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Chapter One

Breathing in a healthy gulp of Cotswold air, Tessa Meadmore sped towards the village of Appleton. Beautiful countryside flashed past, neatly fenced fields bleached by the late June sun and chocolate-box cottages barely registering as Tessa roared by in her garnet-red Audi A4.

She screeched to a halt by a quaint pub with fragrant hanging baskets trailing down over the doorway. She checked her map and was about to take the turning for the B&B when she caught sight of an attractive older man jauntily waving his Bloody Mary at her. He had faded golden hair, not dissimilar to the honey-hued stone wall behind him, and sexy, bloodshot eyes. He was chatting up a pretty young barmaid who was crossly, but not very convincingly, slapping his hand away from her derrière. Tessa responded by giving him a cheery wave before speeding off in the opposite direction.

God, Adam would love this place, she thought before she could stop herself. After sharing exactly one year of their lives together and one messy break-up, it no longer mattered what Adam would love. It was over and she was ignoring his pathetic pleas for their reconciliation with as much dignity as she could muster in the circumstances.

Tessa cringed as she remembered how she had discovered his deception.

‘Ta da!’ Adam had cried, appearing in the doorway with ‘I love you’ scrawled across his chest in lipstick. He placed a tray laden with hot buttered muffins, Laurent-Perrier champagne  and her two best Marc Jacobs for Waterford champagne glasses on the bed and made a show of waving his bottom at her. She had giggled as he clenched the velvety red rose between his bare buttocks and demonstrated a couple of swaggering dance moves. Taking one look at Tessa’s mussed-up chestnut locks and naked breasts covered in massage oil, he was soon sporting an impressive hard-on, like a horse straining at the start tape of the Grand National.

As Adam prepared to launch himself between her thighs, a phone started beeping and Tessa grabbed the nearest one. It was one of those moments when picking up the right phone would have meant the difference between blissful ignorance and painful reality. As it was, it wasn’t her phone and the text message that popped up had jokingly demanded to know when Adam might make ‘an honest woman’ of the sender after ‘three years of living together . . .’

All hell had broken loose. Adam had desperately denied everything, the red rose falling to the floor, no doubt let down by his panicked sphincter. His hard-on had followed suit, deflating like a let-down party balloon.

Tessa knew exactly how it felt. Calling him every name under the sun, she had hurled one of her prized champagne glasses at him. Adam had made a mad dash for the door, shrieking girlishly and cupping his genitals. After shoving him naked and gibbering on to the street, Tessa had decided against being grown-up and brave. Instead, she had given in to her instincts, curled up in the foetal position and howled like a baby.

Three weeks later, she pulled herself together. Jilly, her boss at the TV station, had phoned about a celebrity wedding project in the Cotswolds and, without hesitation, Tessa had packed her life into her car and offered her Putney flat to a friend who was in the throes of a messy divorce.

Tessa grimaced. Even the sight of charming antique shops and old-fashioned tea houses nestling in the countryside could  do little to lessen her sense of humiliation. She had been foolish, but there had been no reason to suspect Adam’s absences and pleas of pressing work commitments weren’t the act of a hard-working lawyer.

Cheating bastard, Tessa thought, shooting into the car park of the B&B and narrowly missing a decrepit-looking ginger cat that was lazily enjoying the afternoon sunshine. The B&B was small but cosy-looking with a white wooden gateway and a thatched roof. Tantalising wafts of old-fashioned pub food reached Tessa’s nostrils as she searched for a place to park her car.

Look on the bright side, she told herself firmly. Sure, her heart was slightly battered . . . OK, make that very battered. And her ego was bruised beyond recognition. But the pretty little village of Appleton could provide the perfect hideaway. She could lick her wounds, get over Adam and, more importantly, give her career a much-needed boost at the same time. She parked alongside a showy black Porsche 911 in the corner and wrinkled her nose in distaste. It must belong to the documentary director she had heard so much about - Jean-Baptiste. According to Jilly, he bedded pretty much everyone he worked with and practically came with a government health warning.

Tessa pursed her lips as she hauled her battered Louis Vuitton luggage out of the car. Men were off the agenda as far as she was concerned, so Jean-Baptiste had better not try anything or he’d be wearing his privates as a neck scarf.

Squaring her shoulders, Tessa headed inside the B&B with grim determination. Nothing - and certainly not a man - was going to distract her from making this documentary a phenomenal success.

 

‘Thanks again . . . I can’t tell you how pleased I am that you’ve managed to finish in record time.’

Will Forbes-Henry shook the project manager’s hand gratefully and waved to the team of dust-encrusted builders as  they left in their vans. Renovating the family home and turning it into a boutique hotel had been an ambitious plan to say the least. And slick plumbing work, a new heating system and extensive replastering were only the start of it; every inch of the house was about to be revamped by must-have designer Gil Anderson.

Capitalising on the trendiness of the Cotswolds with Kates Moss and Winslet frequently in attendance was a risk, Will knew, especially with the spectacularly beautiful manor house in Upper Slaughter only a few miles down the road. But when he turned and glanced up at his family home, he was sure he’d made the right decision. Appleton Manor was a gorgeous, rambling house made of traditional Cotswold stone the colour of golden syrup and set in some of the most stunning landscaped gardens in the area. The manor begged to reach its full potential and be appreciated, but not everyone in his family agreed.

Striding indoors and scooping up the post on his way, Will headed for the sun-drenched sitting room at the side of the house. From fifty yards away he could hear his parents bickering like children.

‘You really think turning our house into a hotel is a good idea?’ Caro regarded Jack in horror, smoking frenetically. ‘We could have all manner of riff-raff wandering in and out of here!’ She was taut with tension, her yoga-toned body as rigid as the wicker chair she was sitting in.

Seriously hung-over from his liquid lunch at the pub, Jack shrugged and shakily stirred the vast Bloody Mary he was wielding with a rather wilted stick of celery. Like him, it had seen better days. ‘Could be fun,’ he commented mildly. ‘We could be like Basil and Sybil in Fawlty Towers.’

Caro looked affronted. ‘Speak for yourself ! I couldn’t look downtrodden if I tried.’

Jack laughed heartily at this and headed over to the drinks table in search of some more vodka.

‘Mother, do try not to be such a snob,’ Will said with a sigh as he walked in, fiercely tearing open an envelope. He adored her despite her flaws, but she really could test the patience of a saint.

‘Darling, there you are!’ Eyeing her eldest son with deep affection, Caro leapt out of her chair. Deeply tanned and as broad as a professional rugby player, Will looked divine, but as his navy-blue eyes met hers with a flinty stare, she knew he wasn’t going to stand for any nonsense. She kissed his cheek effusively, enveloping him in exotic fragrance and almost taking his eye out with a flick of her flame-red hair.

Drawing him close, she lowered her voice. ‘I can’t thank you enough for not telling Jack about that little . . . ahem, financial problem, darling. It was an inspired idea to say it was down to that other company going into liquidation rather than my silliness.’ She lifted her baby-blue eyes to him in a way that had charmed many. ‘So embarrassing. So . . . unfortunate.’

Will winced at her choice of words as he glanced down at the bill he’d just opened. Unfortunate? His mother’s decision to invest the family savings in the ill-fated business venture of one of her toy boys had been ‘unfortunate’ to say the least. The Forbes-Henry family now found themselves without any savings to speak of, with disgruntled bailiffs gagging to get their hands on the period furniture and nothing but a stunning house to save their bacon. A house that seemingly guzzled enough gas and electricity to power Russia, Will thought, stuffing yet another red bill into the back pocket of his jeans.

‘So wonderful of you to rush back from France like this to save us,’ Caro said grandly, as if it were she who had made the magnanimous gesture, not Will. ‘Leaving your beautiful fiancée behind as well. We do appreciate it, darling.’

Will raised his eyebrows. He wasn’t sure his mother appreciated his intervention at all; she certainly didn’t seem to have the first idea of how serious things were.

‘Thank God you’re so rich, darling,’ Caro said comfortably. ‘You’ve done so well with your property business. You could probably buy Appleton Manor fifteen times over.’

Will was saved from having to admit he’d just spent the best part of his capital having the manor’s plumbing and heating brought into the twenty-first century by Tristan bounding into the room.

‘Doesn’t the house look fantastic?’ Tristan clapped Will on the back. ‘Great job, bro.’ His T-shirt was splattered with Alizarin crimson paint as usual and his hands were caked with it.

‘Darling, I do wish you wouldn’t use that bloody awful colour,’ Caro pouted as she sashayed past him. ‘It looks like you’ve bled all over yourself.’

Tristan absently raked his paint-stained hand through his mop of blond curls. Far from being a ‘bloody awful colour’, his favourite bluish-red left an intensely rich finish on canvas or skin. It was a luscious ruby red that he used because it represented high energy, passion and love, but what would his parents know about that? He watched them ignoring each other with the belligerence of teenagers. Poor Will, he thought, catching his brother’s eye in sympathy. Caught in the firing line as usual.

‘Don’t suppose you’ll be investing in the hotel, Tris?’ Jack drawled, turning a rather steely gaze towards his youngest son as he swigged from his Bloody Mary. ‘I doubt you’ve made much money from selling your little sketches.’

Tristan jumped up from his chair and poured the dregs of a bottle of whisky into a glass to steady his nerves. He was thirty, for heaven’s sake, far too old to be defending himself against his bully of a father. What was his problem, anyway? Thank God Will was back to bring some sanity to the family.

‘Tristan is investing,’ Will pointed out with a frown. ‘He’s far too modest to admit it, but his “little sketches” actually sell for six figures. You wouldn’t even have a roof over your head if he hadn’t flogged several of them over the past few years.’

Jack grunted.

‘Good for you, Tris,’ Caro commented distractedly. ‘I do wish they’d put stuff like that in Tatler and then we’d all know about it.’

Tristan and Will burst out laughing and Caro gazed at them, puzzled.

‘I can’t believe Rufus is getting married here,’ Jack said suddenly. ‘Not exactly the marrying kind, I wouldn’t have thought.’

Caro perked up immediately. Rufus Pemberton was one of Will’s old rugby mates, a pretty boy with delusions of grandeur who’d packed himself off to Hollywood some years ago. He had little acting talent but oodles of ambition, and a recent engagement to Hollywood royalty in Oscar-winning actress Clemmie Winters had put Rufus at the top of everyone’s party list. Caro couldn’t help being terribly excited about the idea of a celebrity wedding in her very own back garden, and of starring in a TV documentary about it.

‘Not so upset about Appleton Manor being turned into a hotel now, are you?’ Jack said slyly.

Caro gave him a withering stare, as Will and Tristan regarded their parents with a mixture of frustration and affection. Jack and Caro Forbes-Henry - the Taylor-Burtons of their time. Jack, once a strikingly handsome man with sparkling green eyes and golden hair, had gone to seed from too much drinking and sex; the eyes now a bloodshot sage-green and the hair the lacklustre colour of sun-bleached straw. Caro, wiry-thin with pale, freckled skin like a dappled fawn and flirty flicks of vibrant red hair was the perfect, glamorous foil for Jack’s faded charm.

She turned to Jack sweetly. ‘You could be the bellboy when we open the hotel,’ she taunted. ‘I can just see you in one of those little hats with the elastic under the chin.’

Jack glowered at her. ‘And what role will you play, I wonder,  my darling? A maid? At least all that time spent on your knees wouldn’t be wasted.’

‘You can talk! You’re hardly a paragon of virtue yourself with those wandering hands.’

‘Better than wandering knickers. You keep La Perla in business single-handedly by losing yours so often.’

‘Shut up!’ yelled Tristan, standing between them. ‘We’re all tired of you two fighting all the time!’

Jack and Caro went silent, resorting to mutinous stares that, as usual, swiftly turned into something more suggestive. Seconds later, they had leapt from their chairs and were charging up the stairs two at a time. Within moments, sounds of their noisy, passionate love-making could be heard downstairs.

God, his parents were monstrous, Will thought. If they weren’t both so lovably screwed up, he might be able to dislike them. As it was, he felt a fierce loyalty towards them and was determined to see them looked after in their old age.

‘Aren’t they dreadful?’ Tristan commented as he strolled out into the garden, whisky in hand. ‘Talk about growing old disgracefully. I don’t think there’s a barmaid or gardener in the village they haven’t deflowered. God knows what the score is on either side. I’ve lost count, frankly.’

Will rubbed his chin ruefully, then did a double take when he caught sight of their sixteen-year-old cousin Milly at the bottom of the garden with another girl. ‘Bloody hell! That girl with Milly - India, or whatever her name is. You can practically see her bum cheeks in that skirt . . . belt . . . thing. Aren’t they supposed to be revising or something?’

Tristan peered at the girls in the distance.

‘They’re taking their exams this month. Yes, India is Milly’s new best friend. She’s an absolute menace. Poor Aunt Henny has been tearing her hair out, petrified Milly will end up pregnant or run off with a biker. And you should see David. He’s all gangly limbs and macho posing these days.’

‘Is he still hanging around with Freddie Penry-Jones?’

‘Unfortunately, yes. Supplier of the best dope in the area, if rumours are to be believed.’ Tristan grinned. ‘We’ve got an interesting summer ahead of us, Will. Just a matter of keeping teenage pregnancy and drug overdoses to a bare minimum and turning this place into a fabulous hotel in time for the wedding. Oh, and it might be advisable to hire some ugly staff our parents won’t have sex with.’ He flung his arm round Will’s big shoulders gleefully. ‘Welcome back to the madhouse, brother! You couldn’t get this kind of fun in France, even if you were shacked up with the lovely Claudette.’

Will pulled a face. ‘I’ve got enough to think about with this TV crew turning up any minute. Some celebrity correspondent called Tessa Meadmore is going to be nosing round here.’

Tristan looked enthralled. ‘Tessa Meadmore? Wow, she brightens my day on TV every morning. She’s an absolute fox!’

Will looked dubious. He had met several journalists whilst promoting his property business and had also watched Rufus being mauled by a few of them since his career took off. From what he’d seen, they were all shallow and ruthless and eager to sniff out sordid gossip. He couldn’t see why this Tessa Meadmore would be any different.

Tristan gave him a playful shove. ‘Come on, Will, stop being the grown-up for once. This could be fun!’

Will smiled weakly. He knew his family thought he was too serious but this reality TV thing had disaster written all over it and Will wasn’t sure he should have allowed himself to be talked into it. Still, Rufus was an old friend and, with things the way they were, the money would be a godsend. Poor Rufus and Clemmie were probably going to find every aspect of their lives under scrutiny, with even the most private of details finding their way on air.

And what about Appleton Manor? A film crew trampling across the floorboards just when the expensive designer he had  hired was due any minute - the timing couldn’t have been worse. And more worrying than that, the Forbes-Henry family would most likely be captured in the background in all their dysfunctional glory. On national television.

As for this Tessa Meadmore woman, Will thought as he grabbed Tristan’s whisky, what if she discovered the family were on the brink of ruin? It would be the end of the hotel. Ignoring Tristan’s cries of protest, Will necked the last of the whisky and hoped to God he hadn’t made everything a hell of a lot worse.

 

Milly took the spliff from India and inhaled deeply. They were sitting on a stone wall soaking up the sun, their bare feet surrounded by GCSE revision notes, avidly watching the goings-on outside a rather majestic house up in the hills.

‘I wish I knew what I wanted to do with my life,’ Milly murmured as she blew on the end of the spliff speculatively. ‘I can’t even decide what A levels to take, let alone what to do at uni. David’s off to read French and Law at Bristol, as long as he gets his grades - which he will - and I haven’t got a clue. I’m a hopeless case, India.’

India shrugged laconically. She wasn’t in the least bit academic and she knew her limitations when it came to exams. Besides, she had always thought there were other ways to make a good living.

As afternoon slid into evening and the red-gold sun glowed like a dying fire, Milly and India watched several removal vans pull up outside the house on the hill. Their contents were swiftly unloaded and carried inside. Tons of wooden tea chests with mysterious ornaments poking out of them, stylish furniture swaddled in bubble wrap and a plethora of expensive-looking suitcases flashed enticingly in and out of view.

Milly couldn’t help feeling a flicker of anticipation. ‘How exciting that Rufus Pemberton’s back after all this time.’

‘I know. He’s such a stud.’ India stretched back languidly  until her knickers were almost on show. ‘He’s getting really famous now; I read about it in heat magazine. He’s marrying Clemmie Winters, though - bummer. She’s old enough to be my mother.’

Milly rolled her eyes. ‘I’d prefer her to mine.’

India shrugged. She didn’t really understand why Milly had it in for her mother; Henny always seemed so kind and motherly. And it was hardly her fault Milly’s father had died and left them homeless.

From a distance David, Milly’s brother, cupped his hands round his mouth and shouted, ‘I can almost see what you had for dinner, India. Put it away!’

David was eighteen, lanky and something of a sex pest. Munching on a doorstop chicken and mayonnaise sandwich, his A level French book tucked under his arm, he strolled up to them with his right-hand man Freddie Penry-Jones in tow. Freddie looked casually elegant, sporting a long, lightweight coat over jeans and boots, in spite of the warm weather.

Milly hurriedly raked her fingers through her blond hair and wished she’d put more lipgloss on. India stayed put, aware that the tantalising glimpses of her pristine white cotton G-string were probably driving David crazy.

David made a point of sitting on the other side of the wall and tossed his French book on to the grass. He’d always thought India was rather stuck up but it wasn’t her fault. He reasoned that he wouldn’t find her half as intimidating if she were called Joanne. She was pretty, though; there was no denying that and he hated himself for sneaking a pervy look at her honeyed thighs and skimpy underwear.

‘Want some?’ He held out his sandwich to Milly.

‘No thanks,’ she said primly. ‘There are probably thousands of calories in that.’

‘Let me know if you need any more dope,’ Freddie said in his terribly well-spoken voice. ‘Plenty more where that came from.’  He flicked his almost-black hair out of his eyes as he deftly rolled a spliff.

Milly stole a glance. The son of one of the richest men in England, Freddie was glamorous and untouchable and the subject of many a secret, dirty dream. She felt a rush of pleasurable shame flood through her body at the unspeakable things she had imagined him doing to her last night, feeling as painfully inarticulate and embarrassed around him as she always did. Freddie was tall, with eyes like crushed blueberries and long fingers that looked as if they could do incredible things to a girl.

Gallingly, he treated her like his kid sister. As if to prove a point, he pretended to cuff her under the chin.

‘How are you, Milly Vanilli?’

His pet name for her left her wobbly at the knees but, deep down, she knew he meant it to be affectionate, not pornographic.

‘Not bad. We’re watching Rufus and Clemmie move in.’

‘I can’t believe Tessa Meadmore’s going to be doing the documentary!’ Freddie’s eyes went dark with lust. ‘She’s so fit.’

David tore his gaze from India. ‘Is she that bird off breakfast telly? Wide mouth, sort of long nose?’

‘Face of an angel, body made for sin,’ Freddie confirmed. ‘She’s got legs up to her armpits and moss-green eyes you could just dive right into.’

Milly’s heart sank. That was all she needed, Freddie fancying the TV presenter. She let her blond hair fall over her face so he couldn’t see how devastated she was. It was probably his father’s fault; Hugo Penry-Jones was on his third wife already and they got younger each time he remarried. Freddie probably thought age gaps were all the rage.

‘If I were a lesbian,’ India drawled huskily, lifting her head slightly, ‘I’d have sex with Tessa Meadmore.’

‘Now, there’s a mental image.’ Freddie whistled.

David felt as if he might explode. God, she was provocative!  He wished he could say India left him cold but he’d be lying. He had a weakness for pale-skinned redheads and India, smothered in fake tan and possessing ginger locks rather than Titian, wasn’t exactly his idea of perfect, but she was female and she was up for it, so as fantasies went, she was going to have to do for now.

‘I wonder if I could pull Tessa.’ Freddie narrowed his eyes as the smoke trailing from his spliff spiralled upwards.

India idly flipped her strawberry-blond hair out of her eyes. ‘Shouldn’t you both be concentrating on your A levels?’

Freddie looked unruffled. He was about as academic as India but his father had good connections so he was equally unaffected by the stresses of exam-taking. He hadn’t even touched a revision book so far.

‘More to the point, Tessa’s twice your age!’ Milly snorted.

‘Yes, but I’m very handsome,’ he deadpanned. ‘And she’s only human.’ He and David fell about laughing.

Milly felt sick. Didn’t women in their thirties adore young, attractive boys like Freddie? He looked much older than his eighteen years and he was sex on a stick.

Scuffing her bare feet against the wall, Milly decided she needed a plan. She could set Tessa up with someone - that would do it. There was Will, he was incredibly handsome and manly . . . oh, no good, he was besotted with his fiancée Claudette. Tristan, then. Milly smiled to herself. Perfect. Tristan was between girlfriends at the moment and an absolute sucker for a pretty face. Admittedly, he didn’t always have the best taste when it came to women, what with one disappearing into thin air and another threatening to make dog-à-l’orange out of their faithful golden retriever Austin when Tristan broke up with her, but surely even he couldn’t cock up a relationship with a stunningly attractive TV celebrity?

Feeling better, Milly boldly took the spliff from Freddie’s long fingers and sucked at the end his lips had been clamped round  seconds before. She sighed happily. It was better than nothing . . .

 

Back at the B&B, Tessa was warmly greeted by Joe the cameraman and Susie the make-up artist, both of whom she had worked with before. Laughter and chatter engulfed her as the rest of the TV crew shouted out in welcome. She edged her way through the packed bar, air-kissing and shaking hands as she went, and was just about to order herself a stiff drink when a swarthy man smoothly handed her a large glass of red.

Holding his other hand out he drawled, ‘Jean-Baptiste - JB to my friends.’ His sexy black eyes glittered as he gave her the benefit of his piratical smile. His accent was unashamedly French and he grasped her hand briefly, standing aside politely to let her sit down before taking his seat.

‘So, ’ave you made many documentaries before, Tessa?’ He smelt of cigarette smoke and cologne, and displayed the blasé confidence only a truly successful womaniser possessed. This was a man with a voracious sexual appetite - it was evident in the heavy-lidded eyes, the sensual mouth and the thrusting groin.

‘A few,’ she lied airily.

‘I ’ave made many,’ he told her with some arrogance. ‘I will . . . show you ropes, I theenk you say?’

‘That’s very kind of you.’ Meeting JB’s gaze head on, she refused to fall into the limpid eyes and let her eyes travel down his body unabashed. She took in the well-cut red shirt and dark, low-slung jeans. He was lean like a whippet, not perhaps the tallest of men but what he lacked in stature he made up for in charisma.

‘I don’t usually do this kind of thing,’ he volunteered suddenly. ‘You probably know I am famous in my country for, ’ow you say, art-house French cinema?’

Tessa shrugged, amused that he thought he was so well-known. JB was known more for his brooding moodiness and bossy attitude than anything else.

‘There was a death in my family, you see - my grandfather. Sometimes it is good to do something different, to get away,  n’est-ce pas?’

Tessa couldn’t agree more. And JB didn’t know the half of it. Her boss Jilly had offered her the job in the Cotswolds on the clear understanding that it was a make or break situation. The whole Adam debacle had made her take her eye off the ball, professionally speaking. She had been so wrapped up in him towards the end, she had barely known her own work schedule and when the relationship had finally fallen apart, she had been forced to take her remaining holiday allowance in one hit just to get herself together.

Tessa glanced round at the excitable film crew, wishing she shared their enthusiasm. Aside from pointing out her recent lacklustre performance on her daily slot on Good Morning UK, Jilly also took a dim view of Tessa’s long-harboured idea of writing her own novel. Before Tessa had left for the Cotswolds, Jilly had laid the law down unequivocally: either Tessa came up with the goods on this documentary or she was out on her ear, at which point she was at liberty to write any damned novel she pleased.

Tessa sighed, wondering how she had ended up in this situation. Her glittering TV career, so hard-earned, so carefully nurtured over the past ten years, was dangling by a very thin thread. Jilly was expecting great things, that much was clear. She had an idea Rufus Pemberton was hiding something and she wanted dirt; more than that, she wanted it yesterday. And if it meant Tessa getting down on her hands and knees to dig for it, so be it.

Oblivious of her inner soul-searching, JB interrupted Tessa’s thoughts.

‘Tomorrow, you are due to meet the family, the Forbes-Henrys, ’ he pronounced the ‘h’ with bad grace, ‘so you can get to know them. We need to work out where to do interviews and find out about the wedding itself, where it will be ’eld, what it involves. And we need to make the family feel comfortable with the whole theeng, you know?’

‘Definitely. I’ll make sure I keep them sweet.’

Jilly was always encouraging her to ingratiate herself with the owners of the properties they filmed at but, in her experience, they tended to want the TV crew to shoot their footage and get the hell out of their lives. In this case, it was probably worth getting to know the family; after all, this was a long-term project - it would last for months and the cooperation of the Forbes-Henrys was critical to the success of the documentary. Tessa hadn’t had time to do much research but she knew there were a couple of brothers and some cousins running around - a bunch of stuck-up aristocrats with trust funds, no doubt. She wasn’t sure how old the cousins were but she hoped they were out of nappies; in her experience, screaming children made filming excruciating.

JB’s dark eyebrows knitted together. ‘The family are very rich, I theenk . . . crazy eccentric types, you know? There’s the parents who ’ave some sort of open marriage, it seems, Tristan the bad-boy painter and the older brother Will who is very serious, so I ’ave been told, but worth getting to know because he’s an old friend of Rufus’s.’ He caught the eye of a petite blonde with an impressive cleavage at the other end of the room, his dark eyes flashing at her suggestively. He brought his attention back to Tessa with difficulty. ‘Jilly, she tells me she wants to know everything about Rufus and Clemmie - what they eat, if they eat, ’ow often they ’ave sex, if they like it kinky - you know the kind of theeng.’

Tessa nodded briskly. She knew exactly what was required. So why was her heart sinking slightly?

‘You ’ave a big challenge on your ’ands,’ JB stated silkily, getting to his feet. ‘And something to prove, n’est-ce pas?’ He bent down, his mouth close to her ear. ‘Jilly tells me you ’ave - ’ow you say - lost your edge?’

She felt her cheeks turn red. How could Jilly tell JB such a thing? Mortified, she tightened her fingers around the stem of her wine glass.

‘No matter, I told ’er I would keep an eye on you and make sure you still ’ave what it takes.’ JB winked at her then gestured to the busty blonde who had caught his eye earlier. They disappeared outside, the giggling girl almost bursting out of her blouse.

Furious at being shown up by Jilly, Tessa barely knew what to do with herself. Feeling absurdly grateful when Joe the cameraman called her over to join them for drinking games and not even caring that she was due to meet the Forbes-Henrys bright and early the next morning, Tessa started downing neat tequilas like a pro.




Chapter Two

‘So I’m thinking cosy yet decadent,’ finished Gil Anderson, the designer Will had hired to revamp the manor. ‘Something luxurious along the lines of rich colours, sumptuous fabrics and flattering lights. How does that sound?’

Will nodded cautiously. He and Tristan had bonded over a bottle of Scotch the night before and his head was beginning to ache. ‘As long as we have the budget, that all sounds great. But there are eighteen rooms to decorate so we need to be . . .’

Already in love with the manor house and full of visions of how magnificent it could look, Gil ignored Will’s protests about budget, his eyes lighting up as yet another brilliant idea came to him. ‘And we’re going to need some personal touches, something wildly romantic like organic candles and fresh rose petals, gorgeous silk eye masks - or mini bottles of Veuve Clicquot, perhaps?’

‘Won’t that cost a fortune?’ Filled with trepidation, Will could see his budget spiralling out of control before they’d even started.

‘At the Forbury in Reading, guests receive goodie bags with rubber ducks and slippers,’ Gil informed him dismissively. ‘If you want to play with the big boys, I’m afraid you have to speculate to accumulate, or whatever the phrase is.’

Will could see his point but he was beginning to wonder if he had made a huge mistake hiring Gil. He seemed to have a complete disregard for money and his taste wasn’t so much expensive as outrageously lavish. But Will happened to know  that Gil came with superb credentials - design school, followed by a long stint with Colefax and Fowler before creating his own company, ‘Gilmore Designs’. His impressive portfolio included commissions for private homes of the rich and famous, as well as a recent Designer of the Year award for an exclusive boutique hotel in Knightsbridge. Having splashed out on an expensive overnight stay there in the name of research, Will could vouch for the fact that it showcased some of the most stunning interiors he had ever seen.

Doing his best to squash down the sense of unease Gil’s ideas were giving him, Will headed downstairs, gesturing for Gil to follow him. ‘I understand your fiancée will be joining us shortly?’ He had been surprised at the number of times Gil had mentioned his fiancée Sophie since he arrived; he was as camp as Christmas and Will had assumed he was gay.

‘She arrived this morning. I rented a darling little house in the village and surprised her with it.’ Gil ran a hand through his spiky, highlighted hair. Being rather slight of frame and favouring brightly coloured shirts, he bore a passing resemblance to Noel Edmonds. ‘It’s been a bit tricky - childcare arrangements, that sort of thing, but it’s all sorted out now.’

About to ask about deadlines, Will jumped when Gil let out a shriek. He was brandishing a dusty antique mirror he had unearthed at the bottom of the stairs.

‘This is very rare, Italian gilt, highly decorative,’ he gasped in awe. ‘Look at the roses and the exquisite acanthus leaf design, Mr Forbes-Henry!’

‘Er, very nice. And it’s Will.’

‘Sorry, Will. Nice, you say? I’m no expert but this is probably worth two thousand pounds, maybe more!’

‘Really?’ Will eyed it doubtfully. ‘Christ, don’t tell my parents; they’ll hock it.’

Gil looked traumatised for a moment but he recovered himself. ‘That reminds me, your brother, Tristan Forbes-Henry.  Would he consider showcasing some of his artwork in the manor? Guests love that kind of thing and there’s nothing wrong with a bit of self-promotion, in my opinion.’

Tristan loathed ‘self-promotion’ but Will could see that Gil had a point. Tristan’s rich canvases could look fantastic against the colour schemes Gil had in mind and some of the period fireplaces were crying out for a showpiece. He made a mental note to discuss it with Tristan and to supervise his selection; knowing Tristan, the walls would end up decked out with explicit nudes with very recognisable faces.

‘I have two commissions lined up in Upper Slaughter after this job finishes,’ Gil was saying chattily as they crossed the vast hallway. He admired the crystal chandelier hanging from the ceiling, certain it was an antique Flemish design worth thousands. ‘But don’t worry, I’ve warned my clients I simply won’t be available until this job is finished - more celebrities, you know.’

Will frowned. He might be doing Gil an injustice but he had the air of a star-fucker about him.

Catching sight of his Aunt Henny struggling through the front door with a basket laden with bulbs, Will went to help her. She had a warm, friendly face and a comfortingly rounded body beneath her saggy cardigan and grubby overall. Pushing the sandy hair that was so like Jack’s out of her eyes, Henny greeted Gil with a rosy-cheeked smile and dirt-streaked hands.

Eyeing her hands distastefully, Gil was distracted by a mounted photograph. ‘Oh my God, is that who I think it is?’

Will glanced at the photo. Probably taken when he was around fifteen, the picture showed him in rugby shorts, his arm round a dark-haired youth sporting smudged eyeliner and a crooked grin. Realising he hadn’t done Gil any injustice at all on the star-fucker front, he nodded. ‘Yes, that’s Rufus Pemberton. He’s an old friend from school.’

‘How thrilling!’ Gil’s eyes lit up. ‘I take it the rumour about him getting hitched at Appleton Manor can be believed after all?’

Will said nothing but the deepening flush on Henny’s cheeks gave the game away.

Gil could barely contain himself. ‘Marvellous! And is there really a film crew on its way to capture the whole thing?’ He tapped the side of his nose knowingly. ‘Oh, absolutely, mum’s the word. And just so you know, I’m more than happy to be filmed at work.’

I bet you are, Will thought tetchily. Gil looked as if he was ready for his close-up already. What did he think this was,  Changing Rooms? He hoped Gil didn’t have secret ambitions to host his own TV show. And Lord only knew what he would be like when A-list celebrities like Clemmie and Rufus were in the vicinity.

‘I’m not sure you’ll have time for filming, not when half of the rooms need to be completed in time for the summer party. And the penthouses need to be started too.’

Going rather pale, Gil looked vexed. ‘Summer party? Penthouses?’

Will exchanged glances with Henny. ‘It was all in the pack I sent you. The summer party is at the end of August and I’d like to use it to showcase the rooms to the public. The penthouses are on the top floor of the manor. My parents usually occupy them but I’ve put them in cottages for now, like the rest of us.’

‘I’ll get on to that right away,’ Gil called as he charged out of the front door as if he’d been shot.

Henny turned to Will. ‘I’m so sorry I gave the game away about Rufus. I can’t believe I put my foot in it like that. And thank you so much for letting me act as temporary wedding coordinator; I won’t let you down, I promise.’

Will shook his head reassuringly. ‘I know you won’t. And not to worry, news about the wedding will spread quickly enough.  I’m more concerned about Gil pitching for his own series when he’s meant to be working. By the way, his fiancée Sophie has just arrived.’

Their eyes met for a second.

Henny faltered. ‘It must be a different one. What are the odds?’

‘Exactly. Hey, I’ll catch you later. I need to call Claudette.’ He pulled his BlackBerry out of his pocket and dialled his fiancée. He was missing Claudette like crazy. They’d only been together for seven months but it had been an intense relationship, a lifetime seemingly crammed into a very short time. They had met at a party, quite by accident, and had been inseparable ever since. It had been passionate, exciting - overwhelming, in fact, and no one had been more surprised than Will when he had proposed to Claudette two months ago. But they had so much in common it seemed foolish not to make things more formal. Claudette loved the things he loved and seemed to want the same things out of life. Hadn’t she always said she longed for a simple life in the countryside surrounded by family?

Hearing her husky voice in his ear as if she was standing next to him rather than being hundreds of miles away in Paris, Will felt his stress begin to melt away.

 

Nosing her car down the long, gravel driveway towards Appleton Manor, Tessa groaned and clutched her head. What on earth had possessed her to get so drunk last night? She knew she was stressed out over Adam, and JB’s jibes had really got to her, but she’d picked a hell of a time to let her hair down. The drinking game had gone on into the early hours and she didn’t even know what time she had tumbled into bed.

God, she could kill for an espresso! But, glancing at the rolling green fields surrounding the manor, Tessa was willing to stake her life on the fact that the nearest Costa Coffee was probably several miles away. And she was already hideously late  for her meeting. She knew she didn’t look her best - her long dark hair was pulled back into a low ponytail and the rose-pink blusher she had applied didn’t seem to have made her look any less zombie-like. Not that she cared, she thought grumpily; she was hardly looking forward to meeting this eccentric family who’d probably never done a day’s work in their lives, the lucky sods.

Turning the corner, Tessa almost crashed her Audi into a hedge as she caught sight of Appleton Manor. She pulled over and gaped in astonishment. Nestling in the golden glow of the glorious Cotswold Hills, it was a charming old house with mellow, honey-coloured stone walls and a quintessentially English air. It was covered in Virginia creeper which was a deep, glossy green, glistening in the late June sunshine, but it would no doubt turn russet and gold in autumn and cover the manor in a riot of rich colour. The manor house was surrounded by breathtaking, landscaped gardens and a river which ran around one side of the house and widened out into a lake.

Whoever had thought of turning this property into a hotel was a genius. Appleton Manor stood regally, like a prized jewel in the Cotswold countryside, but it was far too splendid to be kept hidden away. A house like this deserved to be shared and enjoyed by as many people as possible. Tessa couldn’t wait to get inside and explore and she screeched to a halt by the front door. Taking a moment to drink in the view of the tranquil lake with its pretty stone bridge, she felt her tensions begin to slide away. She hadn’t expected anything this beautiful and, secretly, she had assumed Rufus Pemberton and his American bride-to-be might have plumped for something ostentatious and tacky. But they had great taste; the manor house was romantic in the way only period English properties could be. It was classy, traditional and breathtakingly gorgeous.

Taking a peak into a gleaming Air Force blue 1938 Rolls-Royce Phantom parked outside, Tessa smiled with pleasure. It  was clear that someone had treated this car like a lover; the interior was spotless, the dash buffed to within an inch of its life and the dove-grey leather seats looked as soft as butter.

She knocked on the door of the manor and was surprised when it swung open. Warily she stepped inside. This was obviously one of those lovely, safe areas in the country where locking your front door was considered gauche. Worried she had dented the divine hallway floor with the spike heels of her boots and gawking at a splendid chandelier she knew she would never be able to afford, Tessa swiftly headed into the first carpeted room she came to.

It was a library, brimming with charm. Heavy, blood-red drapes framed a vast picture window and at the foot of it fat piles of over-stuffed cushions begged to be sat on so the view of the lake could be admired. Battered sofas in shades of crimson and old gold looked as if hundreds of bodies had squashed them down but they looked invitingly comfy. Tessa couldn’t resist and, without thinking, she sank into one of them, allowing the squashy cushions to mould themselves around her body.

Glancing up at the bookshelves that lined two walls, she saw stacks of poetry books nestling incongruously amongst autobiographies, bonkbusters and Playboy manuals. There were also dozens of cracked spines boasting the names of classic novels and some erotic fiction by Anaïs Nin. The Forbes-Henrys were clearly a well-read family. Pulling a book out from between the sofa cushions, Tessa saw that it was a collection of poems by Byron, the pencilled notes in the margin and torn pages suggesting it had been read over and over. Someone in the Forbes-Henry household shared her passion for the romantic poet, she thought with a smile. She heard a loud squeal and guiltily stuffed the book back between the sofa cushions.

‘Oh my God, I absolutely love your boots!’ An exceptionally pretty girl in a navy school uniform held her hand out. ‘I’m Emilia . . . Milly. I’m Will and Tristan’s cousin. Seriously, my  friend India would kill for those boots. Are they Charles Jourdan?’ She was a tall girl, leggy and slim with the last vestiges of teenage puppy fat. Her blossoming chest threatened to become matronly if she wasn’t careful but she was ravishing all the same.

‘Tessa Meadmore. And yes, they are. But I hope the heels haven’t put a hole in that gorgeous walnut floor out there.’ Tessa felt rather out of place next to this impossibly glamorous girl with her platinum-blonde hair. She realised the cousins were indeed out of nappies and, glancing down at her skinny black jeans and vintage grey Rolling Stones T-shirt, she instantly regretted her choice of outfit. She had thrown the clothes on earlier, thinking it was the right image for a successful TV presenter from London but against this backdrop of upper-class homeliness, it looked rather contrived. Tessa longed for some wellies and a big, comfy jumper.

‘I didn’t notice but we can always blame Austin, our dog.’ Milly sat on the edge of the sofa and stretched her long legs out. ‘And you’re so pretty - that makes things a lot easier.’ She was determined to put ‘Plan Freddie’ into action and push Tessa in Tristan’s direction at the earliest opportunity. She was relieved to find that Tessa looked a bit pale and tired in the flesh but she was still lovely and befriending her was going to be fun.

‘Makes what easier?’ Tessa looked confused.

‘Isn’t it exciting about the documentary?’ Milly said quickly, cursing herself. ‘Rufus is delish.’ She nodded at the book tucked next to Tessa’s denim-clad thighs. ‘That’s my cousin’s favourite book. Better be careful with it - first edition and all that.’

Tessa searched her memory. ‘Cousin Tristan?’

‘Cousin Will !’ Milly screamed with laughter. ‘Tristan’s more likely to be found with his head buried in a Playboy manual - or maybe heat magazine.’ Realising she’d made her cousin sound superficial, she hurriedly added, ‘He’s not what you’d call the bookish type but he’s utterly gorgeous, of course.’

Tessa wasn’t remotely interested in hearing about Tristan. However gorgeous he was, she was here to work. ‘So, how long have you lived here?’

‘Me? About six months.’ Milly reached out to touch the colourful Pucci scarf that held Tessa’s long dark hair at the nape of her neck. ‘Daddy died of cancer a year ago and left loads of debts, and bloody Mummy said we should sell our house in Oxford and move here. Great timing - I had to leave all my friends behind and I’m taking my GCSEs this month. I’ve got History tomorrow.’ Her blue eyes narrowed crossly. ‘Frankly, it’ll be Mummy’s fault if I flunk all of them.’

Tessa unwound the scarf and handed it to a scowling Milly. ‘Have it, please. It was a gift from someone I’d rather forget about. Perhaps your mother didn’t have any choice.’

‘That’s what she says but I’m still pissed off. Wow, are you sure I can have this?’

‘It’s yours. Is this one of Tristan’s paintings?’ Tessa stood up to get a better look at it, extricating herself from the sofa rather inelegantly. The painting depicted a naked young woman reclining on a ruby-red sofa, her luscious white curves contrasting starkly with her background. Tristan’s exquisite brushwork had brought his subject to life, making her seem three-dimensional and disturbingly real rather than just a flat portrait.

‘He’s brilliant, isn’t he? He painted one of Mummy once - not nude, of course, that would be icky, but he made her look quite attractive. Daddy loved it.’ Milly’s voice cracked and she wound the scarf round her long plait absently.

‘You miss him?’ Tessa tore her eyes away from the painting. Close up, Milly looked much younger, pale freckles breaking free from an unnecessary layer of foundation.

‘Not really. He was a high court judge so I barely saw him, he was always too fucking busy to spend time with me.’ Her eyes flashed with anger.

Not sure whether she was more taken aback by Milly’s language or her sangfroid, Tessa felt a rush of compassion for her. She was either seriously well-adjusted or hiding some very hurt feelings. Tessa guessed it was the latter. Milly reminded her of herself at that age; she obviously wasn’t the only one who missed having a father figure. She quickly pushed the thought to one side.

‘Introduce me at once!’

Tessa looked up as a tall, blond man strolled in confidently, his bright blue eyes dancing with interest. ‘Wow, you’re lovely. Are you one of Milly’s friends from school?’

‘Don’t be silly, Tristan!’ Delighted, Milly gave him a shove. He was playing right into her hands. ‘This is Tessa Meadmore, the TV presenter. She looks young but she can’t pass for sixteen, you idiot.’

Taken aback by Tristan’s height and the cap of golden curls, Tessa was rendered speechless. He was wearing an old blue Ralph Lauren polo shirt streaked with a rainbow of watercolour paint, and a pair of combats tucked into battered old Timberland boots splattered with drops of colour. He was probably one of the handsomest men she’d ever seen.

Tristan gave her a cheeky smile. ‘OK, so the comment about your being a teenager was lame. But I meant the one about you being lovely. You have the most interesting bone structure - gosh, I’d love to paint you.’

Tessa felt absurdly flattered, and somehow she managed to shake his paint-stained hand, feeling rather hot under the collar. She stammered a greeting but was more focused on getting her body to stop tingling all over. I hate men, she reminded herself sternly.

‘As for you,’ Tristan nudged Milly with his elbow, ‘you’re too precocious for your own good.’

Milly gave him a sly smile. ‘Whatever you say. Tessa’s a big fan of yours, by the way. Of your work, I mean.’

Tessa wished the ground would swallow her up. Milly had made her sound like some kind of groupie.

‘Is that so?’ Tristan moved closer until he almost had his arm round her. ‘That’s very kind of you,’ he told her, wafting minty breath in her direction. ‘I think the admiration could be mutual. Where are you staying?’

She named the B&B.

‘Sweet place but you could easily stay here. The cottage next to mine is free. You could be available twenty-four hours a day.’ His eyes flirted with hers. ‘For work, I mean.’

She swallowed and spun round at the sound of more footsteps. She wasn’t sure she could cope with meeting another member of the Forbes-Henry family, and this one, with his broad shoulders and stocky thighs, looked like a force to be reckoned with.

‘Will!’ Milly cried happily. She tucked her arm through his adoringly. ‘Tessa, this is my other cousin.’

Tessa sucked her breath in, intimidated by his size and the sheer force of the newcomer’s presence. Wow. If Tristan was gorgeous, Will was something else. He was so . . . manly. How on earth did he find trousers to fit those muscular thighs? Flustered, she tried to plaster a smile on her face as she held her hand out.

‘I’m, er, Tessa Meadmore,’ she said, staring at his tanned throat in the open neck of his Oxford-blue shirt. She felt her hand engulfed in a huge, warm grasp and reminded herself that he was most likely a lazy so-and-so who had been born with a platinum spoon in his mouth. ‘It’s very kind of you to allow us to film inside your beautiful home. I do hope the crew won’t intrude on your lives too much.’

‘I don’t care about the rest of the crew but you can intrude on my life whenever you feel like it,’ Tristan quipped, looking her up and down and settling his gaze on her spike-heeled boots.

Will ran a hand through his short, dark-gold hair and gave her a brief smile. ‘Shut up, Tris. If you need anything, Miss Meadmore, please just ask. We’re all very much looking forward to the reality TV show being filmed here.’

‘It’s going to be more like a documentary, actually,’ she bristled, taking offence at Will’s choice of words. He’d been excruciatingly polite but he had managed to make the show sound tacky, like some sort of cheap celebrity exposé. She felt herself flush, remembering that an ‘exposé’ was exactly what Jilly was after.

Will stared her down, the expression in his deep blue eyes doubtful. ‘Really? You must forgive me for sounding cynical. Rufus is an old friend so I guess I’m a little over-protective.’

‘You’re old friends?’ Tessa inquired as subtly as she could.

‘We are. School, rugby, that sort of thing.’ Guardedly, Will shoved his hands into his pockets.

Jilly’s words ringing in her ears, Tessa gritted her teeth and carried on. ‘You must be so pleased to hear about Rufus’s impending marriage. Have you met Clemmie yet?’

‘I’ve spoken to her on the phone many times. And of course we’re thrilled Rufus is getting married.’

‘Flabbergasted would be more accurate,’ Tristan interjected indiscreetly, pushing a curl out of his eyes. ‘He had more girlfriends than me when we were kids and that’s saying something. To be quite frank, he’s not exactly marriage material, not unless he’s had a personality transplant since I last saw him.’

‘Tristan!’ Will frowned at him furiously. ‘I’m sure Rufus would prefer it if you kept your mouth shut about his views on marriage.’

Tristan pretended to look hurt but gave Tessa a broad wink. She scuffed her feet on the floor, feeling her hangover kicking in. She couldn’t help thinking she’d royally put her foot in it by trying to pump Will for information. He looked as if he wanted to throttle her.

She was about to politely make her excuses and leave when a petite redhead stomped past the doorway in nothing but a gold thong, a diaphanous orange kimono and four-inch wedges. She was swiftly followed by an older man who, vast gin and tonic in hand, could be heard bleating unconvincingly that the topless picture on his mobile phone was most definitely not of his new girlfriend.

Tessa gawped. These two had to be the parents but Caro didn’t look old enough. She had a body Sienna Miller would be proud of - she couldn’t possibly have given birth to two strapping boys like Will and Tristan, not with those narrow hips. And Jack - he was the man outside the pub who had waved at her as she drove into the village. Remembering his wandering hands, Tessa thought he was on to a loser defending himself to his wife.

‘If you don’t mind,’ Will cut across Tessa’s thoughts curtly, ‘I really think you should keep your questions about Rufus to yourself. We regard him as part of our family and that means we’re intensely loyal to him so there’s no point digging around for any gossip. Do excuse me.’ Deciding his parents’ sex life was a more pressing fire to extinguish in front of this insufferably nosy TV presenter, Will turned on his heel and left the room.

Feeling as if she had been slapped on the wrists, Tessa narrowed her eyes at Will’s ridiculously broad shoulders.

‘He’s under an awful lot of pressure,’ Milly murmured sympathetically as she linked arms with Tessa. ‘But this is just a normal day in the Forbes-Henry household, I’m afraid.’

Tessa suspected Will was under pressure because he was finally having to acquaint himself with the concept of working for a living.

Tristan gave Tessa a disarming grin as he took her other arm and smoothly led her towards the drinks cabinet. ‘And I bet you thought it was the celebrities who were going to give you a headache, Miss Meadmore . . .’

Gil burst through the door and nearly made Sophie jump out of her skin. She dropped the box she was unpacking and winced when she heard something break.

‘What on earth is the matter?’

‘Plans, plans, I need to find the plans!’ He tore past her and started manically sifting through the paperwork on the kitchen table. She watched her shopping lists go flying as he burrowed through the sheets.

‘The plans for Appleton Manor! I’ve missed something major - an entire floor! And there’s a party . . . I had no idea the deadline was so tight on this.’

‘Darling, everything that arrived in the post went into your business file. It’s not like you to miss something like that.’

‘I know.’ Gil clutched his highlighted hair. ‘I don’t know how this has happened but now Will Forbes-Henry thinks I’m a total idiot.’

‘Let me get you a drink,’ she placated, coaxing him into a chair and pouring him a glass of wine.

‘But, my God, that house is stunning, absolutely stunning. I can’t wait to get my hands on it. It’s structurally sound and the rooms are spacious and light. And Sophie, the views! You’re going to love it when you see it.’

Her heart clenched as she stared out of the kitchen window. The east wing of Appleton Manor could be seen clearly, the honey-coloured stone warm in the midday sunshine. It seemed close enough to touch, even though it was miles away. She knew Gil wanted to take her to see it but he didn’t need to; she already knew the place like the back of her hand. She just hoped some of the people in the village who might remember her had moved on. Or died, she thought hopefully, shocked at herself.

‘I know something you don’t know!’ Gil sang.

Sophie calmly poured herself a glass of wine and waited; Gil  was her fiancé and closest friend in the world but he could be really childish at times.

‘You were supposed to guess! Oh, if you insist . . . the rumours about Rufus Pemberton and Clemmie Winters getting married at the manor house are true.’ Gil nodded. ‘And there’s more, Soph. There’s going to be a film crew there, capturing the whole thing.’

Sophie knew where this was leading. Gil had long harboured ambitions of a TV career and he watched repeats of DIY shows on Sky with slavish devotion.

‘I’m going to befriend the TV presenter when she arrives - you know, Tessa Meadmore. I’ll offer to give her the lowdown on the honeymoon suite . . . the colour scheme for the ceremony room. I could be a real asset to the programme - an adviser, if you like.’

Despite her misgivings, Sophie gave Gil what she hoped was an encouraging smile. Her fiancé’s ego often threatened to get the better of him, but his heart was in the right place.

‘Perhaps those plans are in my office.’ Gil jumped to his feet and kissed the top of her head clumsily. ‘Just think, once the big celebrity wedding is out of the way, we can get married there ourselves!’

Sophie froze. She couldn’t think of anything worse than marrying Gil at Appleton Manor. That would just be . . . wrong. She pushed open the French windows and headed out for some air, her eyes drawn to the regal house in the distance.

How had she ended up back here? She had left Appleton five years ago with ten pounds in her pocket, an old rucksack and some serious emotional baggage. And now she was back - in a stable relationship, financially secure and with a life most people would envy - in the one place that could bring her perfect world tumbling down around her. She couldn’t bear to hurt Gil, she was indebted to him. He was kind and loyal and he had taken her in when she was at her lowest ebb. Most men would  have swiftly bolted in the opposite direction after hearing her story but Gil had brushed aside her concerns in that gentle way he had and taken her under his wing.

Sophie hated herself for not being brave enough to speak up before now. She’d had plenty of opportunities but somehow she hadn’t been able to bring herself to do it. Fear of losing everything she’d built up over the past five years had turned her into a nervous wreck and Gil had been so thrilled about the move. She was still furious that he had taken the job and rented this house without consulting her, though. He had done it to surprise her, she knew that, and he had also assumed she would have been over the moon that he had landed such a fantastic job. And she was - it was just being back here. Anywhere else but here . . .

Hearing small footsteps on the kitchen tiles, Sophie was reminded that coming back had ramifications for others, not just herself. Crouching down, she held her arms out for Ruby to run into, and buried her head in her daughter’s fresh-smelling hair. Love threatened to overwhelm her as thoughts of protecting Ruby and keeping her safe rushed to the surface.

At five years old, Ruby had the same caramel-coloured hair as Sophie, that fell in soft waves around her face and identical, delicate features, down to the lightly freckled nose. The only difference was that Ruby had big, round blue eyes, whereas Sophie’s were almond-shaped and brown.

‘Muuu-uum!’ Ruby wriggled free and held out a drawing. ‘Look, it’s you and me. And Daddy.’

Sophie looked at the childish squiggles and hid a grin. She had been depicted as stick thin, with a smiley mouth and big bosoms - if only. Gil was sporting bright yellow hair and a rather subdued maroon shirt. Sophie scooped Ruby into her arms.

‘Gil will love this.’

‘That’s not Gil, that’s Daddy.’ Ruby looked petulant. ‘My real  daddy.’

Sophie’s stomach lurched. She had recently made the decision to tell Ruby about Gil not being her father because Gil had insisted on it. Having been brought up in a devoutly religious household, he felt it was unfair for Ruby to be lied to and Sophie had reluctantly agreed.

She stroked her daughter’s hair, thinking her obstinate expression reminded her of someone. It was quite unnerving.

‘He has a red shirt . . . it’s his favourite colour. He’s got yellow hair, like you and me.’

Sophie clutched her tightly, feeling the blood drain from her face. How did kids have this ability to give you a direct hit to the heart? Wham, just like that. Ruby couldn’t possibly know but the likeness was uncanny. She turned the drawing over and gasped.

‘Oh my God, Ruby, where did you get this piece of paper from?’

‘Some papers I found.’ Her face was a picture of innocence. ‘Have I been bad?’

‘No, darling but . . . These are the penthouse designs from Gil’s design pack - no wonder he couldn’t find them.’ Sophie put Ruby down. ‘I’m going to say I gave this to you by accident, OK? You know Mummy doesn’t think lying is right but I don’t want you to get into trouble, do you understand?’

Ruby nodded solemnly, her eyes suspiciously impish.

Sophie headed for Gil’s office, feeling guilty. This wasn’t the first time she had lied to Gil, not by a long shot. So why did she feel so treacherous now? Probably because she was back here, home to so many secrets.

She lost her nerve and held on to the wall. She’d never felt as scared as she did right now. When they lived in London, there was no chance of Gil bumping into Ruby’s real father. But now  that he only lived across the fields . . . Sophie was shaking, the plans fluttering in her hands. It was madness for her to come here, absolute madness. What would Gil do when he found out? He had no idea Ruby was Tristan Forbes-Henry’s daughter. But then, neither did Tristan.

Rearranging her features, Sophie pushed open the door to Gil’s office and prepared herself to lie to him once more.

 

Over lunch in the sun-dappled dining room at the back of the manor, Will was desperately trying to talk some sense into his family.

Caro and Jack were too busy ignoring each other to pay any attention, Tristan was engrossed in a sketch he was doing on the back of a newspaper and Milly was talking nineteen to the dozen into her mobile phone, no doubt to her best friend India. David, plugged into his iPod and not remotely interested in joining in the family dynamics, was bobbing his head in time with the music.

Will suppressed a sigh. Fighting like a bear for his family might be the right thing to do but it certainly wasn’t going to win him any popularity contests.

‘All I’m saying is that I think we need to be on our guard,’ he repeated gently.

Caro blew smoke into the air and shot Jack a poisonous look. ‘I really don’t know what you mean about us misbehaving in front of the cameras, Will. You make it sound as if we’re a bunch of unruly children or something!’

‘No, I’m saying that there’s too much riding on this wedding for any of us to screw it up,’ Will said rather more huffily than he’d intended. He couldn’t help wishing his mother hadn’t been so easily hoodwinked by her previous suitor. Her fragile ego must have needed a major boost because even Caro wouldn’t normally have been naive enough to believe the world needed a fashion line made entirely from rubber bands. God, what did it  even matter any more? Will thought, rubbing his aching forehead with his fingertips.

‘Look, I just want this to work. This TV show is worth a lot of money, not to mention the publicity it’s going to bring us. And none of us can afford to mess it up, all right?’

Feeling Tristan giving him a curious look, Will downed another black coffee and wondered if he was doing the right thing by protecting his family from the awful truth. He had allowed them all to think there was more than enough money to play with but the reality was very different.

Will’s heart sank as he thought about the pile of red bills mounting up in the room he had turned into his office. He had spent the rest of the morning since his run-in with Tessa Meadmore on the phone to their bank manager who, in spite of being a family friend and one of Caro’s former lovers, had informed Will that he couldn’t extend their overdraft limit any further for fear of losing his job. So Will was going to have to think of something else, and fast. He had already decided to sell the last of his properties in France but after that, they were penniless until Rufus’s wedding.

Will found his thoughts drifting to Tessa and he wondered how old she was. Thirty, perhaps? She was younger than he’d expected and considerably better looking. With that wide mouth and dazzling smile, she had reminded him of Julia Roberts - hardly the Rottweiler he had imagined but he still wasn’t sure he trusted her. Remembering the shamefully obvious question about his friendship with Rufus, Will felt a rush of contempt for Tessa, deciding he was right not to trust her.

The door opened and they all looked up.

‘Oh, it’s only you.’ Caro sounded bored.

Jack’s sister Henny came in, looking slightly flushed. She set a tray down on the table and the mouth-watering aroma of freshly baked pastry, bacon and coffee drifted under their  nostrils. She was almost knocked flying by Austin, the family’s golden retriever, who galloped in, paws soaked from playing in the water sprinkler outside. Exuberantly, he licked flakes of glazed pastry from Henny’s sensible lace-up shoes.

‘I made an egg and bacon pie for lunch,’ she explained.

‘Bully for you,’ Caro threw back rudely. She looked at the pie as if she had a nasty smell under her nose and belligerently sucked on her cigarette.

Henny bit her lip nervously.

‘Here, let me take that. It looks delicious.’ Will wished his Aunt Henny knew how threatened his mother felt in her presence. She might bark at her like a fractious child but it was only because she was so insanely jealous of her. As soon as anyone met Henny, they warmed to her; she radiated motherly warmth and selfless generosity. But Caro . . . Caro was about as cuddly as an icicle. As a child, Will had soon learnt to go to his Aunt Henny for hugs and sympathy and that his beautiful, self-centred mother could really only be relied upon to parade herself, half naked, in front of his slavering school friends.

Noticing Henny pouring coffee into the sugar bowl with trembling fingers, Will gently took the coffee pot out of her hands and cleaned up the mess. He had missed breakfast because of his meeting with Gil Anderson, and he piled a plate high with egg and bacon pie before wolfing it down. Henny looked pleased and blushed to the roots of her sandy hair as she took a seat. She nudged David who grinned when he saw the pie and deigned to remove his earphones to tuck in.

‘So what was Tessa Meadmore like?’ David asked. ‘I can’t wait to meet her - neither can Freddie.’

Will’s mouth set in a firm line. ‘I was just saying, I think we all need to be on our best behaviour while the documentary is being filmed, and I certainly wouldn’t suggest getting too friendly with her.’ He gave Milly and Tristan a pointed look but  then broke into a smile. ‘Look, I have nothing against her personally but journalists often befriend people and encourage them to reveal their dirty secrets.’

‘We don’t have any dirty secrets,’ Tristan pointed out archly, putting the finishing touches to the makeshift sketch he was doing of Tessa. He had captured her proud nose and laughing mouth to a T, in spite of only using a biro. Tristan had no intention of steering clear of their lovely presenter, she was absolutely stunning and he was sure she would be fantastic between the sheets. ‘Well, not unless you’d call having sex-mad parents a dirty secret, of course.’

Jack guffawed, stopping abruptly when Caro gave him a sour look before turning her back on him and settling her gaze on the strapping new gardener who was outside wielding a rather phallic strimmer.

‘I was thinking more of Rufus,’ Will said as he gave the remains of his pie to a grateful Austin. ‘We need to protect him as much as possible, not that there’s much to say about his childhood anyway. Obviously he used to shag anything that moved, and I’m sure the odd hand job on the dishy prefect at boarding school won’t be of any interest . . .’ He halted, suddenly remembering Henny and Milly were in the room, and looked abashed. ‘Sorry, ladies. But don’t anyone tell that presenter I said that!’

‘Well, aside from that disgusting piece of information, I don’t know anything about Rufus, so I can hardly put my foot in it, can I?’ Milly pointed out reasonably. She wasn’t going to stay away from Tessa, whatever Will said. She adored him, but she couldn’t help but hope Tessa might be like the sister she’d never had, at least until Will’s fiancée Claudette came back. Claudette  always made time for her, as well as buying her fantastically grown-up presents. Milly glared at David who had pie crumbs all over his chin; he was useless as a sibling, far too wrapped up in girls and study to ever listen to her problems. More to the  point, Milly thought determinedly, she had to get Tessa and Tristan together to keep Freddie away from her.

‘I’m sure you’re overreacting, darling,’ Caro said, patting Will’s shoulder absently as she made eyes at the new gardener in full view of Jack, the young man having no idea he had just become a pawn in a jealous game of sexual chess.

Milly and David started arguing about who was going to be better friends with Tessa and, watching Tristan start a new sketch, Will gave up and left them all to it. He hoped they behaved themselves once filming started, otherwise none of them would have a roof over their heads.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/sash_9780755353460_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
Sasha
Wagstafp
CHANGING
GRADMS






