. She tapped her index finger against his chest, one of her nervous tics he found endearing. ‘So. Don’t you want to ask me if I’ve got a secret too?’


He looked back at her, a flicker of bemusement in his eyes. ‘I don’t know. Do I?’


‘Well, I thought you would. Now I’m not sure.’ Her tone sounded tart in the face of his seeming indifference. What if he wasn’t as curious about her as she was about him? Did he feel the same need to possess her – body, soul, every last memory?


‘So, you’re not sure if I’m sure I want to hear your secret,’ he murmured drily, sinking back into quietness again.


The silence in the room deepened. ‘What are you thinking?’ she whispered, when he offered nothing further. No curiosity, no wonderings.


‘I’m thinking I’m not sure we should be having this conversation.’


She pulled away, stung by the comment, but his hands clasped her and held her firmly. ‘I’m teasing,’ he grinned. ‘Of course I want to hear your secret.’


‘I don’t think you do,’ she mumbled, feeling thrown.


He flipped her onto her back in a fluid motion. ‘Twig, I do,’ he said, leaning on his elbows and kissing her lightly on the tip of her nose. ‘I do. Tell me your most secret secret. The one thing you’ve never told anyone else.’


She stared up into those green eyes, her mouth parted for the words to come. But the moment had gone, and her big secret with them. ‘. . . I hate mushrooms.’


He deflated, looking visibly underwhelmed. ‘That’s it? You hate mushrooms?’


‘Mm-hmm. Detest them,’ she nodded. ‘But I’ve never told anyone. So I always eat them when they’re served up. To be polite.’


‘You Brits and your politeness,’ he tutted, looking baffled. ‘Why can’t you just say when you don’t like something?’


‘Well, as you just pertinently pointed out, it’s a British thing. We apologize when other people walk into us. We wait for permission to leave when we’ve paid for something with the correct change. I’ll probably end up marrying the first guy who asks me, just to be polite.’


He arched an eyebrow. ‘Twig, will you marry me?’


‘Absolutely. Thank you so much for asking. How kind.’


They both laughed, Alex burying his face in her neck, his silky dark hair tickling her cheek. She felt his teeth graze her skin lightly, mock-biting her and sending a flush of goosebumps up her body. He sank back again, lying on his side, resting his head in one hand as he began tracing swirls on her stomach. ‘Baby, you have got to learn the power of “no”. I’m going to Americanize you. Repeat after me. No.’


‘No.’


‘Bit stronger. No.’


‘No.’


He frowned.


She tried again. ‘No!’


‘Okay, it’s passable. You’re a quick learner,’ he shrugged. ‘Now let’s apply it to some real-life scenarios. Twig, would you like a puppy for your birthday?’


She laughed. ‘No.’


He nodded, looking impressed. ‘Twig, let’s go to Kabul for Christmas.’


‘No!’


‘Excellent. Most excellent . . . Twig, you should definitely wear the red shoes in bed, with nothing else.’


She laughed louder, her body arching off the sheets. ‘No!’


‘Damn. Own goal.’ He pulled a face, but his eyes were dancing with merriment. ‘Twig, would you like some garlic mushrooms with your steak?’


‘No!’


He held an arm out in amazement. ‘I believe my work here is done.’


‘You’re a truly great teacher, Alex Carter. What a magnificent professor you’re going to be.’


‘Thank you. But there’s still one final test.’ He took a slow, deep breath and pinned her with a stare that could have made the stars leap down from the sky. ‘Twig, will you marry me?’


‘Absolutely. Thanks so much for asking. How kind.’


‘No!’ he wailed, pressing his face into the crook of her neck again, shaking his head as she laughed beneath him, feeling especially ticklish, the midnight hysterics beginning to get her. ‘You were so close. So close.’ He looked back at her. ‘But now look – instead you’re going to be stuck with me for eternity, all because you’re a polite Brit who couldn’t say no. I’m really sorry, baby. That’s some hard cheese right there.’


Her laughter faded as she looked up at him, seeing past the jokes. ‘. . . Huh?’


‘You didn’t say no.’


‘No.’


The eyebrow went up. ‘No, you agree you didn’t say no? Or no, you don’t want to marry me?’


He was bamboozling her. ‘No, I . . . agree I didn’t say no.’


His smile widened as he pulled her towards him. ‘So at least now you’ll have the rest of your life to learn.’


‘Yes,’ she whispered, feeling her heart begin to quicken.


‘Yes,’ he echoed, his gaze locking with hers. ‘I like that word better.’


‘Yes.’


‘Twig, will you marry me?’


‘Yes—’ His mouth was upon hers, his body weight pushing her deeper into the mattress, all jokes forgotten as they submitted to the chemistry that had shocked them both at their very first meeting, only four months earlier. Glued to their phones during the morning rush, she had inadvertently picked up his soy filter and he had chased her halfway down Queen’s Gate with her caramel macchiato. So much of it had slopped over the sides as he ran that it was half empty by the time he caught up with her and as their eyes had met over his breathless explanations, he’d insisted on buying her another. She’d ended up missing her lecture on pharmacodynamics that morning and he’d missed a meeting with his PhD supervisor. Coffee had become lunch, then they’d met up that evening for dinner and they’d not spent a night apart since.


Within the space of a week (but really, within that first day), he had become her life system – he was her oxygen, her sunlight, her beating heart. Even just the thought of being without him was insupportable. She’d never known passion, yearning, lust like it and sometimes the strength of their feelings frightened her. It wasn’t healthy, surely, to want another person so entirely? He was a drug she simply could not do without. And now she wouldn’t have to?


The excitement escaped her as a little laugh.


‘What?’ he asked, nudging her legs apart with his knee.


‘Mushrooms to a marriage proposal. That was . . . un-expected,’ she breathed as he began kissing her neck.


‘You’re telling me.’ His voice was muffled.


‘So you didn’t plan it?’


He pulled his head up, his cheeks flushed, his eyes bright. ‘No. But now I’ve told you my deepest, darkest secret about my love for goats, I’ll have to keep you close. Can’t have that getting out.’ He winked at her, forever teasing.


His mouth was on her skin again, her body already crying out for him. She closed her eyes, sinking into the splendour of knowing she would have this for the rest of her life.


‘Of course you know what this means,’ he murmured, his voice a hot breath on her tummy.


‘What?’ she smiled, eyes still closed.


‘You’ll have to introduce me to your parents,’ he said, that signature wry smile on his lips.


‘Oh God . . . I guess I will.’


He looked back up at her with a bemused expression. ‘Well, you don’t have to sound so unhappy about it.’


‘I’m not. They’ll love you.’


‘But . . .?’ he prompted. ‘What is it? They hate Americans?’


‘No!’


‘Well done. Good no. Forceful. Believable. Emphatic.’


She laughed, exhausted by his verbal games.


‘Is it because no one could ever be good enough for their darling daughter? Are they those guys?’


‘Maybe a bit,’ she conceded.


‘Relax. Parents love me.’


‘Oh? Met many of your fiancées’ parents, have you?’ she asked archly.


It was his turn to laugh. ‘You are the only fiancée I have ever had or ever intend to have.’


‘Fiancée,’ she repeated. ‘It sounds funny even just hearing it.’


‘Wait till we swap it for wife.’ He kissed her tummy again, just once, lightly, as though a butterfly was landing on her, resting his head in one hand. ‘Tell me, what are you more worried about – introducing them to me, or me to them?’


She bit her lip. ‘You to them.’


He pulled a worried look. ‘They don’t have two heads, do they?’


‘No!’


‘Again, very good application of the no there.’


She smacked him lightly on the shoulder.


‘It’s all gonna be fine. They’re gonna love me and I’m gonna love them. You know why I know?’


She shook her head.


‘Because all three of us love you. It’s really that simple.’ He hauled himself up the bed again so that he was nose to nose with her. ‘But I gotta meet your dad so I can do this right.’


She swallowed, feeling tears prick her eyes, the happiness beginning to overflow. ‘You’re going to ask him for my hand?’


‘Ideally the rest of you too. But yeah, we’ll start with the hand.’ He took her hand and kissed it. ‘Anything I should know before I go in?’


She opened her mouth to tell him her secret – not the one she had never told anyone, just the one she had never told him. But staring into his clear eyes, it didn’t feel like the right time. For weeks now she had been waiting for just the right moment to tell him everything, the whole truth and not just a portion of it. But this moment was so pure, so joyous, she didn’t want to sully it with anything crass, overwhelm him with background details that were nothing to do with the two of them.


She shook her head. ‘Not really,’ she demurred. ‘Daddy’s a sweetheart.’


‘What’s a safe topic to start on? Don’t tell me, he’s a golf man?’


‘Actually, he’s big on environmental issues, so I reckon you two will get on like a house on fire.’


‘Yeah? Great,’ Alex shrugged, looking pleased. ‘So then, when can I meet him?’









Chapter Two


Pigeons pecked and strutted a few steps ahead of them in the sandy avenue of Hyde Park’s North Ride, the early morning sun pale and bright as it streamed through the budding horse chestnut canopies. The first crocuses and primroses were already dotting the park with yellow and purple splashes like Monet brushstrokes, the background hum of London traffic on Bayswater Road superseded every few moments by the heavy, rhythmic breathing of runners overtaking them. The mornings were getting brighter, the frosts not quite so furious as they laced the grass.


Tara took another sip of her coffee, the steam swirling in the cold air. Holly was having her signature hot chocolate with whipped cream and chocolate sprinkles, the first of her many daily sugar hits.


‘And what did he say then?’ Tara asked, as Holly drew breath. Her friend was in the midst of a protracted breakup with Dev, a radiographer in Oncology. What had started as a drunken hook-up in the Irish bar just down from St Mary’s hospital had become a more regular arrangement, and it had all been going well for several months till Dev had surprised her by clearing a drawer for her. Holly had reacted by walking out. Cue reams of anguished texts and some excellent make-up sex. The drawer had been hurriedly restuffed with mismatched sports socks and the tall can of athlete’s foot spray, but the damage had been done – Dev wanted commitment, and Holly wanted out.


‘He said I’ve got abandonment issues!’


‘Huh.’


‘I mean, please. I said to him, don’t you push your clichés onto me. Not everyone whose mother walks out falls apart, you know. Some of us pull ourselves up by the bootstraps and do even fucking better than we would have done if she’d bloody stayed.’


‘Quite.’


Holly muttered something unintelligible under her breath. ‘I really mean it this time. I told him in no uncertain terms last night that we are done.’


‘Your terms are never uncertain, Hols.’


‘Right?’ Holly asked indignantly.


‘But you still slept with him?’


‘Yeah, of course. He looked really sad. You know those puppy-dog eyes he gets . . .’


‘I do. So cute.’


Holly sighed. ‘But anyway, he knows that’s it now. I can’t be distracted by this kind of drama. I swear – no more men for me for a bit.’


‘Good idea. Take some time out, let everything settle.’


Behind them, coming up the sandy path, the Household Cavalry was going through its drills, the clatter of brass breastplates and highly polished weaponry and the steady drumbeat of hooves drawing ever closer.


Tara took another sip of coffee as they turned down West Carriage Drive, heading for the rush-hour stampede along Kensington Gore.


‘And I suppose you had another night of beautiful lovemaking with Pretty Boy?’


Tara grinned. ‘Pretty much.’


‘Ugh, you’re nauseating. It’s completely contemptible, all this unblemished happiness. And . . . and it’s boring, actually. Where are the highs, if there are never any lows?’


‘In bed,’ Tara shrugged.


‘Oh shut up! Come on, you’ve got to give me something – a chink in the armour. No one’s life is this perfect.’


Tara thought for a moment. ‘Well, he cooked me chicken risotto for dinner and if I’m being really honest . . . it was a little dry.’


Holly’s lip curled. ‘That’s it? That’s your chink?’


‘Make way for the Blues and Royals!’ The warning call from the Horse Master meant the cavalry was almost upon them now and they automatically moved out of the way, standing patiently on the sidelines as several hundred tonnes of glistening horses trotted past, the soldiers dressed in full regalia of shiny buttons and sharp spurs, red full-length cavalry coats, extravagant gold silky plumes swaying from their helmets. It was the same routine every morning, a part of their commute to lectures, but the thrill never diminished. This was also a wholly British thing – that and the torturous politeness Alex found so baffling – and a smile escaped her as she remembered his proposal last night. How a joke had turned into something profound and life-changing . . .


‘What are you smiling about?’ Holly asked, noticing how her friend was staring into space, biting down on the rim of her KeepCup. ‘One of them tip you a wink, did they? Rascals!’ she laughed as the soldiers passed by, stares dead ahead and impassive.


Tara turned to face her. ‘Alex proposed last night.’


Holly’s jaw dropped open. It was like watching a trapdoor fall. ‘. . . What?’


Tara nodded. ‘I know, I can’t believe it either. It was all such a surprise. For him too. He hadn’t planned it.’ Holly was staring at her, open-mouthed. Carefully, Tara pushed her friend’s jaw back up again. ‘Well, say something!’


‘What the actual fuck?’ The teasing quality in Holly’s voice had disappeared and now reverberated, hollow with shock.


Tara hesitated. ‘. . . Say something else.’


‘Tits!’


One of the gold plumes twitched in their direction. Tits was her friend’s unique nickname for her, combined from her initials, TT, and not because she was especially well endowed. No one else called her by it – they didn’t dare – and it was reserved for moments of either extreme happiness or extreme annoyance. From the look on Holly’s face . . .


‘He asked you to marry him?’


‘Yes.’


‘But you’re twenty.’


‘You make that sound like twelve.’


‘It basically is.’ They stared at one another, the moment becoming ever more awkward as Holly’s lack of instinctive joy grew more apparent. She gave a short, hollow laugh as she realized it too. ‘I mean . . . I’m happy for you, of course I am.’


Tara blinked at the weak lie. Her friend sounded like she was being strangled and even her distinctive fiery red corkscrew curls were beginning to look a little limp.


‘A-and you . . . clearly fancy the pants off each other,’ she stammered. ‘And he makes you laugh. You’re always laughing.’


Tara frowned. ‘But?’


Holly’s shoulders slumped. ‘Why can’t you wait? Even if you weren’t going to be a child-bride, you’ve still only been together a few months.’


Tara could only shrug. ‘Neither one of us ever planned on getting married so young. I totally expected to be in my thirties, but it’s turned out how they say in books – when you know, you know. Really, the question to us is – why wait?’


‘Because you’re twenty.’


‘You said that already. I don’t think our age is that big a deal,’ Tara said calmly, but her heart was pounding. Holly’s reaction had been completely unexpected. She had known it would be a shock – as it had been for her – but her friend’s clear reservations about it, her inability to convincingly pretend that this was a good idea . . .


They walked in silence for a while, each lost in their own conflicted thoughts. ‘And there you were, letting me bang on about Dev,’ Holly muttered. She gave a little frown. ‘How did he take it when you told him he’s going to be Mr Tara Tremain? And don’t tell me he’s completely fine with it,’ she said sternly. ‘He might have that sexy, dishevelled vibe going on, but the guy’s also got ego.’


Tara swallowed. ‘Well, actually, I haven’t told him that bit yet.’


‘Still?’ Holly’s voice scaled up two octaves. ‘I don’t get it! What exactly are you waiting for?’


‘The right time.’


Holly raised an eyebrow again. ‘And that moment where the two of you decided to join your lives together for all eternity – that wasn’t the right time?’


Tara winced. ‘I know. I fumbled the bag, I should have told him then.’


‘Duh!’


‘It was just all happening so fast. I didn’t want to . . . spoil the moment.’


‘Yeah, because discovering your future father-in-law is actually a billionaire is what everyone calls having a bad day.’


Tara jogged her friend with her elbow just as Holly went to take another sip, so that a smudge of whipped cream moustached her top lip. ‘I’ve told you before, it complicates things.’ Although she’d never told Holly just how much. She preferred not to remember the time her best friend at boarding school had been selling stories about her to the press, or how the girls in her dorm had thought it funny to steal an item from her every day because ‘she could afford it’; their own parents were well off too, of course, but the B-word still had a rare cachet even in those circles. ‘It can overwhelm people – as I recall you didn’t talk to me for three weeks when I told you.’


‘That was very different. You lied by omission when I was clearly never out for anything from you.’


‘You mean, apart from my stash of peanut butter, magnum of rosé and any fresh bread?’


‘Excuse me, I was – am – a starving student.’


‘And my favourite navy cashmere V-neck. You’ve still got that, by the way.’


Holly shrugged. ‘Statute of limitations. It’s mine now.’


‘But it’s my favourite!’


‘Bite me, bitch.’ Holly stared at her, that small characteristic glint in her eye, and Tara felt the momentary chill between them begin to thaw. ‘Anyway, the boy’s besotted. He’s clearly not out for anything from you, except getting into your pants.’


‘Except that,’ Tara agreed, allowing herself a small smile. ‘In a weird way, it’s almost the fact that he’s so uninterested in money that makes me worry about telling him. I mean, his parents were Californian hippies. He grew up on biodynamic farms and communes.’


‘Christ. It’s like they actively chased poverty!’ Holly muttered, looking away.


They were almost at the Serpentine Bridge, the lake looking mercurial in the frigid temperatures, a couple of red-beaked black swans gliding towards the boathouses. The last of the early morning swimmers were ploughing rhythmically up and down the lido. They stopped to cross the road, waiting for a black cab to rumble past, its light on.


‘But I know I can’t keep putting it off. He was always going to have to meet my parents sooner or later, and it looks like it’s going to be sooner. He says he wants to ask my father for my hand.’


‘Huh. How old school.’ Holly’s tone had cooled again, disappointment butting at her, as though knocking her off balance.


‘I know, it surprised me too.’ Tara bit her lip distractedly as they walked across the bridge. ‘But it’ll be fine. He’ll be fine with it. I’ll just . . . mention it in passing tonight. I’m probably making it into a bigger deal than it actually is.’


‘You think?’ Holly quipped.


‘I mean, maybe . . . maybe I don’t even need to explicitly say anything about it at all? I could just . . . imply that we’re—’


‘Rich as Croesus?’


‘I was going to say affluent.’


‘No one says affluent. Apart from sociologists doing surveys.’


‘Fine, then. Comfortable.’


Holly choked on the dregs of her drink. ‘Comfortable? Well, so long as you get there after the helicopter’s dropped your folks off, or before the chauffeur hops out of the Bentley, Alex will be none the wiser and then yeah, you can pretend to be . . . y’know, comfortable.’


Tara mouthed a silent, sarcastic ha ha at her friend’s tease. Holly had been raised singlehandedly by her father on a school caretaker’s income after her mother had walked out when she was four. For some reason, this entitled her to unlimited sarcasm any time the subject of money (or more specifically, fortunes) came up.


Holly sighed, as if sensing the cruelty in her jibes. ‘Listen, if that boy doesn’t accept you as you are – private jets and all – then he isn’t worth holding on to anyway. But I doubt it’s going to be a problem.’ She gave a small mocking laugh. ‘He’ll probably be on a mission to impregnate you straight away to seal the deal.’


Tara stopped walking.


Holly looked back, a look of regret already plastered all over her face. ‘Too much?’ She took in Tara’s look of horror. ‘Sorry.’ She gripped a hand through her red hair and angled her face to the sky. She looked strained and tense. ‘That was a shitty thing to say. You’ve just got me . . . jangled, that’s all. I’m misfiring arrows.’


But Tara’s feet wouldn’t move. Her mouth wouldn’t close.


‘Look, you know I didn’t mean it,’ Holly said, walking back to her and placing a hand on her arm. ‘He’s a good bloke. Of course that’s not what he’ll do.’ She arched an eyebrow. ‘I mean, like you’d let him anyway! No chance! You’re not going to fuck your life up doing something that stupid—’


For the first time, she saw the tears shining in Tara’s eyes. Her face fell. ‘Ta, oh please . . . don’t look like that. I didn’t mean . . .’ But something in the way Tara was standing, the rigidity in her shoulders . . . Her gaze fell to Tara’s hand, placed instinctively over her stomach. Slowly, she looked up at her, open-mouthed. ‘Oh no,’ she whispered.


Tara tensed further, bracing for the next onslaught. For the past twelve days, since she’d taken the test, she’d vacillated between joy and despair, clarity and confusion – until Alex’s pledges last night. Without even realizing, he’d pushed aside her doubts and talked her into keeping the baby. Clearly, this wasn’t the path she’d set for herself, but she had somehow persuaded herself it meant a deferral, not an abandonment, of her plans. As he’d slept beside her, she had lain awake growing ever more convinced that this was what she wanted, that she could make it work, so that when she’d woken this morning, she’d been so excited to finally share her news with her best friend. Now, instead, she waited for the words to come . . . But you’re twenty.


None came. Not immediately. A silence stretched between them, Holly’s eyes swimming with emotions that for once – for the first time ever – she wasn’t articulating. The silence was worse than any harsh rebuke. Tara felt it was like watching a rainstorm sweeping over distant fields, seeing it coming her way, knowing that she couldn’t outrun it.


‘So what about this?’ Holly asked quietly, carefully, her arm sweeping in an arc around them, gesticulating to the park but meaning London, their medical degrees, their lives here.


‘Well,’ Tara said slowly. ‘I’ve been thinking it all through and I’m going to take a sabbatical after our summer exams. The timing will work quite well. I’ll be seven months along by then. I can rest up for the last few weeks before the birth and then come back in September next year.’


‘But you won’t.’ Holly’s voice was abrupt, her tone flat, the words final.


‘Hols, I will.’


‘You’re telling me you’re going to go straight from months without sleep, into night shifts, ward rounds, fifteen hours on your feet?’


Tara swallowed. ‘Yes.’


‘No. It’s not gonna happen. Face facts – this is an either-or situation. If you have this baby, then you can’t have that career. It demands too much of you. You can’t have both, no one can.’


‘That’s not true. Plenty of women are doctors and mothers.’


‘Not at twenty they’re not.’


There they were – the words that repeated again and again why this was all wrong. Doomed to failure. A disaster of epic proportions.


‘. . . Five years down the line – fine, if that’s your bag. But you’re not even out of the starters’ block.’ Holly stared at her flatly. ‘What does Alex say about it?’


Tara could hardly bear to see the disappointment in her friend’s eyes; she couldn’t think of the counter-arguments she had rehearsed in her head. She hesitated. ‘He doesn’t know yet.’


‘Fucking hell, Ta!’ In a flash, Holly sounded angry. ‘So you’ve agreed to marry the guy but he doesn’t know who you really are, or that you’re pregnant with his kid?’


Tara felt panicked. Everything was going wrong. She hadn’t imagined it going like this. Surprise, yes, but then hugs, excited squeals, a rush of plans. ‘I didn’t know he was going to propose!’ she replied defensively. ‘I told you, it all just happened on the spur of the moment. I’d been building up to telling him about the baby last night, but then when he asked me to marry him . . . it was sort of a joke, but then not . . . I worried that telling him I was pregnant too, there and then, might have made it feel a bit . . . shotgun?’


‘But he asked you without knowing about the pregnancy,’ Holly said flatly. ‘Ta, you are making this harder than it needs to be and you should be asking yourself why. Either you trust the guy or you don’t.’


‘I do! There’s no question of it.’


‘Then stop keeping secrets from him! These are things he deserves to know!’


Tara’s shoulders slumped. It was all true. ‘You’re right. I’ll tell him about the family tonight and the baby later in the week.’


‘What’s wrong with doing it all tonight? He’s about to find out his future parents-in-law are billionaires. You may as well throw imminent fatherhood into the mix as well.’


‘No, I . . . I want to be sure he’s marrying me because he loves me, not because he feels trapped by me.’


‘So you don’t trust him.’


‘I do! It’s just . . .’ She felt exasperated. ‘Ugh. I know it’s hard to understand but I just instinctively feel I need to deal with one thing at a time – my family isn’t normal, no matter how much I wish it was. It’ll be a shock for him to find out who we are. He should meet my parents first and have the big chat with my dad. Get that done and out of the way. Then we can deal with the rest.’


Holly leaned on the railings, her gaze on the parked-up pedalos on the opposite shore. She was biting her lip, looking pale.


Tara took her arm gently. ‘Please be happy for me, Hols. You’re the only person I’ve told.’


Holly looked back at her. ‘I want to be, really I do. But how can I lie when I think you’re making the biggest mistake of your life? What sort of friend would I be?’


‘You could be a lying friend.’


Holly turned to face her. ‘No, I can’t be that. You’re being naive about what this will mean for you. Getting married’s one thing – I think you’re mad to be committing the rest of your life to this guy you just met when you haven’t even properly left home yet! – but hey, it’s reversible. Things don’t work out, you get a divorce, carry on.’ She shook her head. ‘But you can’t do that with a baby. This is a deal-breaker. You’re going to have to give up the one thing that you said defines you.’ Holly leaned closer to her now. ‘When we first met, you told me medicine was your way to give back and be separate from your family. You said it gave you purpose and that it’s all you’ve ever wanted to do since you were six. You never once said you wanted to be married with a kid at twenty-one.’ She paused to draw breath. ‘Alex is cute – but, Ta, no one’s that cute.’


Tara felt her stomach swoop and fall at her friend’s brutal frankness. It was everything she had told herself since that dark blue line had shown up on the pregnancy stick; all her own doubts voiced.


‘You had that plan, remember? You wanted to get your dad to help you build those mother and child health clinics in every country that had communities living off grid – no power, no running water. You said if you could protect and empower the women—’


‘I know what I said,’ Tara interrupted, not wanting to hear it.


Holly stared at her with a look of sadness. ‘Coming from anyone else, it was pie in the sky. But you? You actually could have done it! You told me it was your way of justifying being so lucky; you said your mother couldn’t understand why you’d want a career and that you had to fight to get them to allow you to go to uni at all. And now you’re just giving all that up for a guy you’ve known for less than six months?’


Tears pricked at Tara’s eyes. She felt there was a weight pressing on her chest. ‘We love each other.’ It was a feeble argument, but all she could muster. She could feel Holly already withdrawing from her, as if they were two boats on separate tides, and she realized how much they had been bonded by their mutual ambition: the princess and the pauper who both wanted the same thing.


‘Yes, I know you do. But just answer me this – is he giving up everything for you? Would he be giving up his dreams, and his career, for you?’


Every question was like a body blow. Tara was struggling to keep a lid on her emotions. ‘Look, all of this will change both our lives, not just mine. It’s just happening sooner than we had thought . . .’


It wasn’t an answer. She knew it. Holly knew it.


‘Oh, so you’d discussed starting a family, then?’


‘Well, no, not yet, but—’


‘But . . .?’


Tara swallowed. ‘It was . . . understood.’


Holly’s eyes narrowed. ‘Understood. Right.’


Tara looked down, feeling the first tear fall. It made her furious to be crying, as though this was the first sign of her disintegration into someone lesser – evidence of her changing hormones and new life path. ‘Life doesn’t always run to a timetable, Hols.’


Holly sighed as a sob escaped her; she could never bear to see anyone upset. She stepped in and roughly gave Tara a hug. ‘No, I know it doesn’t.’ They embraced in the morning chill, but it was awkward and stiff, neither one of them finding resolution in the rapprochement. ‘But – oh shit! That anatomy module does – and . . .’ She pulled back sharply and double-checked the time on her phone. ‘I’m going to be late. I’ve gotta run.’


‘Oh God!’ Tara automatically went to jog beside her too, but Holly stopped her with an outstretched arm.


‘No, don’t run, you should take it easy. I’ll tell them you got delayed en route.’


‘But—’


‘You mustn’t exert yourself now. And anyway, you’ll only be a few minutes behind me. I’ll save you a seat.’ She gave a shrug as she sped off, but Tara knew what that shrug meant: what did it matter now, how late she was? She was never going to be a doctor. Anything done after this point was just lip service to a dream she had tossed aside. She was going to be Mrs Alex Carter instead. Wife and mother.













Chapter Three


The front door closed with a slam, followed a second later by the thud of a bulging leather satchel hitting the encaustic-tiled hall floor.


‘God, that smells good!’ Alex came through and planted a kiss in the curve of her neck and shoulder. His nook, he called it. She turned her face towards him and he kissed her on the mouth. ‘I missed you.’


‘I missed you too,’ she murmured, and she felt him hesitate, knowing that to kiss her again would inevitably lead . . .


He pulled back, indecision in his eyes, the vestiges of his working day still clinging to him like sticky buds. ‘Man, what a day.’ He tossed his jacket over the back of the chair and walked across the small kitchen. It was a perfect square, with eighties orange pine cabinets and white ceramic knobs. The splashback tiles were decorated with hens – incongruous for a kitchen in Kensington – and four rushback chairs were set round a small painted table that had once been turquoise but was now white, with just flecks of the old colour peeping through in places. Even stressed, Alex looked horizontally relaxed in his rumpled shirt, sleeves rolled up to the elbows and jeans that hung low on his hips.


‘Busy one?’ she asked as he pulled a bottle of wine from the fridge. The cork had been replaced at a jaunty angle after he’d opened it at dinner last night. It released again with a soft pop.


He sighed. ‘No, just . . . frustrating. MacLennan’s paper got picked up by Proceedings so he’s been strutting about all day like the cock he is—’


Proceedings was the Royal Society’s flagship publication and was to him what The Lancet was to her.


‘He reckons it’ll get the attention of that donor he’s been chasing and finally some—’ He rubbed his fingers together, meaning money. Funding.


‘Ah.’ There was no love lost between her boyfriend – fiancé! she corrected herself – and James MacLennan, the other PhD student in their department. Though Alex was brilliant – gifted, passionate and instinctive about his work – his rise through academia had been unorthodox. His love of biology had started in the fields of the farms and communes they lived on as his family travelled through the Golden State and he’d been entirely home-schooled, with no formal qualifications whatsoever. He had been seventeen when a botanist visiting the farm they were living on at the time offered Alex the chance to assist him on a research trip to Honduras in Central America. Six weeks had turned into five years as his carefree childhood quickly found a focus in the field. From Honduras, he went on to Nicaragua, Brazil and Costa Rica, at one point studying only twenty miles from where Tara and her family had holidayed every year since she was a little girl. Along the way he became an expert on tropical forest habitats, and particularly on the effect of species decline on biodiversity. He had made a chance comment – on the abundance and range of butterflies in a given area as a marker of biodiversity health – to a professor, Robert Hamlyn, whom he’d met while changing a flat tyre on a jungle road on the way back to San José. Hamlyn was on his way home from an expedition for Imperial College London and, intrigued by Alex’s observation, had eventually invited him to study for a doctorate there, without even a bachelor’s degree to his name. Hamlyn had even offered to oversee his research.


It was the unorthodox nature of Alex’s induction into the world of academia that rankled with James MacLennan and made him such a thorn in Alex’s side. As James saw it, he had grafted and gained access to Hamlyn’s inner sanctum the hard way – picking up degrees first at Edinburgh and then Cambridge – whilst the ‘American hipster’ had simply curried favour to get there.


‘Here.’ Alex held out a glass of wine for her.


‘Oh. I’ve already got a drink.’ She reached for her glass of Purdey’s. ‘Sorry.’


‘So you don’t want it?’


‘No. I’ll have another night off tonight, I think. More tests coming up. I need to keep a clear head.’


‘Okay.’ And he sank her glass whilst still holding his own.


She watched, seeing anger still in his movements. He definitely looked wired, his eyes a bit too bright, and she knew he’d had a tough day. He never moaned, not really, but he often struggled with the politics of academia; it frustrated him, a self-titled ‘farm boy’ who just wanted to leave the world a better place than he had found it. He didn’t engage in power plays, didn’t care which of them Hamlyn bought a coffee for. Tara had never met anyone with more passion to learn, act and make a difference – not even Holly could match him for drive – and it was one of the things she loved most about him. But she was beginning to sense it wouldn’t always make him easy to live with. There was still so much they had to learn about one another, and a tiny voice in her head wondered if Holly been right. Were they rushing into this? Was it all far too much, far too soon?


He caught her watching him as he drained his own glass too – a very tough day, then – and he startled, as if embarrassed, remembering himself. He leaned forward to kiss her again, his lips soft against hers, tasting now of Chablis. She felt his tongue lightly against her lips and her stomach fluttered, butterfly-like, in response. It was always so easy to fall into one another. A default option. Their ‘factory settings’, he had joked once.


She put her hand on his chest, pushing him away lightly. ‘Why don’t you go and have a shower? Unwind a bit. This’ll be ready in five.’


His smile was grateful. ‘Thanks, baby. I just need to . . .’ He gave a shudder as though trying to physically cast off the day’s tests. He was trying so hard to be his usual loving self, but he was as tightly wound as a spring.


‘I know.’


He kissed her once more lightly, before walking through to the bedroom at the back. She watched him go, loving the breadth of his shoulders, the narrowness of his hips. He was always so unaware of the physical impression he made – growing up without TV or internet meant he had no interest in how he looked; good or bad, it was all the same to him – and Tara was pretty sure part of James MacLennan’s rancour towards him was thwarted lust. Alex Carter had the charisma to make anyone fall in love with him: man, woman, young, old.


The extractor fan had stopped working at some point in the noughties, and she opened the window to let the steam escape as the steak sizzled on the heat, pausing a moment to glance over the patchwork of gardens below. A wooden swing with red abacus beads hung limply from the branch of a crab apple tree in the garden opposite theirs; Bumpy, the cockapoo two houses up, was racing around the small garden in frenzied loops; a grey squirrel leaped from the branch of a horse chestnut to a silver birch, straddling No. 24 and No. 26 Tor Gardens in one graceful jump. She gave a small smile. The Sumatran rainforest it might not be, but they still had a mini paradise outside their window.


She caught herself. Their window. So would she move in here with him, then? They hadn’t discussed specifics yet, but that was the intimation. The flat she shared a mile and a half away in Bayswater with Holly was a study in student grot. It looked onto a laundrette at the front and the bins of the Chinese restaurant at the back, and she was woken every morning by the dawn delivery lorry to the Polish store four numbers down. There was mildew in the shower, the kitchen sink was stained, the tap leaked – dripping noisily all day and night – and the cracks in the walls seemed more substantial than ‘settlement’ to her eye. Nonetheless, it had been her choice to live there and, in an odd way, she loved it. She and Holly had chosen it together, before Tara had admitted the truth about her family’s wealth, and it was all Holly could afford. Once she did find out, Holly had spent a year alternately pleading with her not to ‘sacrifice herself’ to their subpar accommodation and berating Tara for not having come clean earlier and put them up in a Hyde Park penthouse. She had been fully incredulous at Tara’s insistence that she wanted to be there. That she liked being normal.


Alex’s flat – a grace-and-favour residence in the gift of the university – was still tiny but it had two bedrooms at least (although one was so small she was certain she’d received bigger Amazon boxes) and it came up well after a clean. But perhaps they would get somewhere new, somewhere they would start afresh as a family?


Her hands fell to her tummy again – a fresh habit. She smoothed it tenderly, still so flat. She wasn’t showing at all although her breasts were more tender and the nausea was beginning to steadily dial up. Alex hadn’t noticed yet that she’d found excuses not to drink alcohol for the past couple of weeks – a test the next day, a headache – but he soon would. He had an eye for detail, and she felt a twinge of guilt to be keeping it a secret from him still. It felt like a deception somehow, almost a theft, but Holly’s reaction that morning had startled her. There was no guarantee he would take the news of imminent parenthood well and she had to be prepared for another bad response. She had to judge the right moment to tell him.


She was dressing the salad when Alex came back a few minutes later, towelling his wet hair and wearing just his jeans – the cold never bothered him – his t-shirt tucked into the waistband and hanging down like a window-washer’s rag. Everything hung loosely on him, his body spare, lean and finely muscled, though he never worked out. He was just active.


She relaxed under his touch as he kissed her in the crook of her neck again – his place. ‘Let’s try again,’ he murmured, taking the salad servers out of her hands and turning her towards him. ‘Hello, love of my life.’ He smoothed her long dark hair off her pale face. ‘You look especially beautiful today.’


She smiled, feeling the day’s tension begin to rise off her too. ‘Hello. You’re not too shabby either. Had a good day?’


‘Excellent. I spent it thinking up ways to impress my future parents-in-law.’ He arched an eyebrow, looking pleased with himself.


‘Intriguing. And what did you come up with?’


‘Well, you said your father was big on environmental issues, right?’


She nodded.


‘I’m thinking a trip to the Aquarium? I know a guy who works there. He could get us in after closing time, take us around the tanks round the back, show us their protection and breeding programmes in place? Then I thought drinks at . . .’ He wrinkled his nose. ‘Well, not sure on that bit yet, but somewhere fancy. And then dinner at this new Korean place in Notting Hill Gate, they’ve got a pioneering recycling scheme which, if that’s his thing—’


Tara laughed. ‘You’re a nut! Alex, you don’t need to do anything fancy to impress my parents. They’ll love you. How could they not?’


‘Uh-uh. Fathers-in-law are different. They never like the guy who’s taking away their little princess.’


‘My dad isn’t like most other dads.’


‘Said every girl ever.’


‘No, I mean it. We’re . . . not like other people.’


‘Ha! Say that after you’ve met my folks!’ He clasped her face with his hands, kissing her tenderly, blocking out the world. ‘Another Purdey’s?’ He picked up her empty glass and waggled it in his hand.


She smiled weakly, knowing she’d just missed a chance to tell him. Why couldn’t she just say it? You either trust him or you don’t. ‘Lovely.’


She plated up the steak and took it, with the salad, to the table. She sat as he poured them fresh drinks. He came and sat opposite her, his knees touching hers under the table as he tonged the salad onto her plate. ‘So tell me what you’ve told them about me.’ He paused. ‘You have told them about me, haven’t you?’


‘Of course! They know that your name’s Alex, that you’re American, twenty-three years old, a PhD biology student at Imperial.’ She shrugged. ‘Uh . . . yeah. That’s pretty much it.’


‘That’s it? That’s the sum total of what they know about me?’


‘I—’ Her mouth opened, looking for excuses. ‘I don’t like giving them too much detail early on! We’ve only been together a few months, after all, and trust me, my mother would need no encouragement to start planning a wedding. She’s been waiting since the day I turned eighteen. No, scratch that, twelve.’


‘Hmm. So then it sounds like it’s your mother I need to get on side.’ He cast a sidelong glance, winking at her and making her stomach somersault. Just like that.


‘She actually cried – not tears of pride, mind you – when I told her I was going to be a doctor, can you believe that?’


He considered for a moment, a morsel of medium-rare steak perched on the tines of his fork. ‘No. That is odd.’


She leaned in towards him. ‘So what have you told your parents about me?’


‘That you’re a stone-cold fox, shit-hot at anatomy.’ He winked at her. ‘And that once you’re a doctor and I’m a professor, our letters are going to look really cool on the doormat.’


She felt her smile falter as Holly’s predictions continued to echo through her mind. Was she right? Would it really be too hard for her to pick up the reins a year from now and continue on with her dream?


He noticed her absent look and gave her a quizzical look. ‘You okay? You’re a little pale.’


‘Mm-hmm,’ she nodded, knowing that now was the time to tell him. She had to do it before the moment slipped away again, a silk scarf in the wind. ‘But actually, there is something I’ve been wanting to tell you. For a while, actually.’


‘Sounds ominous.’


‘No, it’s nothing bad. I’m just . . . not sure how you’re going to take it.’


‘You’re not already married, are you?’ He looked around the room mock-apprehensively, as though he expected someone to leap from the larder.


‘No, I’m not married; I’m just . . . rich.’


His apparent confusion deepened. ‘. . . You’re rich?’ He looked sceptical and she knew she looked anything but in her vintage jeans and Zara jumper; that was partly the point, after all.


‘Yes, I’m afraid so.’


He stared at her, a long silence opening up. ‘Sorry, I’m not getting why . . . why’s that a thing?’


She felt her cheeks redden. ‘It’s just the stuff that comes with it, that’s all. It can be overwhelming.’


A light came into his eyes. ‘What, you mean the jets, the yachts, having to remember which clothes are in which homes . . .?’


He had been joking, but she nodded. ‘Exactly.’


‘Oh!’ His smile faded as he ran a hand through his hair. His forehead was two shades lighter than the rest of his face, his fringe always flopping down over it. ‘Okay, so then you’re rich,’ he said finally. ‘But what’s it got to do with us?’


She gave a relieved laugh, putting her hand over his on the table. It was the perfect response. ‘Nothing. Exactly, nothing.’ She wanted to cry with relief. ‘It’s got nothing to do with us at all. I try to . . . pretend it’s not even there, as much as I can. I just want to live my life and be me and be liked and loved for who I am and not because my family’s got money.’ The words came out in a jumbled rush.


‘Okay.’ Alex still looked baffled. He took another sip – gulp, actually – of his wine. ‘But you were nervous about telling me because . . .?’


‘I was worried you’d feel I’d lied to you – by omission, I mean. We’ve been together four months now and things have moved pretty fast between us. Clearly. I know I should have brought it up before now but I just didn’t . . .’


His eyes narrowed as he watched her. ‘Trust me?’


‘No! Of course I trust you.’


‘So then . . .?’


She sighed. It was always so hard to explain. For all those with not enough – which was almost everyone – they didn’t want to hear that wealth could be a burden. ‘Look, I’ve been raised in a certain way which means not trusting anyone, at first. As kids, my brother and I had to have security because of the kidnap risk.’


‘Kidnap?’ He looked shocked. ‘Jesus, just how rich are you?’


‘I’m not anything. It’s all in trust till I’m thirty. Like I said, I try to live as normally as possible, and just be like everyone else. Which is why I never said anything before. But now that we’re engaged and you’re going to meet my family . . . well, it’s a big thing not to mention. I didn’t want you to meet them unprepared and feel ambushed.’


‘Ambushed,’ he echoed, looking exactly that.


‘Alex, I hate even having to talk about it, making it a thing. I just don’t want it to change things between us.’


He looked at her sharply, offended. ‘Why would it change things between us? You think I’m impressed by money?’


‘Of course not. What I meant was, everything’s been so perfect between us, I just didn’t want to change a single thing.’


‘In case with one turn of the dial we fall apart?’


She shook her head quickly. ‘I don’t want to take any chances of losing you. My family’s rich. So what? Everything goes on just as it has been for us.’


He looked into her eyes, and then away again. ‘But that’s naive, isn’t it? What about your engagement ring? I’m a student, I can’t afford some massive rock.’


‘I don’t want a massive rock! I want you.’


‘But your parents—’


‘Aren’t impressed by material things. Believe me. If there’s one thing they know, it’s the value of people and experiences over things. They only want to see that we love each other. That’s it.’ She picked up his hand from the table and kissed the back of it, staring deep into his eyes. ‘They’re going to love you. As I do.’


He was quiet for several moments, digesting the revelation. ‘Well, not exactly as you do, I hope.’ A glimmer of amusement made his eyes sparkle. ‘That really could be awkward over breakfast.’


She burst out laughing. ‘You’re incorrigible!’


He grinned too and she felt the low-grade tension that had pulled between them for a few moments slacken again. It was done at last. He knew! He knew and he didn’t care.


‘Incorrigible, yes,’ he agreed, lifting his arm up so that, holding his hand, she rose to standing. He pushed his chair back and pulled her towards him. ‘Also indefatigable. And inescapable.’ He pushed his knees between her legs. ‘And, when it comes to you, Twig Tremain,’ he murmured, pulling her down onto his lap so that she was straddling him. ‘I am most definitely . . . insatiable.’













Chapter Four


Tara peered through the crack in the door. A riot of stuff met her eyes – ski medals were hanging on ribbons from hooks and mirrors, a jug-eared silver trophy for eventing was on the bookcase. None of the books had ever been read, or even opened, the spines completely uncreased and as smooth as marble. A small suitcase was open on the floor, half-packed with clothes that had been precision-folded. A wet towel and yesterday’s Calvin Klein boxers were strewn on the floor.


Her little brother Miles was lying on the bed on his stomach, wearing a pair of jeans and a striped shirt wrongly buttoned up. He was watching something on his laptop, the sounds coming from it dubious enough that she felt impelled to give a little cough before entering.


The screen was slammed down and he twisted onto his side as she came in.


‘Ah, so you’re in here,’ she said breezily, seeing it was safe to enter. ‘Why am I not surprised?’


He rested his head in his hand as she came in and jumped on the slouchy sofa opposite, putting her feet up on the arm, legs crossed at the ankles. ‘What’s brought you back so soon?’ he frowned. ‘Weren’t you only here two months ago?’


‘Haha. Nice. Good to see you too.’


‘You really need to send over an up-to-date photo before these visits, so that we can recognize you. Wouldn’t want Tamba thinking you’re an intruder. Those are some sharp incisors she’s got.’


She tossed a scatter cushion at him. ‘All right! Point made. But I have been busy, you know. Medical degrees don’t just earn themselves. And anyway, it’s not like you’ve been around much.’


‘I’ve been back two and a half weeks.’


She was surprised. ‘Really?’ Term dates, once the pin around which her entire life pivoted, had ceased to register the moment she left school.


He shrugged, reaching his arm for a rugby ball that was, randomly, on the pillows. He fell onto his back and began lackadaisically tossing it in the air. What was it about boys and balls, she wondered? They simply couldn’t leave them alone.


‘So, is it all going okay at school?’ she asked.


‘S’pose, if you don’t include my mocks.’


‘Tough, huh?’


He looked across at her. ‘Put it this way – there’s only gonna be one doctor in this family.’


‘Oh good – well, Mum will be pleased.’


He had to chuckle at that. ‘Yeah. I’ll do what you won’t and find me a good man and settle down. Only I don’t think that would please her either!’


They both laughed. Miles had come out a year earlier, although Tara (and her father, she suspected) had always known. ‘Poor Mum,’ she grinned. ‘Having such problem kids.’


‘Have you seen them?’


‘Not yet. Mum’s having her hair done and Dad was on a call when I arrived.’


‘Surprise of the century.’ Miles threw the ball so high into the air it almost touched the ceiling rose – an intricate froth of Regency plasterwork that she’d barely ever noticed.


She squinted at it for a moment, then looked around the room, trying to see it with fresh eyes, trying to understand what Alex would see when he arrived here in an hour’s time.


This had been home for most of her life. They had lived in the Mayfair townhouse for thirteen years, upgrading from the Virginia Water mansion when her father had sold his pharmaceuticals business and made his second fortune. The building was reasonably understated from the kerb – handsome but muted, built in red brick with a super-glossy black door and a cloud of box balls neatly arranged in a parterre out front. Inside, though, was a different matter. Marble floors, grand chandeliers that weighed as much as a small car, and Ionic columns testified to the historic grandeur of the house, and the roll-call of former residents read like a Who’s Who of London power players, including former prime ministers, Napoleonic-era ambassadors, a Nobel Prize-winning scientist and the scandalous mistress of King Edward VII.


Miles’s room was much like any other eighteen-year-old boy’s, with empty beer bottles proudly stacked in a pyramid in the empty fire grate and a Chelsea poster stuck to the walls, slightly off plumb. Mrs Titchenor, their housekeeper, was under strict instructions to leave Miles’s room ‘as is’ and not to tidy or clean in there more than once a day. ‘Teenage boys need some chaos,’ her father had proclaimed, although it was impossible to imagine him ever having been a chaotic teen. Nonetheless, it was still a room bigger than her entire Bayswater flat, with deep coving, highly polished oak parquet and an eighteenth-century statuary marble fireplace, and it occurred to Tara now that for a man who’d grown up hobo-style on farms throughout Southern California, this might be something of a shock.


Perhaps they ought to have gone out for the first meeting after all. Neutral ground would put Alex more at ease, surely? It wasn’t like it was going to be a relaxing experience for him, asking her father for her hand, moments after they met. Here.


But it was Alex who had insisted. ‘I want to know your life – warts and all,’ he had joked, and she knew she couldn’t hide this from him. At some point he would have to come face to face with the reality of her background; better to get it over and done with early. She wasn’t good with secrets.


‘So why are you here?’ Miles asked curiously, watching her scan the room. ‘Marge is insisting I wear a collared shirt.’


She looked back at him, knowing her brother already suspected more than just a meet and greet. He had good instincts – about people as well as situations.


‘So that you can all meet my new boyfriend, Alex.’


‘How new?’


‘Four months, thereabouts.’


‘Box-fresh, then. Is there much point?’ he groaned. ‘Surely he’s not going to last another four with you. Any minute now he’s going to know what I’ve been saying for years: that you’re an uptight goody two-shoes who wouldn’t know a good time if it hit you in the—’


‘Oi!’ She threw a cushion that hit him in the face.


Miles laughed. ‘Where is he, anyway?’


‘Arriving shortly. He had some things to finish at work first. And I wanted to get here beforehand and warn you to be nice.’


‘Why? Is he fragile?’


‘Yes, actually, he’s precious – to me. And I don’t want you scaring him off.’


‘Me? Scare him off? I think you’re overestimating my powers.’


‘He’s an impoverished student. Doing a biology PhD at Imperial. This’ – her hands vaguely gesticulated around the grand room – ‘isn’t his bag.’


Miles looked bemused, still tossing the ball rhythmically above his head. ‘So we’ve got to pretend we don’t live here?’


‘Just tone everything down. Don’t mention the boat, the cars, definitely not the plane. Not the houses.’


‘What? Not even Gstaad?’ he pouted, taking the mickey.


‘Nothing,’ she said in her best warning voice. ‘Nada. Zip.’


He gave a dramatic sigh. ‘This will be so dull.’


‘Actually I can guarantee you’re going to love him. He’s incredibly handsome and he’s got a very dry sense of humour.’


‘Hmph, well, that’s the oldies’ needs covered. But I still don’t see what’s in there for me.’


Tara smiled. ‘He’s a die-hard Chelsea fan.’


‘I thought Mum said he’s a Yank?’


‘Californian, actually. But he got taken to Stamford Bridge his first week in London and he’s been a True Blue ever since.’


‘Yeah? What’s his view on Drogba?’


‘I don’t know. Probably that he’s a god or something?’ she shrugged.


‘Like, duh! No one can touch him for pace, power and skill on the ball.’


‘Yeah. That’s what he said,’ she fibbed. She had never had a conversation about Chelsea with Alex, other than to mention in passing that her brother was a fan – there were far more fun things they could be doing – but if it brought Miles onside . . . Holly thought she was reserved with new people, but Miles could be positively hostile. Her hard time at school had been nothing compared to his – the only boy who’d received more tackles on the rugby pitch had been the son of the exiled prince of Greece.


He sat up. ‘What time’s he getting here?’


She grinned and checked her phone. ‘Twenty minutes or so.’ She took her feet off the sofa and stood up. ‘So I’d better check in with Mum, at least. Do you know who Dad’s on the phone to? Can I look in?’


‘Gerard.’


‘Oh,’ she groaned. ‘Better leave it then.’ Gerard was their father’s investment manager and as such almost the third wheel in their parents’ marriage. ‘I’ll go see Mum. But come down when you hear Alex get here . . . and remember what I said.’ She brought a finger to her lips.


‘I know, I know. We’re humble peasant farmers and all this is a figment of our hallucinatory imaginations.’


She went down the hall, chuckling to herself.


Her parents’ suite was on the next level up and took over the entire floor, her progress along the corridors silent as she walked over the plush mohair ivory carpet.


‘Hey, Marie,’ she smiled as she passed the young assistant housekeeper on the stairs. ‘How’s Jack getting on?’


Marie straightened up from sweeping the treads to allow her to pass. ‘So well, Miss Tara. He is top in his class for fractions.’


‘Oh that’s amazing, I’m so pleased! Tell him congratulations from me,’ she beamed as she carried on up the stairs.


Her parents’ rooms were roughly divided into his and hers sides with a drawing room connecting them in the middle. Her father had the east side, on account of being an early riser; her mother the west, for the flattering evening light when her make-up was being applied. Tara knocked on the door at her mother’s side, already able to hear her voice over the sound of the hairdryer, and peeked her head around. ‘Hey, Mumma.’


‘Tara, darling!’ Her mother, arms outstretched, remained seated in her hairdresser’s chair as Jakob, her stylist, did some backcombing with a fine comb. ‘Come here, let me see you.’


Tara walked in, aware that her midnight needlecord flares and pretty new H&M blouse looked woefully undercooked beside her mother’s Valentino. ‘You need a haircut, darling. Doesn’t she need a haircut, Jakob?’


Jakob – who was to her mother what Gerard was to her father – nodded. ‘I could take three inches off and it would freshen you up, like that.’ He snapped his fingers together.


Idly Tara threaded her long dark hair through her fingers. She supposed it had grown too long. She’d not bothered with her ‘maintenance’ as her mother called it, for months. She had even taken to shaving her legs in the shower each morning, something that would no doubt put her mother in a full swoon.


‘Let me see you. I feel I haven’t seen you in so long. Have you lost weight?’


Tara felt her nerves flutter under her mother’s close scrutiny. ‘I’m not sure. I don’t think so.’


‘Hear that, Jakob? She doesn’t think so.’ Her mother tutted. ‘Youth’s fast metabolism is wasted on the young.’


Tara went and perched on her mother’s dressing table. It was pale pink onyx, underlit, and decorated with a few black-and-white photos in silver frames; a bespoke bottle of perfume, made by a Nose in Florence and enclosed in a commissioned crystal bottle, sat to one side.


Tara picked up the bottle and began fiddling with it. Now that she was here, she felt an overwhelming urge to reveal her happy secrets, as though they were birds inside her that she needed to set free. Her mother had always struggled to understand her, it was true; Tara’s nature was far more akin to her father’s, but that didn’t mean she didn’t value or seek her mother’s opinion, and she knew news of her engagement would surely delight her mother. It would be everything she’d been waiting for, a return to the path her mother had mapped out for her . . . Was that why she felt so nervous about it, too? Was it confirmation that Holly had been right – that she was turning her back on her dreams?


She felt another stab of nerves, her stomach pitching and swooping in anticipation of the ride tonight was going to bring. ‘How was Milan?’ she asked instead, knowing she had to allow Alex to take the lead on this. He had specifically asked for it. 


‘Milan was Milan,’ her mother sighed happily. ‘I can’t believe we’d left it so long. Songs at La Scala, dinner with the Sevezzas. It was so good to see them. Did I mention their daughter’s getting married?’


‘A few times, yes.’


‘Lovely girl. Lives in New York now. She’s on the Met Ball Committee this year, does a lot for the homeless. Her fiancé’s a prince, although that doesn’t count for much of course, they’re ten a penny over there; but he’s high up at Cazenove.’


‘Always helpful.’


Her mother must have caught her wry tone because she gave her a look. ‘Of course, we’re tremendously pleased to be meeting your new beau too, dear.’


‘Mumma, no one in the world has a beau anymore. And Alex is looking forward to meeting you too. But as I’ve just said to Miles, can we please keep the . . .’ She circled her hands in the air vaguely. ‘To a minimum.’


‘What’s . . .?’ her mother asked, also circling her hands in the air and almost taking Jakob’s eye out with her cushion-cut pink diamond ring.


‘You know perfectly well. He’s a student like me. He doesn’t have any money. It’s going to be daunting enough for him coming here to meet you, without . . .’ She circled her hands again. ‘Too.’


Her mother sighed. ‘Fine,’ she said disappointedly, and Tara suspected she was thinking that Senora Sevezza hadn’t had to tone things down for her daughter’s prince. ‘So tell me about him. What are his interests?’


Tara felt her smile grow. Just to get to talk about him made her feel happy. ‘Well, his big love is butterflies.’


There was a long silence. Even Jakob’s eyebrows shot up, his hands momentarily stilled above her mother’s head.


‘Butterflies?’


‘Yes.’ She rolled her eyes, knowing exactly what her mother was thinking. ‘Don’t worry, he’s not interested in them because they’re pretty. They are excellent indicators of the health of any given ecosystem and a predictor of the biodiversity that is likely to be found there. The future of this planet rests on flourishing biodiversity, Mumma. It’s actually cutting-edge stuff.’


‘Butterflies?’ her mother repeated.


Tara sighed. ‘Anyway, I’ll leave him to explain it to you. He makes it sound much more interesting than I can.’


‘I don’t see how.’ Her mother’s eyes narrowed interestedly. ‘Still, you must really like him to be introducing him to us.’ For all her social flightiness, she could still drill down to the nub of a matter more succinctly than any other person Tara knew. Years of tolerating sycophants had taught her how to read people and know whom to trust; if she was her father’s daughter, Miles was his mother’s son.


‘I do.’ Tara felt the secret bubble in her throat again – she wanted to shout it out and swallow it down all at once; it was the same curious feeling she’d had as a little girl when she would laugh so hard, she’d tip over into crying, her body confused about what her mind felt.


‘He’s only the second boy you’ve ever brought home to us.’


‘I’m not sure the prom date even counts, does he?’


‘Well, I still don’t understand when proms became a thing over here,’ her mother said disapprovingly. ‘But talking of all things American, have you met his parents?’


‘Not yet. They’re . . . in America,’ she shrugged.


‘Where exactly?’


‘Southern California.’


‘San Diego? Santa Barbara? I wonder if they know the Palmers?’


‘They won’t,’ Tara said quickly. ‘They moved around a lot when Alex was growing up. His parents were . . . farmers.’


‘Ah. Arable? Livestock?’


‘. . . Smallholdings, mainly.’


‘Ah.’ Her mother’s smile faltered as all potential avenues for conversation seemed to lead to dead ends. ‘And how did you meet him? Did you tell me that already?’


‘Yes. He’s at Imperial too, studying for a PhD. We met in the coffee shop down the road from the campus.’


‘Uh-huh.’


Jakob picked up a can of Elnett and shook it violently. ‘Samantha, just close your eyes for a moment.’


Her mother shut her eyes as the room was misted with hairspray. It was one of the scents of Tara’s childhood. She looked at her mother’s face in repose – rosy skin with only a few deepening lines down the sides of her mouth, owing (in spite of her ‘little tweaks’) to her readiness to laugh; champagne-blonde hair styled in a long bob; the deep-set hazel eyes she shared with Tara, which flashed like amber in candlelight (her preferred lighting setting). Samantha had never been the most beautiful woman in a room, but she was always one of the most sought-after, her warmth and flair for recounting anecdotes bringing friends to her side like moths to the flame.
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