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A present day Mr Darcy in Disguise?

Gemma Astley has succeeded where so many others have failed. She has somehow managed to tame tearaway rock star Dominic Heath and stop his womanising ways for good. But just as they find happiness, Dominic’s secret aristocratic past becomes public knowledge, and everything changes…not necessarily for the better.

Dominic is actually Rupert Locksley, heir of Mansfield Hall, a crumbling stately home that needs major financial investment to save it from ruin. Dominic’s mother pleads for his help, but his father, the earl, is on the verge of disinheriting him. Meanwhile, Dominic’s new status as Mansfield’s long-lost heir attracts the attention of cut-throat golddiger, socialite Bibi Matchington-Alcester, who means to make him hers at any cost.

Gemma and Dominic will need to test the strength of their foundations – as well as those of Mansfield Hall – if either are to remain standing.
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Here’s to love and all its complications…
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Prologue

‘Great show, Dominic!’

‘You kicked arse, mate!’

‘Is it true you and the Destroyers are breaking up?’

‘Give us an autograph, Dominic? It’s not for me – it’s for my daughter.’

Dominic Heath paused long enough to scrawl a few undecipherable signatures on some out-thrust concert programs and ticket stubs. Acknowledging their thanks with a tired nod, he grabbed the towel his manager handed him and worked his way through the crowd of magazine writers, newspaper stringers, photographers, groupies and assorted backstage hangers-on, mopping at the sweat on his face as he made his way to the dressing room. He stopped a couple of times to shake a hand or field a few quick questions.

When at last they reached the dressing room and Max shut the door behind them, Dominic flung himself into a chair.

‘I’m fucking exhausted,’ he grumbled as the older man tossed him a bottle of Evian. He drank it in one go and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘I’m not nineteen any more, Max. I can’t keep on leaping around and smashing up guitars forever. You’ve booked us into so many venues on this tour, I’ve barely had time to scratch my balls. And some of the venues are pretty crappy, too.’

Unperturbed, Max tapped out a number on his mobile phone. ‘Are you done complaining? Playing all these venues is what keeps you in Bentleys and blow, mind.’

‘Oh, please. I gave up the nose candy a long time ago.’ Dominic leaned forward and regarded himself critically in the dressing room mirror. ‘I like my nose. I won’t end up looking like that Lord Voldemort bloke.’

It wasn’t a bad face, he decided as he studied his reflection. Nose was a bit long, but straight; dark eyes and hair; recently whitened teeth, and a strong (one might even say, a chiselled) jawline.

‘Speaking of venues,’ Max began, ‘that’s something we need to talk about, you and I—’

‘Where’re the boys?’ Dominic asked suddenly. He hadn’t seen his band mates since they took their final encore.

‘Didn’t they tell you? They went to the after party at Annabel’s with Pammy and Lara and a couple of chaps from NME.’

‘No, they didn’t tell me.’ Dominic scowled and pulled off his sweat-soaked T-shirt and threw it in the corner, followed in rapid succession by his skin-tight trousers. ‘Typical – they skive off and leave me to deal with the journos, paps and contest winners. Fucking bastards.’

‘Gemma said she’ll see you there.’

Dominic headed, naked, to the shower. The last place he wanted to go tonight was a heaving, thumping, celebrity-and-aristo-infested nightclub, but it looked once again as though he had no choice. Gem liked that sort of thing. And it wasn’t often she got a chance to rub elbows with celebs.

Nevertheless, the novelty of rubbing shoulders (or any other body parts) with A- and B-list celebrities had long since lost its allure for Dominic. Celebrities, he knew all too well, were just as fucked up and dysfunctional as anyone else.

They just did a better job of hiding it. And why not? he thought darkly as he lathered himself up under the pounding spray of the shower head. They had plenty of help, what with handlers, trainers, personal chefs, nannies, accountants, makeup artists, stylists, and publicists…

… not to mention an entire team of minders, assistants, and professional arse-lickers always ready to cover up, manage, or explain away whatever fix their famous employer had got into.

He ought to know. He had his own team – except for a nanny, because there was no need for that yet, thank God – and they’d managed his every waking moment for the last ten years.

As he emerged from the shower, Dominic heard a commotion just outside the dressing-room door. ‘But I’m desperate to see him!’ a young woman demanded. ‘He’ll want to see me. I’ll make Dominic very, very happy—’

‘I’m sure you would,’ Max told her, ‘if he was the least bit interested…which he’s not. Now run along before I have one of those nasty bouncers throw you out on your pretty little arse.’

He slammed the door and turned to face Dominic. ‘Get dressed. You’ve three more interviews to do before you leave. But before I let them in–’ he paused ‘–you have a visitor.’

As he stepped into a pair of jeans and zipped up the fly, Dominic let out an exasperated breath. ‘Unless it’s Gem, or Kate Middleton, or the bloody queen herself, I’m not seeing anyone tonight. And that’s final.’

‘She said you’d say that. And she said I was to tell you “bollocks”. Now, if you’re decent, I’ll let her in.’

‘Damn it, Max, I told you, no visitors tonight—’

But his manager was already opening the door and ushering someone inside. Dominic looked up with a glare, ready to blast whatever journo or B-list celebrity had blagged their way into his precious inner sanctum; but upon seeing the slim, dark-haired woman in the Chanel suit and kitten heels standing there, the words dried up in his throat.

‘Hello, darling,’ she said, and arched an eyebrow. ‘Haven’t you anything to say to me?’

Dominic blinked, unsure if he could trust his own eyes. ‘Mum!’ He reached out to take his mother in his arms, crushing her against him in a fierce hug. She smelled exactly as he remembered, like L’Heure Bleue and the almondy-sweet scent of marzipan. ‘I can’t believe you’re really here. God, it’s been too long.’

‘Two years, to be exact,’ she informed him tartly as she drew back. ‘Don’t you remember? You invited me to spend Christmas at that draughty Scottish estate of yours. Charles was down with the flu. We had dinner at that enormous table with your band and a couple of groupies. It was the strangest dinner, your father would’ve certainly disapproved, but I adored every minute.’ She raised a brow. ‘Do you ever go up there?’

‘No. Too busy. I let it out for grouse-hunting and weddings.’

‘Let me look at you.’ Her gaze swept from his bare feet to the top of his trendily cut hair. ‘You’re looking quite handsome,’ she allowed, ‘but you’re too thin. Not doing the drugs, are you?’

‘No,’ he grumbled. ‘I don’t do drugs, only coffee, and a smoke now and then. Cigarettes,’ he added pointedly. ‘Come and sit down.’ He led her to a rump-sprung sofa in the corner and cleared a space for her to sit. ‘What brings you here? Is everything all right?’ His face clouded. ‘You’re not ill, or anything, are you?’

She waved a manicured hand in dismissal. ‘No, darling, nothing like that,’ she said as she sat down.

‘What, then?’

She fiddled with the clasp of the clutch on her lap. ‘It’s Mansfield Hall. It’s literally falling down around our ears,’ she added, her expression troubled, ‘and your father refuses to swallow his pride and ask for your help.’

Dominic stared at her, perplexed. ‘My help? But what can I do? You know he and I don’t get along. We haven’t spoken in eleven years.’

‘Yes, and that’s eleven years too long, in my opinion.’ Her words were firm. ‘It’s time you and your father ended this ridiculous quarrel.’

‘Mum,’ Dominic said carefully as he settled himself next to her, ‘this thing between me and him is a bit more than a quarrel. A quarrel’s an argument over who left muddy footprints on the carpet, or who ate the last piece of cake. Our…disagreement runs much deeper than that.’

‘What happened? I never understood why you left so suddenly, without even telling me goodbye.’

He stared down at his hands, clasped loosely between his legs, and shook his head. ‘It doesn’t matter now.’ Dominic stood up. ‘How about some Cristal, or something to eat? I’ll have Max fetch you a plate of whatever you fancy.’

‘No, thank you. What I’d like,’ she pressed on, ‘is for you to come back to Mansfield. Perhaps if you reached out to Charles—’

‘No. I’m not going back there,’ he said, his voice low but determined. ‘I love you, Mum, you know that; I’ve kept in touch with you all these years, and I always will. I’d do anything for you. Anything,’ he added firmly, ‘but go back home to him. I swore I’d never set foot in Mansfield Hall again, and I won’t change my mind. And there’s an end to it.’


Chapter 1

Holly James finished marking up the feature for the April issue of BritTEEN and tossed her pen aside. The new editorial assistant wrote with real flair, but she had a lot to learn about dangling participles.

Holly leaned back in her chair and glanced at her watch. It was nearly nine p.m.; she’d worked yet another twelve-hour day. So much for my plans to meet Alex tonight, she reflected grumpily. She’d never make it to the Groucho club in time.

But as she picked up the phone to call Alex and tell him she couldn’t make it, she was secretly relieved. Because the truth was, she didn’t much like Alex Barrington’s friends.

Oh, they were polite, and polished, and they were all that was agreeable, as Jane Austen might have said, but what had Holly in common with a bunch of barristers and solicitors and back-benchers in Parliament?

Absolutely nothing, that much was painfully clear.

With their endless discussions of legal precedents and Inner Temple gossip, Holly always felt hopelessly out of her depth. And Camilla Shawcross, former barrister and MP for Putney, and thus one of Alex’s associates on the bench, had a real talent for making Holly feel like an empty-headed idiot.

With her stylish blonde hair, jewel-toned suits, and a double first from Cambridge, Camilla was everything Holly wasn’t.

Holly had no doubt that Ms Shawcross was sitting next to Alex at the club this very moment, one slim arm resting on the table alongside his as she talked earnestly of constituents and the home secretary and the goals of the latest Standing Committee.

She shuddered at the thought. What she really wanted was a long, hot bath, some Milk Tray, and a mindless reality program to watch.

But as she stood up to leave, Holly hesitated. It was Friday, quiz night at the pub where she and Kate and Natalie had gone a few times. They’d always had a laugh.

On impulse, she picked up her mobile and dialled Nat. ‘Nat? It’s Holly. What’re you doing?’

‘I’m looking at bridal magazines. Poor Rhys nearly threw his back out bringing a stack of them home.’

‘Have you chosen a dress yet?’

‘Yes! Wait till you see it, it’s gorgeous.’

Weddings, Holly thought with a pang. ‘That’s great,’ she said brightly, ‘really, really great!’

‘Are you okay, Hols?’ Natalie asked. ‘You sound a bit off.’

‘Fine,’ Holly assured her. ‘I’m leaving work, and thought we might go to the pub for quiz night. Have a laugh.’

‘I’d love that! But Rhys just started making dinner.’ She paused and added, ‘Why don’t you come here? We can have a nice long chin-wag, and you can tell me what you’ve been up to.’

‘Thanks, Nat, but I don’t want to intrude. I’m tired, anyway; I’ll probably just go home and go to bed.’

‘Ooh, with that gorgeous new man of yours? That’s a much better prospect than spag bol and a bottle of Valpolicella.’

Holly sighed. ‘No, I’m on my own tonight. Alex is with his friends at the Groucho. Again.’

‘And you don’t want to listen to all that boring legal talk,’ Natalie observed. ‘I completely understand! Well, go home and get some sleep. At least tomorrow’s Saturday; you can sleep in.’

‘I can, but Alex can’t. He’s scheduled a surgery first thing in the morning with his constituents.’

When she first heard Alex say he’d scheduled a ‘surgery’, Holly thought he was having his appendix out. Amused, Camilla had set her straight. ‘A surgery is an advice meeting a MP holds once a month for his constituents, Holly,’ she’d chided. ‘You’re so amusing!’

‘Poor man,’ Nat clucked sympathetically. ‘He works very hard, doesn’t he? At least make him take you out to lunch afterwards.’

Holly promised she would, and rang off. As she slid the strap of her handbag over her shoulder and left the office, she decided that Natalie was probably right.

She and Alex just needed some time alone together. They’d both been so busy, what with her work at the magazine and Alex’s constituents, that they scarcely saw one another.

On a whim she retrieved her mobile and called Alex.

‘Hello, Alex Barrington here. Please leave a message.’

‘It’s me,’ Holly said. ‘Let’s do something tomorrow, after your clinic’s done, okay? Let’s spend the afternoon together. I’m on my way home. Call me when you get this, even if it’s late. I’ll wait up. Love you. Bye.’

But although she left her phone on from the time she left BritTEEN until she’d taken a bath and crawled into bed with a book, and although it remained on the bedside table when she finally laid her book aside and turned off the light just after midnight, Alex never returned her call.

‘Where’s Dominic, Gem? Isn’t he coming?’

Gemma Astley scowled into her Mojito. Bloody hell, but she was tired of waiting for Dominic Heath.

She was always waiting – waiting for him to show up, waiting for him to ask her to marry him…waiting for him to say he wanted to start a family together. A girl like her could wait only so long.

Her biological clock was ticking, after all. And it was getting louder by the day.

Not that she could hear it over the rumble of house music and the shouted conversations going on all around her, mind. Ordinarily, she’d be thrilled to hang out here at Annabel’s, rubbing elbows with Mick and Bryan and Pippa.

But Dominic had yet to show up, and her excitement had rapidly curdled into anger.

‘He said he’d be here.’ Gemma looked up as Mick, the blue-haired bass player for the Destroyers, sat down next to her. ‘But once again, he lied.’

‘He had a couple of interviews to do. He’ll be along soon,’ Mick reassured her, and drained his bottle of Stella. ‘Besides, who cares? Let’s have a laugh. Come on.’

Gemma took his hand and together they gyrated on the crowded dance floor until they were breathless and giddy with champagne and laughter. Mick bobbed and weaved on the floor like a blue-mohawked chicken, prancing and twirling like a dervish.

As they made their way back to the table, both of them gasping for breath and snorting with laughter, Gemma caught sight of Dominic, leaning back in his chair with a beer in his hand and a black look on his face.

‘So you finally decided to show, did you?’ she observed as she dropped back into her seat.

‘Don’t start, Gem. I’m tired, and I’m not in the mood.’ He looked over at her, and his face darkened. ‘At any rate, it looks like you’re having a good enough time without me.’

‘I am.’ She shrugged as Mick left and headed for the bar. ‘It was either go and dance, or sit here and wait for you.’

He shoved a hand through his hair. ‘Sorry, babes, but I had an interview with Kerrang! and NME, and it took longer than I expected.’ He laid his hand atop hers. ‘Let’s get out of here and go home, what do you say?’

Gemma wavered. He really did look tired, with shadows under his eyes and his hair sticking up like a coxcomb. She squeezed his hand. ‘That’s the best idea I’ve heard all night.’

Maybe they could get started on that baby after all.

‘Mum wants me to come back to Mansfield,’ Dominic told Gemma as he drove them to his townhouse in Primrose Hill.

‘Will you go?’

He pulled into the underground parking garage and shut off the engine. ‘I don’t know. She says the place is falling apart. The old man needs my help – but he won’t ask for it.’

‘He needs your money, you mean.’

‘Well, yeah, of course.’ He snorted. ‘Ironic, since the last thing he said when I left home was that I’d never amount to anything. ‘A great disappointment,’ that’s what he called me.’

‘That was an awful thing to say,’ Gemma said indignantly, and leaned across the console to kiss him. ‘But I’m sure he didn’t mean it. Besides, you’ve had the last laugh – you’re a massive success, and he’s had to come to you for help.’

‘Oh, no, he meant every word,’ Dominic assured her grimly as he got out of the car. ‘And he won’t want my help. Even if he did,’ he added, ‘I’d tell him to go and stuff it up his arse.’

‘But it’s your mum who asked for your help,’ she reminded him.

‘That’s the only reason I’m even considering it.’

‘I think you should go. It’s past time you two patched things up. How long’s it been since you spoke to your dad?’

‘Eleven years,’ he answered as they entered the ground floor of his townhouse. He tossed his keys on the hall table.

‘That’s far too long to be on the outs with your father.’

‘You haven’t spoken to yours since you were a kid,’ he pointed out.

‘That’s different! Dad ran out on us and never looked back.’ She kicked off her shoes and followed Dominic into the kitchen. ‘Besides, he’s an alcoholic, lay-about plumber, not an earl. One day, you’ll inherit Mansfield Hall…and the title that goes with it.’

‘I don’t want it,’ Dominic said. ‘I’ve never wanted it. I’m no toff, Gem. I hate all that stuff, riding to hounds, and attending charity balls, and belonging to all the proper clubs. It’s not for me. It never was.’

‘But it’s a part of who you are, Dominic, whether you like it or not.’

He dragged a chair out from the table and sat down as Gemma switched on the kettle. ‘Maybe. But the fact remains that the old man hates me, Gem. He always has.’ He looked up at her, his eyes troubled. ‘I don’t want to go back there and dredge it all up again.’

‘But your mum needs you,’ she reminded him. ‘She asked you to come home and help her. And she’s never asked you for anything before.’

Dominic groaned. ‘I know. And you’re right. Bloody hell, but you’re always right, Gem. What would I do without you?’ He stood up and pulled her into his arms and kissed her.

Gemma’s arms slid around his neck as she opened her mouth under his. His kiss left her lips swollen and her thoughts scattered. ‘The only reason I put up with you,’ she murmured against his mouth few minutes later, ‘is because of this.’

He nuzzled the sensitive skin behind her ear. ‘And I thought it was only because of my money.’

‘Well, that too.’ She caught her teeth between her lips as he began to unbutton her blouse. ‘Why don’t we get started on that baby we’ve talked about?’ she murmured.

Dominic’s hands stilled on the third button. ‘You’re the one who’s always talking about having a baby, Gem. Not me.’

‘But you said you wanted us to have a baby.’

‘And I do! But I’m not ready for kids yet.’

Gemma pushed him away. ‘But you’ll never be ready, will you, Dominic? That’s the problem.’ She turned away as the kettle began to boil. ‘I’ll get the tea.’

‘Don’t be like that, babes.’ Dominic kissed her unresponsive cheek and sat down as Gemma set their cups on the table. ‘I do want a kid, eventually. Once I’m not touring so much.’

‘But you’re always touring! You never stop.’

‘Well,’ he pointed out reasonably, ‘tonight was our last show until September. So we have all summer to talk about it.’

She regarded him sceptically over the rim of her mug. ‘Really? You promise you’ll think about us having a baby, at least?’

He nodded. ‘I promise. And I thought about what you said about helping Mum out, too. I’ve decided I’ll do it. I’m going back to Mansfield Hall.’ He met her eyes. ‘And you’re going with me.’


Chapter 2

On Saturday, Holly woke to find Alex’s side of the bed empty. She sat up, blinking in the early morning light that slanted through the blinds, and stretched.

She heard the shower running. Alex had come in late last night; she remembered him reaching for her, sharing a few urgent, whisky-flavoured kisses before they made love. Then he’d rolled over and fallen asleep.

He emerged from the shower, his hair damp and a towel wrapped around his waist. He bent forward to kiss the top of her head. ‘Good morning, darling.’

‘Morning,’ she mumbled, and yawned. ‘You came in late last night.’

‘Yes, sorry. A few of us went on to Mahiki.’

Holly pressed her lips together but said nothing. She had no doubt that Camilla had gone right along with him.

‘After this morning’s surgery,’ he added, ‘I thought we might spend the afternoon together. Have lunch in the country, perhaps.’

‘That sounds great.’ Holly wrapped her arms around her legs. ‘We never see each other anymore.’

‘Summer’s nearly here,’ he reminded her as he pulled on a shirt, ‘so the House won’t be sitting. Which means,’ he added as he pulled on his trousers and tucked in his shirt, ‘more time for us. No more late Mondays, no more PMQs on Wednesday…’

‘PMQs?’

‘Prime Minister’s Questions.’ Alex adjusted the knot of his tie and studied his reflection in the mirror. ‘We have the chance to grill the PM every Wednesday on whatever topics we choose. Terribly nerve-wracking the first time you do it.’

‘Like the first time you have sex?’

‘Exactly. But much less fun.’ He leaned down to kiss her. ‘I’ll meet you in Barnet later. Love you.’

‘Love you.’

As she popped two slices of bread into the toaster and brewed a pot of coffee a few minutes later, Holly switched on Radio 1. Maybe she and Alex could find a festival after lunch. There was always a festival on somewhere.

She buttered her toast with a generous hand and took a bite, savouring her moment of carbohydrate bliss. She’d wear jeans, she decided; nice dark-washed ones, not the ratty faded ones; and her new booties with the spiky heels.

And she’d top it off with her ‘Up the Monarchy’s Arse’ t-shirt, the one Dominic Heath had given her when she’d interviewed him last year, and her old Chanel jacket with three-quarter sleeves. Chic, trendy – perfect!

Holly finished the last of her toast and licked the butter and jam from her fingers with satisfaction, then headed to the bedroom closet with a smug smile on her face.

Not only would she and Alex have a brilliant afternoon together; she’d look so fabulous that he’d forget all about quid pro quo and habeas corpus… and Camilla Shawcross.

And she’d make Alex fall in love with her all over again.

It was nearly twelve-thirty, and still Alex hadn’t emerged from his constituency office on the high street. Holly frowned and thrummed her fingers impatiently against the steering wheel. Where was he? She was starving.

Damn his constituents and their concerns. Didn’t they know that Alex Barrington had a life of his own? Didn’t they think that he might like to sleep in on a Saturday and spend the day with his girlfriend, lazing on the sofa reading the papers and watching rubbish TV? Did they think he liked to get up early and listen to them drone on about their petty little issues?

And, she wondered with narrowed eyes, why were so many of Alex’s constituents young, attractive women? What were they really doing in there?

Holly was just on the verge of slamming out of the car to stalk up the pavement and into the building across the street, when the doors finally opened.

At last! All her annoyance melted away as Alex emerged, looking gorgeous in his navy suit and yellow tie, smiling back warmly over his shoulder at someone.

Holly let out a little sigh of pleasure. He was handsome. He was sexy. And he was hers.

And – her smile froze – he was not alone.

The recipient of Alex’s warm smile was Camilla Shawcross, Conservative MP and all-around perfect woman. She wore a pencil skirt, a royal-blue silk charmeuse blouse, and kitten heels.

What the devil was she doing here?

Holly glanced down at her jeans and her ‘Up the Monarchy’s Arse’ T-shirt with misgivings. Suddenly her outfit didn’t seem nearly as chic or iconoclastic as it had done this morning.

Compared to Camilla, she looked like something the cat had dragged in… and spat back out, like a regurgitated hairball.

She slid down, very slowly, behind the wheel. Perhaps she could keep a low profile until Camilla said goodbye and left.

But no… damn it, Alex had just spotted her. He waved and said something to Camilla, who glanced in Holly’s direction with a bright, false smile.

Shit. There was nothing for it now but to get out of the car and go and say hello to Ms Shawcross.

‘Holly, there you are,’ Alex called out as she emerged from the car and crossed the street to join them. He leaned forward to give her a brief kiss. ‘You remember Camilla, don’t you?’

‘Of course I do.’ How could I not remember someone who always makes me feel underdressed and overly stupid? She smiled and held out her hand. ‘Hello, Camilla.’

‘Miss James,’ Camilla murmured, eyeing her outfit with a raised brow as she returned a limp handshake and a pained smile.

‘I hope you don’t mind, darling,’ Alex said as he turned back to Holly, ‘but I’ve invited Camilla along to lunch with us. An issue’s come up that we really need to discuss further.’

Holly opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out.

‘Oh, I’m quite sure Holly doesn’t want me intruding on your afternoon together,’ Camilla objected.

And of course there was nothing Holly could say to that except, ‘Oh, I don’t mind at all,’ even as she sent dagger eyes at Camilla. And Alex.

But neither of them noticed; they were too busy talking about something called ‘fiduciary law’ to care.

‘I thought perhaps the Black Dog for lunch,’ Alex told Holly. ‘It’s not far. Camilla will ride with me so we can discuss things on the way over. We’ll meet you there.’

‘But…doesn’t Camilla have a car?’ Holly managed to ask.

‘I do,’ she interjected, ‘but it’s at the garage. Alex was kind enough to give me a lift to the surgery this morning.’

‘So very kind,’ Holly agreed through gritted teeth.

Alex bent forward and kissed her. ‘I knew you’d understand. Isn’t she amazing?’ he beamed at Camilla.

‘Amazing,’ she echoed, oozing with insincerity.

‘We’ll see you in a few minutes, darling.’ Alex turned back to Camilla and held out his arm. ‘Ready, Ms Shawcross?’

‘I’m ready,’ Camilla purred, and took his arm.

And that, to Holly’s everlasting fury, was pretty much how the rest of the afternoon went.

He really shouldn’t have had that second pint of lager.

As Dominic Heath lifted the tarnished brass knocker and let it fall against the door with a clang, he realized he needed the loo, and soon. He’d forgotten just how bloody long the drive was that led from the road up to Mansfield Hall.

After a couple of minutes, the door swung open. A short, stout housekeeper, feather duster in hand, regarded him with suspicion. ‘Yes?’

‘Is his lordship at home?’

‘No, sir, he’s not.’ She moved to close the door.

Dominic thrust out his forearm to keep the door open. ‘When do you expect him back?’

‘I’m sure I couldn’t say.’ Disapproval was plain on her face as she took in his snakeskin trousers and spiky dark hair. ‘You look like one of them rock stars in the Mirror.’ She sniffed. ‘And I don’t mean that as a compliment, mind.’

‘As it happens, I am one of those rock stars in the Mirror.’

‘I knew it! I know my tabloids, I do.’

‘Well, that may be, but you don’t know the Locksley family very well. Kindly tell Lady Mary that her oldest son Rupert is here to see her.’ He took off his Cartier sunglasses to glare at her. ‘She’ll know who I am, even if you don’t.’

She blanched. ‘R-Rupert?’ she echoed, stunned. Her free hand flew to her throat. ‘Lawks a-mercy, I’m that sorry, sir. Please, come in, do.’ She swung the door wide.

He stepped into the same entryway he’d left behind so abruptly eleven years before. Little had changed since then. The same black and white tiles covered the floor, the same round pedestal table stood in the centre of the foyer; even the Meissen vase sitting on the table, with its half-hearted bouquet of wildflowers, hadn’t changed.

Dominic knew that the vase had a hairline crack at the top – the result of swordplay with his brother Liam (they’d used cricket bats in lieu of swords) one long-ago rainy afternoon.

‘His lordship is away from home at the moment, sir,’ the housekeeper apologized. ‘I’ll let Lady Mary know you’re here.’

‘Thanks.’ Dominic’s lips relaxed into a smile. ‘Have you been here long?’

‘Oh, bless, I’ve worked here at Mansfield since I married Mr Sutton, going on ten years now.’

‘Indeed? Well, I’ve no doubt you’re a treasure on both fronts, Mrs Sutton.’

She blushed like a schoolgirl and hurried up the stairs, feather duster still in hand.

Dominic returned his attention to the foyer. There was a veneer of neglect over everything. The tapestry hangings and upholstered chair cushions were faded and threadbare; moths had eaten tracks in the Oriental carpet under the table. An ugly brown water stain marred the crumbling plaster medallions of the Robert Adam ceiling.

He let out a short breath. Evidently his father – and Mansfield Hall – needed his help even more than he’d imagined.

He was just about to make a detour to the loo when the housekeeper returned, puffing a bit as she hurried down the stairs. ‘Your mum says she’ll meet you in the rose garden. She’ll be down shortly. This way, please.’

Dominic followed her through the drawing and reception rooms to a set of French doors that led out to the gardens. The drapes tied back at the windows were bedraggled ghosts of their former splendour, and he saw that moths had made serious inroads on the drapes as well as the rugs.

Mrs Sutton threw the doors open and stood aside as he stepped out. ‘I’m sure you know the way from here, sir.’ She hesitated. ‘Can I fetch you a drink?’

He shook his head. What he’d like was a loo, pronto. Barring that, a tree or a bush would serve nicely… ‘I’ll just ramble down to the garden and have a quick smoke.’ He held up a pack of Player’s. ‘Care to join me, Mrs S?’

‘Oh, thank you, sir, but I’ve a million things to be doing. This place takes a lot of looking after, you know,’ she confided. ‘With only myself and cook – and Mr Sutton, of course – and a local girl in twice a week, it fair runs us off our feet, it does.’

‘Well, I won’t keep you, then. Thanks.’ He rewarded her with another smile and wandered off across the south lawn in search of a likely-looking tree or bush.

As he made his way down the gravelled path that led to the rose garden, he wondered how Mum managed to keep twelve bedrooms and ten loos clean with such a small staff. Not to mention the library, drawing and morning rooms, study, and the great hall…or the dozens of mullioned windows and fireplaces that made up the rest of this Jacobean money-pit.

Dominic passed by the knot garden and cast a quick glance around to reassure himself that no one was in the vicinity. He unzipped his fly. He was saving poor, overworked Mrs S from cleaning another lav, after all. And no one need ever know…

He’d just finished whizzing into the cottage roses when he heard a sound – the crackle of a twig, followed by the flap of a bird’s wings – and he looked up, startled.

A young woman stood rooted to the path, a look of shock on her face. She wore a white cartwheel hat on her blonde head, and the kind of elegant, understated-but-expensive dress ladies wore to Ascot or the Henley Regatta.

She stared at him. He stared at her. Her eyes, Dominic noted irrelevantly, were cornflower blue.

He lifted his eyebrow. ‘Sorry. Looks like you caught me watering the old rose bushes.’ He grinned and unhurriedly tucked himself back up inside his trousers. ‘Dominic Heath, at your service.’

Unable to find a suitable response, she glared at him, turned on one well-shod heel, and stalked away.


Chapter 3

Twenty minutes later, his mother appeared, her arrival heralded by a trio of boisterous, yapping terriers. She wore a T-shirt and jeans tucked into a pair of muddy riding boots.

‘Rupert? You came home!’ she exclaimed as she embraced him. ‘I knew you would.’

‘Why not? I needed a break from London, anyway. Where’s my father?’ he asked warily as he drew back.

She tucked a strand of glossy dark hair behind one ear and indicated a wrought-iron table and chairs. ‘He’s gone to London with Liam to meet with his solicitor.’ She hesitated. ‘He wants to disinherit you.’

‘I’m surprised he hasn’t done already.’

‘What a nasty business…I’ve missed you, Rupert. Why has it been so long since you came home?’

‘You know why.’

‘Yes, of course…your father.’ She sat down with a sigh in the chair he held out for her. ‘I wish I could say he’s changed, but he hasn’t. The responsibility of running Mansfield Hall weighs heavily on Charles. It makes him… difficult, at times. And, of course, there’s the money situation…’ She fixed Dominic with a hopeful gaze. ‘Please tell me you’re here to patch things up with him.’

‘I mean to try…and to offer my financial help, if he’ll have it. But I doubt I’ll have much luck in either case.’

‘He wants Liam to marry Bibi Matchington-Alcester, you know. She’s a very eligible, very rich, ball-bearings heiress.’

‘And what does my brother say to that?’

‘He refuses, of course. Says he doesn’t love her and won’t “whore himself out” for her money, as he so indelicately puts it, even if it means saving Mansfield.’

Dominic reached in his pocket for his cigarettes. ‘Can’t say I blame him; she probably looks like the back end of a horse. Heiresses usually do.’

‘She’s actually quite lovely. When did you take up smoking? Never mind, I’ll blame your bad habits on all those musicians and models you keep company with.’

Dominic snorted. ‘Oh, please. Nobody eats or drinks or does drugs like they used to. They’re all disgustingly healthy.’ He thought of Gemma and her endless succession of diets. ‘Mum,’ he added, choosing his words carefully, ‘I’ve brought someone with me. Her name’s Gemma. I left her behind at the hotel in the village.’

‘Well, why on earth didn’t you bring her here?’ his mother demanded. ‘Is she someone special, or just another of your flings? I know all about them,’ she added, ‘because I follow your exploits in the tabloids.’

‘That stuff’s all crap, Mum.’ He leaned forward. ‘Gemma is…she’s someone I—’ he stopped. ‘The truth is, I love her,’ he said in a rush. ‘And I want you to meet her. But I have to deal with my father first. I don’t want Gemma dragged into the middle of all the family drama.’

‘Where is she from?’ Lady Mary enquired.

‘London,’ he hedged. Gemma Astley had grown up over a kebab shop in Essex, to be exact, and her father had done a runner when she was ten. But there was no need to tell Mum all that.

‘London? Whereabouts, exactly? Who are her people?’

‘Lady Mary? Excuse us. I do hope we’re not intruding.’

Dominic turned to see a woman of middle age and dumpy figure standing at the entrance to the garden. She clutched a handbag against the wide expanse of her floral skirts in the manner of the Queen and beamed at them.

Behind her stood a young woman – the same tall, slim young woman who’d so recently caught him watering the rose bushes.

‘Mrs Norris! Of course you’re not intruding. Hello, Bibi.’ Lady Mary stood. ‘Come, both of you, and meet my eldest son.’

She turned to him. ‘Rupert, this is Bibi Matchington-Alcester and her mother, Mrs Norris. Bibi, this is Rupert, Liam’s older brother.’ She smiled at him indulgently. ‘I’m rather proud of him. He’s the black sheep of the family.’

‘Lovely to meet you,’ Mrs Norris simpered as Dominic took her hand. ‘I’ve always favoured the black sheep, myself.’

‘We’re much more fun,’ he agreed with an insouciant smile.

Recognition, followed by shock, registered on Bibi’s face as Dominic turned to her. ‘You’ll forgive me,’ she told him icily, ‘if I don’t take your hand.’

He choked back a laugh. ‘I completely understand.’ He drew her aside. ‘Listen, I don’t mean to pry, Bibi – but why’s your last name different from your mum’s?’

‘She recently remarried and took my stepfather’s name. I,’ she added pointedly, ‘did not.’

Lady Mary invited them to sit down.

‘I’ll just go and fetch us some wine,’ she announced. ‘It’s a perfect afternoon for an impromptu garden party.’

‘I’ll go,’ Dominic offered. He had no desire to stay and make conversation with Liam’s girlfriend or her battleaxe of a mother. He could all but see their collective disapproval of him.

‘Nonsense. Stay and chat with our guests, darling. I won’t be a moment.’

Before he could protest, his mother departed. Dominic waited until the women were seated before he sat down himself. ‘To what do we owe the pleasure of this visit, ladies?’

‘I wondered if Lady Mary would oversee the kissing booth at the village fête next month,’ Mrs Norris replied.

‘A kissing booth? Sounds like fun.’ His glance flickered deliberately to Bibi. He was pleased to see her blush.

‘Oh, it will be. And all for a good cause, of course.’ Mrs Norris leaned forward, her amble bosom preceding her. ‘May I ask what brings you back home after all these years, Rupert?’

He gave her a bland smile. Nosy old cow. ‘Well, I’ve been a bit busy in the interim. Touring makes it hard to get away.’

‘Touring?’

‘Yes. Dominic and the Destroyers world tour, to be exact.’ He raised a brow. ‘You’ve heard of Dominic Heath, I presume? Rock star, guitar-smasher, and defiler of young women?’ He smirked. ‘That’s me.’

Mrs Norris drew back. ‘You…you’re Dominic Heath? You’re that dreadful rock musician? Oh my word.’

Bibi frowned in confusion. ‘I don’t understand. Lady Mary introduced you as her son, Rupert Locksley.’

‘So I am. But I’m also Dominic. In fact,’ he confided, filled with a wicked desire to tease her, ‘you’ll soon see that I’m much more Dominic than I am Rupert.’

She glared at him. ‘I already have.’

Lady Mary and Mrs Sutton returned, bringing wine, glasses, and to Dominic’s relief, assistance on the conversation front.

‘I was just telling your son,’ Mrs Norris said as she accepted a glass of wine from Mrs Sutton, ‘that there’s to be a kissing booth at the fête this year. Might you run it for us?’

‘Of course,’ Lady Mary agreed. ‘Have you any candidates to sit in the booth?’

‘Well, Bibi’s put herself forward; but I hardly think it appropriate,’ Mrs Norris sniffed.

‘On the contrary, that’s a marvellous idea!’ Lady Mary beamed. ‘Bibi’s a lovely girl, she’ll be very popular. And raising money for the local children’s ward is our goal, after all.’

‘True,’ Mrs Norris said, doubt plain on her face.

‘What about you?’ Bibi said suddenly, and turned to Dominic.

He nearly choked on his Pouilly-Fuissé. ‘Me?’

‘You’re a rock star, after all. You’d make a fortune for us. All the girls will line up to kiss Dominic Heath.’

‘That’s brilliant!’ Lady Mary exclaimed. ‘You must do it, darling.’

‘No,’ he said mulishly. ‘Absolutely not.’

‘But you’d be helping the village,’ his mother coaxed, ‘and you’d be helping the children’s ward of the local hospital.’

‘Think of the publicity,’ Bibi pointed out. ‘“Rock Star Aids Local Children’s Ward”.’

Dominic hesitated. He could certainly do with a bit of good publicity. Besides, how hard could it be, getting paid to kiss a bunch of local teenage girls?

‘All right, I’ll do it. But only for a couple of hours.’

Although it clearly pained her to do so, Mrs Norris thanked him for his generosity. ‘I’ll let you know the details later, Rupert…I mean, Mr Heath.’

She did not allude again to his regrettable musical career, nor did she address him further. Loathing emanated from her like heat shimmering above a barbeque grill.

And Dominic was glad. It meant he could sit back, get pleasantly fuzzed, and let the conversation eddy and swirl around him without the bother of joining in.

Shadows grew long on the east lawn as he and his mother finished off the bottle of Pouilly-Fuissé. Bibi and Mrs Norris, after a few more minutes of polite conversation, murmured their apologies and left. Neither Liam nor his father had returned from London.

‘Well, Mum, it’s time I left as well.’ Dominic stood and bent forward to kiss his mother‘s cheek. ‘I’ll come back tomorrow, and I’ll bring Gemma.’

‘I’m not so sure that’s a good idea, darling. It might be best if we all meet for tea at the hotel instead.’

His expression darkened. ‘Why can’t I bring her here?’

‘Now, Rupert, don’t spoil things by scowling at me like that! Of course you must bring Gemma here. Just…not yet. Your father will be in too much of a strop over your return to deal with any more drama.’

He scowled, fully prepared to be mulish, but thought the better of it. ‘I suppose you’re right,’ he agreed grudgingly.

‘Of course I am. Let’s plan for lunch at the tearoom tomorrow at noon, shall we?’ Her words were brisk. ‘I’ll get to meet Gemma, and she can meet me.’ Lady Mary eyed him shrewdly. ‘And we can take one another’s measure.’

Dominic said his goodbyes and made his way through the rose garden and around the side of the manor house, back to his Maserati. Shadows stretched across the drive as he thrust on his sunglasses and climbed in and started the engine. Although he’d wanted to get the meeting with his father over with, he was relieved it hadn’t happened.

It was sure to be unpleasant. Anything to do with Lord Locksley invariably was.

Dominic manoeuvred the car around the front sweep of the drive and headed back to the hotel. His old man could trace his lineage to the Elizabethans, and he had Mansfield Hall, his title, and the family herald to prove it. He was aristocratic to the bone.

He was also intolerant, close-minded, prejudiced, and elitist. And those were his good qualities.

Moodily, Dominic changed gear as he rounded a bend in the drive. He decided to open the Maserati up. Driving in London, the car seldom moved above a crawl; it needed a good, hard run. He floored the gas pedal and the sleek red car leaped forward.

Dominic imagined himself racing across the finish line at Le Mans to waving flags and cheering crowds. He saw the adulation on the faces of the onlookers. He saw a couple of gorgeous, busty models waiting to drape the winner’s ribbon around him. He saw…

… an ancient estate wagon coming straight at him from the opposite direction. He cursed and wrenched the steering wheel sideways to avoid a collision; as he slammed on the brakes and screeched to a halt, the estate wagon skidded and veered off into the ditch in a cloud of dust.

Furious, the driver flung open his door. ‘You young idiot!’ he raged. ‘You nearly killed us. What the devil do you mean, flying through here at such a high rate of speed? This is a private drive! Are you quite mad?’

Dominic emerged from his car and met the man’s irate glare. He was glad for the half bottle of Pouilly he’d just consumed. ‘No harm done, there’s not even a scratch on your fender.’

‘That’s scarcely the point, is it? You might have killed us!’

‘But I didn’t.’

‘You…what do you mean by this?’ the man sputtered. ‘Who the devil are you?’

‘You don’t know who I am? Really? I know it’s been a few years, but still.’ Dominic removed his sunglasses and said evenly, ‘Not much of a welcome home, is it, Dad?’


Chapter 4

‘Rupert?’

His father stared at him, rendered momentarily speechless.

‘Hello, Dad.’

‘What in God’s name are you doing here?’

‘Mum asked me to come. She said Mansfield’s in a bad way.’

His father snorted. ‘Indeed? She told you I meant to disinherit you, more likely, and so you thought to run me over before I changed the will.’

Dominic counted, slowly, to five. ‘Sorry, no. By the way, I’m fine, thank you for asking. Oh, wait, that’s right – you didn’t ask.’

‘Why should I? I already know how you are,’ Lord Locksley shot back. ‘All I need do is flick through the tabloids to fully acquaint myself with your latest exploits.’

Liam Locksley got out of the car and came round to stand next to his father. His scowl lifted for a moment as he took in the Maserati. ‘Wow. Nice wheels.’

‘Thanks. Take you for a spin in it if you like.’

‘So you can wrap your brother and that ridiculous vehicle around a tree?’ the earl retorted. ‘Certainly not.’ He turned to his youngest son. ‘Help me push the car out of the ditch.’

‘Let me help,’ Dominic offered. ‘After all, it’s my fault. I ran you off the road.’

‘Thank you, no. We’ll manage.’ His father turned away and returned to the car. With Liam’s help, they rolled the estate wagon out of the ditch, climbed back inside with two slams of the door, and drove away up the drive without a backward glance.

‘What a dreadful young man.’

So saying, Mrs Norris sailed into the entry hall of Barnsley Manor – regrettably, the house was a recent purchase, not an inherited pile – and tossed her handbag aside.

‘He was unquestionably awful,’ Bibi agreed thoughtfully.

‘He was vile,’ her mother went on. ‘Ghastly.’

‘Outrageous,’ Bibi murmured.

Mrs Norris sniffed. ‘I’m glad we’re of like minds on the subject. A pity that he’ll inherit, now that he’s back.’

‘Oh, I wouldn’t count on it. According to Liam, his lordship plans to disinherit Rupert,’ Bibi reminded her, and yawned. She really was awfully tired. Spending money at the shops took such a lot out of one.

‘Well, continue to focus your efforts on Liam, darling. I forbid you to have anything to do with Rupert Locksley.’

Bibi smiled non-committally and said goodnight, then went upstairs, her thoughts churning.

Despite herself, she couldn’t get Rupert – or, more to the point, Dominic Heath – out of her head.

He was indeed awful. According to the tabloids, he liked fast cars and faster women. He was inappropriate and oversexed. He was absolutely everything mummy and daddy had ever warned her about.

But she couldn’t stop thinking about him.

More to the point, she couldn’t stop imagining his… Well, what he’d got in those Cavalli trousers of his. What must it be like, she mused, to sleep with a man like that…

One wouldn’t get much sleep; that much was certain.

She paused outside her younger sister’s bedroom door and glanced in. Leigh wasn’t in evidence; the bolshie little shit was spending the weekend with one of her school friends, thank God. Her room, as always, was a tip.

Bibi was just turning away when she spotted an assortment of tabloids and NME magazines strewn atop her sister’s bed. Curious, she went inside, stepping over a pile of discarded clothes littering the floor and nearly tripping over a stack of Bliss and BritTEEN magazines.

She sat on the edge of the bed and picked up the Sun, her attention caught by a photo of Dominic Heath and his current girlfriend, Gemma Astley. Bibi wrinkled her nose disdainfully. Gemma was a pretty, pneumatic redhead from Essex whose IQ probably matched her bra size.

To think that Liam’s brother Rupert had led a double life all this time as Dominic – a truly appalling rock star, if these publications were anything to go by – well, it was scarcely to be believed.

As someone who despised rock music – she preferred Glyndebourne to Glastonbury – Bibi knew very little of Rupert’s alter ego, Dominic. Apparently, his favourite pastimes included chasing women, drinking Chivas Regal…and wearing outrageous clothes – snakeskin trousers, fringed scarves, leopard-print ascots and tinted aviator sunglasses.

‘I forbid you to have anything to do with Rupert Locksley.’

Her mother’s words came back to her, and Bibi chewed her lush lower lip thoughtfully. She hated to be told she couldn’t do something.

She was beyond tired of the ‘suitable’ men her social-climbing mother kept pushing at her. Most of them were young, with wealth and titles but nary a brain in their heads. Or they were boring. Or eccentric. Or – even worse – they were old.

Although Dominic was certainly dreadful, and although she suspected he thought her a proper bore, she couldn’t stop thinking about him.

Dominic was fun, irreverent, and sexy.

And that, Bibi decided as she stood up, was exactly what she wanted.

He was a challenge; there was no question of that. But she loved a challenge. She’d make him over into the perfect English country gentleman – one with the proper clothes and the proper pastimes – hunting, racing, polo. She would turn him back into Rupert, the well-born aristocrat he was meant to be…not the dreadful rock star he’d become.

She stood and eyed the music magazines thoughtfully. With Rupert back, there was no need to chase after Liam. She’d break it off with him first thing tomorrow. Besides, everyone knew he only had eyes for Julia Allchurch… Pretty girl, and wealthy, but her parents worked for a living, for God’s sake.

No, she’d set her sights on Rupert instead, convince him to marry her, and gain herself a title. It’s what Mummy wanted for her, after all. For what good were pots of money without a proper title? And with her generous dowry, Rupert would have the financial resources to restore Mansfield Hall to its former glory. Together they’d host sumptuous hunt balls, races, and shooting parties; and on the weekends, their friends would come and stay at the Hall.

And as for what she would gain from the marriage…

Bibi’s lips curved upwards. She would be the prim and proper Lady Locksley by day… and she’d share Dominic Heath’s bed every night. It was the best of both worlds.

Sex and suitability…

What could be a more deliciously perfect combination than that?

Gemma threw aside the latest issue of Heat as Dominic returned to the hotel room. ‘At last! Did you see your father? How did it go?’

‘Yeah, I saw him.’ Dominic tossed his keys aside. ‘I nearly ran him over with my car, in fact – so I think it’s fair to say that it didn’t go well.’

‘Is he all right?’

‘Oh, yeah, he’s fine. Not a scratch on him.’

‘Did you talk to him?’

‘In a manner of speaking,’ Dom replied. ‘I talked at him. I don’t think he heard a word I said.’ He flung himself down on the sofa next to her and slumped back against the cushions. ‘And he still hates me.’

Gemma linked her arm through his and laid her head on his shoulder. ‘I’m sure he doesn’t hate you. You’re his son, after all. It must’ve been a shock, seeing you after so many years. You can’t expect him to just throw his arms wide and welcome you back.’

‘No. I suppose I’m lucky he didn’t set the hounds on me, or shoot out my tyres with his hunting rifle.’

‘What about your mum? Did you see her? Or your brother?’

‘Yeah. Liam was in the car with my father. He didn’t say much, except “nice wheels” – and that was said very grudgingly. Mum was the only one who made me feel remotely welcome. And the housekeeper, Mrs S,’ he added. ‘She was more chuffed than anyone.’

‘Well, tomorrow’s another day,’ Gemma comforted him. ‘You’ll feel better after a bit of sleep.’

‘Yes, tomorrow… that reminds me,’ Dominic said, choosing his words carefully as he sat up. ‘Mum wants to meet you.’

Gemma’s face brightened. ‘Does she? That’s good, then.’

‘She’s coming here tomorrow, so we can all have lunch in the tearoom together.’

There was an infinitesimal pause. ‘Here? At the hotel? But I thought the plan was to take me along with you to Mansfield Hall so I could meet your family properly.’

‘Well, yeah, that was the plan,’ Dominic hedged, ‘but plans change, you know?’

‘You mean your mother doesn’t want you bringing me round to Mansfield.’ Gemma eyed him narrowly. ‘Does she?’

‘That’s not true! She’s dying to meet you.’ He paused. ‘She thinks – and I agree – that my father’s got enough to cope with, what with me back home again, to deal with anything else.’

‘Oh. Well, that makes sense, I suppose.’ Mollified, Gemma stood. ‘I’d best choose an outfit, then. I think I’ll wear the pink suit.’

The pink suit, Dominic knew, consisted of a short jacket and shorter skirt and had come from a high street shop. She usually wore it with strappy black booties that looked like something a dominatrix would wear.

His mum would hate it.

‘Why don’t you wear that nice Chanel suit instead?’ he suggested. ‘The one Nat’s mum gave you. It’s pink.’

‘You mean the one,’ Gemma said with disdain, ‘that looks like something the Queen Mother might have worn?’

‘That’s it. Throw on some pearls and a nice pair of brogues, and you’re there.’

‘And a couple of Yorkies and a walking stick, as well?’ Gemma glared at him. ‘What’s wrong with the way I dress?’ she demanded. ‘Are you saying I look like a tart? You’re ashamed of me, aren’t you? Not posh enough, am I?’

‘No, of course not! I mean – yes, you’re plenty posh!’ Dominic felt as if his head might explode. ‘Look, babes, I love your look. But mum’s another story. You want to make a good impression, that’s all I’m saying.’

Gemma hesitated. ‘You’re right. Sorry. I just feel so…lacking, when I think of meeting your family. My dad’s a plumber, and I barely made it through the local comprehensive. I’m sure your parents want better for you. Someone…educated. Someone posh.’

Dominic’s thoughts flashed to Bibi, with her long legs and imperious manner, and he felt a flare of sympathy for his poor brother Liam.

‘Screw all that.’ He stood as well and took her in his arms ‘You’re what I want, babes, and that’s all that matters. We don’t have to meet my family at all, if you don’t want to.’

‘No, I want to meet them.’ She looked at him, her green eyes determined. ‘I’ll make them like me. You’ll see.’

Dominic grinned. ‘I believe you will.’ He kissed her. ‘Now let’s turn in, it’s been a long day and I’m for bed.’

Just then, there was a knock on the door.

‘Can you get it, Dominic? I need to run our bath.’ Gemma wound her arms round his neck and added huskily, ‘I brought lots of bubbles – as in soap, and champagne. And there’s room for both of us in that enormous whirlpool tub. So don’t be long.’

Dominic groaned. ‘How about we don’t bother with the door, and go straight on to the bubble bath bit?’

The knock came again, louder this time.

‘You’d better get it.’ Gemma backed away and began, slowly, to unbutton her shirt, revealing a lacy blue bra. ‘So you can get this…’

‘Hold that thought,’ he growled as he tore himself away to answer the door.

Dominic flung it open with a scowl. ‘Yeah, what is it—?’

His brother Liam stood there.

Liam scowled back at him. He sported a dark mop of hair and his face resembled Dominic’s (although Liam was, if Dominic were completely honest, much better looking).

‘Well, don’t just stand there in the hallway,’ Dominic said, and opened the door wider. ‘Come in. What brings you here?’

‘This.’ And without another word, Liam drew back his fist and punched Dominic in the jaw as hard as he could.


Chapter 5

Dominic staggered back, stunned. Blood spurted from the corner of his mouth. ‘What the fuck did you do that for?’ he demanded. ‘Are you fucking mental?’

‘What’s going on?’ Gemma, alerted by the commotion, rushed into the sitting room with a towel clutched round her.

‘Is this one of your birds?’ Liam enquired. His eyes roved insolently over Gemma’s curves. ‘Nice.’

‘Shut up, you rude little twit,’ Gemma snapped. ‘Who are you, anyway? And what’ve you done to Dominic?’

‘Liam, this is Gemma,’ Dominic said through the discarded T-shirt he held against his mouth. ‘Gemma, meet my brother Liam, who just punched me…for no apparent reason.’

‘Oh, I have a reason.’ He regarded Dominic resentfully. ‘You can’t just swan in here and take over. You left. You turned your back on Mansfield, on us. So you can just piss off back to London.’

‘Listen to me, you little wank.’ Anger darkened Dominic’s expression. ‘I left, but I had good reason. And what makes you think I don’t care about Mansfield? It was dad I left behind, not you. Besides – I’m still the oldest. Like it or not, there’s this pesky little thing called primogeniture—’

‘That doesn’t mean shit,’ Liam snapped, ‘if dad disinherits you. And he will do. He’s right – you’re a disgrace to the family! What with your women and drinking and fast cars—’

Dominic flung the bloodied shirt aside. ‘Women, cars, drinking-? You’ve just described most of the toffs hereabouts. Married, all of ’em, too,’ he added. ‘At least I’m single. So you can take your judgment and stuff it up your arse.’

They glared at one another.

‘Why don’t you fix Liam a drink, Dominic?’ Gemma suggested. ‘Talk to each other. That’s the only way to settle this.’

Liam glanced at her. ‘Sorry. Not for hitting Rupert…but for being rude earlier.’

‘Never mind.’ Gemma shrugged. ‘You’ve got a temper, like your brother. Just promise you won’t hit him again.’

Liam snorted. ‘No promises. But I’ll try.’

‘So what have you been doing since I left?’ Dominic asked Liam as Gemma returned to the bedroom and shut the door. He poured them each a whisky. ‘When you’re not punching people in the face.’

Liam took the glass his brother handed him. ‘I finished at St Andrews last year. And Dad’s grooming me to run the estate.’

‘Oh? And how’s that going?’

He scowled. ‘The boiler won’t last through the winter. As it is, we can see our breath at dinner. And when it rains, it takes every pot, bowl, and soup tureen we’ve got to catch all the leaks. The estimate to fix the roof is £18,000. The floorboards in the library are rotting, and the crumbling plasterwork in the drawing room ceiling can only be restored by an expert—’

‘Shit,’ Dominic muttered.

‘–that’s why dad wants me to marry Bibi. She’s very rich.’ He said this last with scorn, as if being rich were a disease, something to be avoided at all costs.

‘Ah yes, I met her in the garden at Mansfield this afternoon.’ Dominic didn’t elaborate on the circumstances of their meeting; he had no desire to exchange further blows with his brother. ‘Mum says you don’t want to marry her.’

‘No, I don’t.’ Liam knocked back the rest of his whisky. ‘I have someone else in mind altogether.’ He thought of Julia Allchurch, so beautiful and well bred, and felt a familiar, painful squeeze of his heart.

Too bad she didn’t return his feelings.

Liam set his glass down on the coffee table. ‘Look, why don’t you marry Bibi? It’s the perfect solution. You’ll get a rich wife, Mansfield Hall can stay in the family, and I’ll get dad off my back.’

‘Sorry, but I have a girlfriend already, mate. Gemma’s the only one for me. I’ve had my fill of high-maintenance birds. Besides, I’ve dosh enough of my own to save Mansfield. That’s why I came back – to offer my finances to fix the place up. So there’s really no need for either of us to marry Bibi.’

Liam stood up. ‘Good luck. Dad will throw your offer straight back in your face. Mansfield might be falling down around his ears, but he has his pride.’

‘Pride won’t pay the bills, will it? I’ll talk him round. I can be quite persuasive.’

Liam’s eyes narrowed. ‘I don’t know what happened between you two, but whatever it was…he hasn’t forgotten.’ He paused. ‘If you want my advice, you’ll forget about trying to buy our father’s forgiveness, and go straight back to London as fast as that fancy car of yours will take you.’

‘I’m not feeling the love, brother.’ Dominic stood as well. ‘My issue’s with him, not you.’

Liam shrugged. ‘Either way, he doesn’t need your help – or your money. And don’t think you’ll get your greedy mitts on Mansfield Hall…because you won’t. You gave all of that up when you walked away.’

And with that, Liam stalked to the door, and slammed out of the room.

Holly James opened the cartons of Chinese takeaway and took down plates from the cupboard. As she dumped the Szechuan green beans, brown rice, and crispy beef into bowls and yanked the silverware drawer open in search of serving spoons, she wondered if there was any diet soda in Alex’s fridge.

But a quick hunt unearthed only a half-open bottle of flat champagne and two bottles of stout. Good thing she’d ordered a couple of bottles of ginger beer along with their meals.

‘Dinner’s ready,’ she called out. The sound of explosions and gun blasts in the sitting room stopped abruptly as Alex switched off the TV and wandered, barefoot, into the kitchen.

‘Yen Ho’s,’ he said as he picked up a spring roll and bit into it, ‘or Dim Sum Palace?’

‘Neither. It’s Buddha Garden.’

As Alex sat down and dished out rice and crispy beef, he glanced over at Holly. ‘Remember when we were dating, and you actually used to cook for me?’

‘Remember when we were dating, and you actually used to spend time with me?’ she shot back. ‘We’d spend an entire evening together, just the two of us.’ She pushed some green beans and a tiny bit of rice onto her plate. ‘Imagine that.’

‘We spend time together,’ Alex said, defensive. ‘In fact, we could’ve spent Friday evening together at the club, but you begged off at the last minute. Again. That’s hardly my fault.’

‘I had a long day, Alex. I was tired. And I didn’t feel like listening to you and your friends drone on about due diligence and compos mentis, okay?’

‘On the contrary, I do understand. Because that’s exactly the way I feel about spending time around your friends.’ He speared a piece of crispy beef and thrust it in his mouth.

‘What’s wrong with my friends?’ Holly demanded. ‘They’re fun. Certainly more so than yours.’

‘Fun?’ Alex laid his fork aside and raised his brow. ‘Well, if you consider conversations about BB Cream and shooties and Gok Wan to be the apex of intelligent discussion, then yes, your fashion friends are quite scintillating.’

She dropped her own fork with a clink and glared at him. ‘Fashion is my life.’

‘And the law is mine,’ he returned tightly. ‘I’m sorry if you find my interests – and my friends – so tedious.’

Holly reined in her temper. ‘It’s not that I don’t like them, Alex. I do. Well enough,’ she amended. ‘But your friends and I have nothing in common. We’re chalk and cheese.’ She took a sip of her ginger beer. ‘And then there’s Camilla.’

‘What about her? She’s made every effort to be friendly.’

Holly said carefully, ‘I’m sure she has. But when you and she start talking about constituents and surgeries and by-elections, I feel completely left out. And I hate it.’

‘Oh.’ Alex was taken aback. ‘I hadn’t realized. I suppose it is a bit dull for you. All right – I promise to curb the legal talk when you’re around, fair enough?’

‘Thanks. More rice?’

He nodded. ‘I’ll skip the Groucho on Friday, and we’ll go out to dinner instead. Just the two of us, like we used to do.’

‘I’d love that.’

‘You decide where you’d like to go, and I’ll make the arrangements,’ he promised, then added, ‘On one condition.’

Holly paused, a forkful of rice halfway to her mouth. ‘Oh? What’s that?’

‘No fashion talk allowed,’ he said firmly. ‘Not a word about Gok Wan, or quilted handbags, or platform sneakers.’

‘I promise,’ Holly said. ‘Oh, Alex – time alone is exactly what we need.’ She leaned forward and took his hand. ‘I’ve missed you. I’ve missed us.’

He lifted her hand to his lips. ‘And I’ve missed you.’ He kissed the back of her palm and released her hand, then reached for his ginger beer and lifted it up. ‘Here’s to an entire evening without a single mention of Jil Sander.’

‘Or the PM,’ Holly added, lifting her own bottle and clinking it to his.

‘No Magic Lifting Creams.’

‘No by-elections.’

‘No spring collections.’

‘No Camilla Shawcross,’ Holly finished, and stood. ‘Now help me clear up.’

‘Leave it,’ Alex ordered, and pulled her into his arms. ‘I’ve just proposed an amendment to the bench that states we should make wild, passionate love, right here, right now. And the dishes be damned.’

‘Hear, hear,’ Holly murmured.

‘Let’s adjourn to the bedroom, shall we?’ So saying, Alex swung her up into his arms and carried her off, giggling, to his bed, where he threw her down and did exactly as he had promised.

And Holly thought that perhaps the law wasn’t such a bad thing after all.


Chapter 6

The Jaguar’s engine juddered, heaved a sigh of profound regret, and died.

Natalie Dashwood clutched the steering wheel and stared in consternation at the various instruments on the Jag’s dashboard. Although the car was new and meticulously maintained, it made the odd noise now and again. And it was doing it now…again!

She’d told Rhys, her fiancé, about it; but of course the bloody car didn’t make the bloody noise whenever he drove it.

She eased the Jag off the road. Not only was the engine making odd ticking sounds; it refused to take her any further. She stared at the instrument cluster in dismay. This couldn’t be happening.

But of course it was happening, and of course it would do when she was smack in the middle of nowhere in sodding south Warwickshire. The sun was a rapidly sinking, orangey-red ball on the horizon. Mum’s house was an hour behind her, and there was nothing around for miles but the ribbon of roadway, and fields dotted with cow parsley and sheep.

Bad enough she’d been unable to land the wedding reception venue she’d wanted. She’d left it too late, and now every decent venue in London was booked up. Now, this.

Oh, well…there was nothing for it but to call Rhys to come and fetch her. She chewed her bottom lip. It was Sunday night and he worked tomorrow, plus she’d interrupt the football on TV, so he’d be put out, to say the least. Natalie rummaged in her handbag until she unearthed her mobile to ring Rhys.

No service.

Crikey. She must be in the middle of a dead zone, or something. Perhaps if she got out of the car and walked for a bit, the phone might pick up a signal. She eyed her platform pumps doubtfully and wished to hell she’d put on the jeans and trainers she’d worn on the trip from London up to Mum’s. But she’d wanted to look nice for Rhys when she got back home tonight…

…which she wouldn’t do, now. Bloody hell.

She slid out of the driver’s seat and stood up, mobile phone clutched in hand. It would be dark soon. She had perhaps forty more minutes of daylight before the sun, like the bloody car engine, gave up the ghost.

Right, she told herself nervously, don’t even think about things like ghosts, or you’ll run screaming into the cow parsley, never to be seen or heard from again…

She began to walk rapidly – well, as rapidly as her shoes would allow – northward along the edge of the road. Not only did her mobile refuse to connect to a transmitting tower; after a moment it, too, blinked and died.

Shit! Bloody technology, you could never depend on it when you needed it the most—

Suddenly Natalie realized that she’d not charged her phone last night at mum’s. She’d been so busy catching up on family gossip, and so gobsmacked by the news of her mum’s newfound romance with the local vicar, that she’d completely forgotten.

She groaned. She could just imagine what Rhys would have to say about this latest oversight of hers. Shit, shit, shit…

Perking up as she saw a signpost up ahead, Natalie quickened her steps. ‘Shipston-on-Stour, 8 km,’ she read out loud. Well, that was no help. There was no possible way she could walk eight kilometres in these shoes. She felt tears of frustration well up, and in a fit of pique she hurled her mobile phone into a patch of cow parsley.

Immediately regretting the move, she dived into the cow parsley and retrieved the phone. As she stood there, dusting the screen off with her sleeve and picking off bits of grass, she noticed a low, crumbling wall running alongside the edge of the road. It was made of stone and was obviously very old.

And then she remembered that Dominic’s ancestral home was in Warwickshire, somewhere hereabouts, as a matter of fact… and it was surrounded by a low stone wall exactly like this one. Her heart quickened. Could it be…? If her ex-boyfriend’s family pile was indeed nearby, she could walk up to the house and ask to use the telephone. Surely they’d have a phone.

Curious, Natalie began to follow the wall. Where there’s a wall, there’s a way…

Unfortunately, this wall seemed to run on forever. After twenty minutes and a couple of turns to her ankles, she was ready to give up. Darkness was gathering. Natalie’s irritation gave way to an uneasy fear, and she resisted the impulse to sit down and sob uncontrollably only through sheer effort of will.

As her gaze swept despairingly over the length of the wall in the fading light, she realized her steps had taken her – very gradually – away from the road, and up to what looked like the entrance to a drive. The drive was made of packed dirt, and racked with ruts and ridges, but it obviously led somewhere.

Mansfield Hall, Natalie realized.

Tired now, and dusty as well, she trudged up the drive. Gradually the hedgerows and trees that crowded the lane thinned out, until she could see, at last, the roofline of the house.

Natalie paused. Mansfield Hall was just as she remembered it – large, imposing, but with a rackety Elizabethan charm. She could almost see herself and Dominic – Rupert, as he was known then – running with the dogs across the fields. He’d kissed her for the first time under that gnarled old tree over there.

She’d got bird crap in her hair, from the tree trunk. Rupert called her ‘Poo’, and the nickname stuck for the rest of that summer.

It was a perfect metaphor for her failed relationship with Dominic – romantic, crazy, and fun while it lasted; but destined to end in shit.

As she came closer, signs of neglect met her gaze. The grass, once neatly trimmed, needed mowing; the stone steps that led up to the front door were cracked and sunken, and partially separated from the foundation; even the brass door knocker was tarnished and peeling.

It was a shame, Natalie reflected as she lifted the knocker and let it fall. Despite the neglect, Mansfield Hall was still such a lovely old place, romantic and picturesque—

Her eyes widened and she let out a gasp of excitement as the idea, fully formed, occurred to her. It was perfect. It was inspired. It was brilliant!

She’d have her wedding reception here, at Mansfield Hall.

After all, there was plenty of room for the wedding guests, all four hundred of them, and endless parking, and as for loos – she frowned. Loos might be a problem. Oh well, she’d sort that detail out later—

The door opened and a squat housekeeper eyed her. ‘Yes?’

Natalie looked down at her dusty clothing and ruined shoes and back up at the housekeeper. ‘I know I look like cat sick at the moment, but my car’s broken down, and I wonder if I might use your telephone.’

‘I’m sure you might, miss,’ the housekeeper sniffed, ‘if we had a telephone, that is. But we don’t. I’m sorry.’ And so saying, she closed the door firmly in Natalie’s face.


Chapter 7

Natalie stared at the closed door with a mixture of surprise and indignation. Why, the rude, cheeky cow! She narrowed her eyes and raised her hand to knock again, when the door suddenly swung open.

‘I’m sorry,’ a slim, dark-haired woman in jeans and Wellies said crisply, ‘but if you’re looking for Dominic Heath, young woman, you won’t find him here.’ She moved to shut the door, and paused. ‘Natalie?’ she said, surprised. ‘Oh, my word – Natalie Dashwood, is that you?’

‘Lady Mary!’ Natalie exclaimed, equally surprised. ‘Yes, it’s me.’ She smiled as Dominic’s mum engulfed her in a hug. ‘I apologize for my appearance, but I’ve just had the most awful run of bad luck. My car’s died, my mobile’s dead as well, and I’ve been w-walking for what seems like hours…’

‘Oh, you poor girl! Come in, please, and we’ll soon get everything sorted.’

Natalie felt her lower lip begin to quiver and her eyes filled with tears as Lady Mary ushered her inside. ‘I thought I’d have to spend the night outside, huddled under a hedgerow,’ she said with a sniffle. ‘S-sorry.’

‘Do stop apologizing!’ Lady Mary scolded. ‘You’ve been through a ghastly ordeal. One can scarcely blame you for being upset. Well, if it had to break down, I’m very glad your car chose to do it here! Come along into the sitting room, darling, and I’ll get you a nice tumbler of whisky.’

Natalie followed her across the tiled entrance hall. Everything looked exactly as she remembered – the black-and-white tiles, the pedestal table in the centre of the hall – all of it a bit the worse for wear. Crumbling plasterwork, patches of mildew on the library wall, pots and bowls set out here and there to catch leaks… Crikey, the Locksleys must be in more dire circumstances than she’d thought.

‘You do realize, of course,’ Lady Mary said briskly as she led them into a sitting room furnished with two faded chintz sofas, a cheerfully burning fire, and random piles of books and newspapers scattered throughout, ‘that the garage in the village is closed. I’m afraid you’ll have to stay the night and get your car seen to in the morning.’

‘Oh, I couldn’t possibly trouble you any further,’ Natalie protested. ‘If I could just borrow your phone, I’ll call my fiancé to come and get me—’

‘Nonsense. I’m sure he won’t relish driving out from London to Warwickshire at this hour. Besides, we got rid of our landline.’ She cleared space on one of the sofas, moving a stack of magazines to the floor, and patted the cushions. ‘Sit, darling, and I’ll get you that drink.’

Natalie gratefully sank down onto the chintz-upholstered cushions. ‘So you haven’t a telephone?’ she asked as Lady Mary poured them each a generous measure of whisky.

‘No.’ She handed Natalie a glass and sat down beside her. ‘Charles and I have mobiles now. You’re more than welcome to use mine–’ she leaned forward and picked up a mobile phone from the coffee table ‘–if you’d like to call your young man and let him know you’re all right.’

‘Thank you.’ Natalie rang Rhys and got his voicemail. She left a quick message and rang off. ‘I don’t want him to worry.’

‘Of course you don’t. By the way, I’m sorry if I was rude when I answered the door. We get so many girls, traipsing up to the hall looking for Dominic. They use every pretext in the book – they need to use the loo, their car broke down, and so forth, and it gets very tiresome. Charles gets quite put out.’

‘I can imagine. How is his lordship?’ Natalie asked politely. She’d always been petrified of Dominic’s father, truth be told.

Perhaps, she thought uneasily, he’d mellowed with age.

‘He’s fighting the good fight – trying valiantly to keep Mansfield in the family, you know. It’s a heavy burden to bear…like tilting at windmills.’

Natalie set her drink aside and leaned forward. ‘Have you thought about renting Mansfield Hall out for wedding receptions and films and such? It can pay quite well.’

Lady Mary arched her brow. ‘I looked into it recently and the county council charge a £2,000 fee just to apply for a licence. Why do you ask, dear?’

‘Well, Rhys and I are getting married in a few months. I’ve left it too late to blag a decent venue for the reception, and now everything in London is booked. Even Mum’s house is under renovation. And I refuse to make do with a marquee in the back garden.’ She met Lady Mary’s eyes. ‘I’d really love to hold the ceremony and reception here, at Mansfield Hall.’

‘Oh! Well, it’s a lovely idea in theory, darling – but we’d need a licence to host a wedding reception here…which would require fire exits, parking, and public loos…’ She paused and added, ‘Then there’s my son to consider.’

‘Do you mean Dominic?’

‘Well, whatever Rupert’s calling himself these days,’ she said, and shrugged. ‘He won’t welcome the idea of your getting married here, you know.’

‘Why wouldn’t he? We broke up ages ago! Besides, he’s with Gemma now.’

‘That may be, but he won’t relish seeing you tie the knot with another man here at Mansfield. Rather like rubbing salt in a wound, I should think.’

‘Oh. Oh, I hadn’t thought of it like that.’ Natalie looked at her in dismay.

Lady Mary leaned forward and patted her knee. ‘Not to worry, my dear. As it happens, I’m having lunch with Rupert tomorrow, to meet his new girlfriend. I’ll ask him about it then.’

‘Dominic and Gemma are here?’ Nat squeaked, wide-eyed.

‘Yes, they’re staying at a hotel in the village. I thought it best to get Charles used to the idea of having Rupert back in the family fold before I spring any more surprises on him.’

‘Oh…yes. Yes, of course,’ Natalie agreed.

‘Well,’ her ladyship pronounced as she set aside her drink and stood up, ‘I’m sure you’re tired, so let’s take you upstairs and get you settled. I had one of the guest bedrooms readied earlier for Gemma…that should do nicely.’

‘I can’t thank you enough,’ Natalie said as she followed Lady Mary back down the hallway and across the foyer to the stairs. ‘You’ve been more than kind.’

Her ladyship paused on the landing and turned to face her. ‘Why, you’re like family, Natalie! I’m terribly fond of you.’ She frowned and murmured, ‘After all, it ought to be you, not someone else. I’ve always thought so.’

‘I’m sorry - me?’ Natalie echoed, puzzled.

‘You were good for Rupert. He was happy with you.’

‘But we were horrible together,’ Nat blurted.

She didn’t add that Dom had cheated on her – repeatedly – and broken her heart six ways to Sunday, because she didn’t wish to hurt Lady Mary’s feelings or tarnish her high opinion of her son. ‘He and Gemma are perfect for each other. Gemma’s wonderful, and she loves Dominic very much.’

‘I’m sorry, my dear,’ Lady Mary said firmly, ‘but I still believe that you and Rupert ought to be the ones getting married here at Mansfield.’

‘How do I look?’ Gemma asked Dominic the next morning.

Dominic bit back a groan. If there was ever a more loaded female question, he didn’t know what it was. The only worse question was ‘does my bum look too big?’ No matter what answer he gave, Gemma wouldn’t believe him. And if he didn’t answer, she’d accuse him of hating her outfit…and of thinking her bum was too big.

Which it was, actually; but he liked her bum just as it was.

‘You look lovely. Perfect. Can we go now, babes?’

Gemma hesitated. ‘Do I have on too much slap?’ she asked Dominic anxiously as she leaned closer to the mirror. ‘Is my lippy too bright? Perhaps I should wear a different shade—’

He took her firmly by the arm and dragged her towards the hotel room door. ‘Your lippy’s fine. You’re only meeting my mum, after all. Come on, or we’ll be late.’

‘Your car needs an alternator,’ the garage mechanic told Natalie as he wiped his hands on a cloth. ‘Have to send over to Todenham for the part. It’ll be here by Wednesday morning.’

‘Wednesday morning!’ Natalie said, dismayed. ‘But it’s only Monday! What am I to do in the meantime?’

‘You can get a hire car in the village,’ he replied, already turning away. ‘We’ll call when your car’s ready, love. Oi!’ he shouted as one of the mechanics backed his van out of the work bay and nearly ploughed into a Citroën. ‘Watch it, you muppet!’

Lady Mary, who’d walked with Natalie to the garage, said reassuringly, ‘Don’t worry, darling – of course you must stay at Mansfield until the car’s ready.’ She tucked her purse under her arm. ‘You’re welcome to join us for lunch.’ She rather liked the idea of having Natalie along when she met Rupert’s new girlfriend.

‘Thank you,’ Natalie said, ‘but I think I’ll pop over to the high street and buy a few things. I’ll meet you back here in–’ she consulted her wristwatch ‘–an hour and a half?’

‘Perfect. I’ll see you then.’ So saying, Lady Locksley strode off to the hotel to meet her son’s new girlfriend with the gleam of combat in her eye.


Chapter 8

The Locksley Arms Tap Room was all but deserted at 11:45 as Gemma and Dominic sat down at the bar to wait for Lady Mary.

‘Whisky for me, mate,’ Dominic told the bartender, ‘and a Bloody Mary for the lady, please.’

‘Make it two Bloody Marys,’ Lady Mary called out as she joined them at the bar. She laid her clutch down and added, ‘A rather appropriate drink, under the circumstances, isn’t it?’

‘Mum!’ Dominic stood to give her a quick embrace and turned to Gemma. ‘Gemma, this is my mother, Lady Mary Locksley. Mum, this is Gemma Astley.’

Gemma smiled and extended her hand – her nails were newly manicured and painted ‘Foxy Fuschia’ to match her suit – to the slim older woman in the elegant tweed suit. ‘It’s nice to meet you, your, erm… ladyship,’ she stammered.

‘Oh, Lady Mary, please! No need to stand completely on ceremony.’ She seated herself on the barstool Dominic held out for her and crossed one slim leg over the other. ‘Have you been waiting long? I thought I was a bit early.’

‘No, we only just got here,’ Dominic answered as the bartender placed their drinks on napkins in front of them. ‘Where’s my father? Getting off some target practice with my picture on the bullseye?’

‘He’s with your brother, overseeing the shearing.’ She stirred the celery stick round in her glass and added, ‘I do wish you’d make a tiny effort not to discuss family matters, Rupert – especially not in front of—’ she paused ‘–outsiders.’

‘Gemma’s not an outsider,’ he snapped.

‘I only meant that she’s not a member of the family,’ his mother responded, unperturbed.

‘It’s okay,’ Gemma said, and laid a quelling hand on Dominic’s arm. She turned to Lady Mary. ‘I know all about Dominic and his dad,’ she informed the older woman. ‘I told Dominic, ‘It’s not right not to get on with your dad. Your family’s everything.’ I convinced him to come here and try and patch things up.’

‘How commendable.’ Lady Mary gave her a chilly smile and turned back to her son. ‘Did you know that Natalie is here?’

‘Natalie Dashwood?’ He set his whisky down abruptly. ‘Here in the hotel – or here in the village?’

‘She’s staying at Mansfield. Her car broke down last night and she needed a telephone.’

‘That’s bad luck,’ Dominic said. ‘Is the car being fixed?’

‘Apparently the part’s been ordered but won’t arrive until Wednesday.’ Lady Mary took a sip of her Bloody Mary and added, ‘I invited her to stay as long as she likes. We adore Natalie, you know,’ she told Gemma airily. ‘She’s a lovely girl. She and Rupert have known each other for yonks, they practically grew up in each other’s pockets—’

‘That was ages ago, Mum.’ Dominic’s voice was low but firm. ‘Nat and I are through.’ He put his arm around Gemma’s shoulders and squeezed her reassuringly. ‘I’m with Gemma now.’

Lady Mary pressed her lips together. ‘Yes, I can see that. Tell me, Miss Astley–’ she turned an enquiring, guileless gaze on the girl ‘–where exactly is your family from?’

‘Essex,’ Gemma said.

‘I would never have guessed,’ her ladyship murmured.

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ Dominic demanded.

‘Oh, nothing,’ his mother said with an arched brow, ‘it’s just common knowledge, isn’t it, that most Essex girls like flashy designer clothes, gaudy jewellery, and fake tans. Of course, Gemma’s nothing like that.’

Dominic locked eyes with his mother, but was spared a reply when the maître d’ appeared.

‘Your table is ready, Lady Locksley.’

‘Thank God,’ Dominic muttered to Gemma as they rose, drinks in hand, and followed the maître d’ and Lady Mary into the dining room.

‘Your mum hates me!’ Gemma hissed in his ear. ‘She thinks I’m a tart who’s after your money.’

Thankfully Dominic was spared a response as the maître d’ – who looked uncannily like Basil Fawlty – seated them in a small, private dining area. ‘Monsieur Heath will not be disturbed by the paparazzi,’ he said with a sniff.

‘Thanks,’ Dominic said. ‘Appreciate it.’ When the maître d’ left, he leaned forward and hissed, ‘Since when did the Locksley Arms become French? Poncey arsehole.’

‘Oh, Rupert, I’ve missed you,’ his mum said with a smile. ‘Now,’ she added briskly as they opened their menus, ‘what shall we have for lunch?’

‘We’re losing money,’ Liam Locksley admitted, his expression glum as Joss Devlin led one of the Cotswold sheep into the shearing shed. ‘It costs more to shear the sheep than we make back in profit on the fleece.’

‘Well, if it’s profit you want,’ Joss said over the hum of the shearers, ‘breed for the meat, not the wool. Cotswold mutton’s the best – even those who don’t like lamb, love it.’

Julia Allchurch wrinkled her pretty nose. ‘And kill all those darling sheep to make roasts and lamb sausages?’ She looked at Liam in dismay. ‘You mustn’t.’

‘They’re sheep, Julia, not pets.’ Liam smiled at her indulgently. ‘You grew up in Warwickshire, just like Joss. You know not to get attached to the animals.’

‘I do,’ she sighed, ‘but I can’t help it. And we only have cattle. Cows are so much less adorable than sheep.’

As she wielded the clippers and sheared the ewe, seventeen-year-old Joss resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Why were boys always so taken in by the prim, ooh-don’t-hurt-the-cute-little-lambs type of girl? She’d never understood it.

Joss sighed. Although the Locksleys had taken her in after her mother died, and although she’d lived at Mansfield since she was six, Joss wasn’t one of them, and she never would be.

She glanced over at Liam as she finished and handed off the shorn sheep’s halter to her brother Rory.

Liam was completely smitten with Julia Allchurch. Too bad his mum was pushing him to marry that awful Bibi Matchington-Alcester. It was plain enough that Liam didn’t love her.

But Bibi was gorgeous, Joss had to admit, in that long-legged, posh-girl way of hers.

Of course – Joss looked down with misgivings at her overalls and moccasins – she wasn’t very appealing at the moment. Julia, on the other hand, was effortlessly perfect. Her hair was dark and glossy, her skin flawless and blooming with health—

Rory called out impatiently, ‘Are you planning on throwing me that fleece anytime today, Joss?’

‘Sorry.’ She tossed the newly shorn fleece over to Rory so he could skirt it, making sure the wool was free of brambles or any other imperfections before he rolled it up, and went to fetch the next sheep from the pen.

‘Who owns the red Maserati?’ Julia asked Liam later that morning. ‘I couldn’t help but notice it when I came over.’

‘It’s my brother’s.’ Liam offered nothing further.

‘Your brother’s?’ Julia echoed, surprised. ‘Do you mean to say Rupert’s come back to Mansfield Hall after eleven years?’

Liam didn’t answer, but a scowl descended on his face and he stalked out of the shed.

Julia, her own face set in determination, followed him and caught at his arm. ‘Liam – tell me what’s going on.’

‘There’s nothing to tell, Julia. He was gone; now he’s back. End of story.’ He made his way over to the low stone wall that ran the length of the drive and sat down.

She sat next to him. ‘But why did he decide to come back? He’s a rock star now, isn’t he? Has he made peace with your father? When can I meet him?’

‘Shit, Julia!’ Liam snapped. ‘You ask more questions than a bloody reporter! I don’t know why he came back. And no, he hasn’t made peace with dad – in fact, quite the opposite. Just because he’s Dominic Heath, he thinks he can swan in here and do what he likes.’

‘Well perhaps,’ Julia ventured, ‘he and your father will finally mend their fences.’

Liam snorted. ‘Don’t count on it. After all, why should he show up after all these years, offer a few words of apology, and be given Mansfield Hall, just because he’s the eldest?’

‘Well,’ Julia said reasonably, ‘as you said, he’s the eldest. He’s next in the line of succession, after all.’

‘But I’m the one who’s spent hours learning about sheep and pasture rotation, not to mention trying to find a way to make this place sustain itself,’ Liam snapped. ‘I’ve poured everything into Mansfield. And now Rupert’s come to take it all away, and he doesn’t even know – or care – about any of it.’

‘Poor Liam.’ Julia put her arms round him and held him close. ‘It really isn’t fair, is it?’

Liam revelled in the feel of Julia’s slender arms around him, and the scent of her hair against his face, and he scarcely dared to breathe. He loved Julia Allchurch, desperately and completely; but she was oblivious.

And unless he could figure a way out of it, he’d end up married to Bibi Matchington-Alcester, the Heiress from Hell, very soon.

‘No,’ he agreed after a moment, relishing Julia’s proximity. ‘It’s not fair at all.’


Chapter 9

 ‘Your lunch, mesdames et monsieur.’

As the waiter set down their plates with a flourish, Lady Mary leaned forward. ‘Rupert, there’s something we need to discuss.’

He bit back a groan and grabbed his glass of Sancerre. After a long, fortifying sip, he said, ‘Are you sure it’s something we can talk about in front of Gemma?’

‘Natalie made a suggestion last night…a very good one, actually. The more thought I’ve given it, the more I think it’s a brilliant idea.’

Dominic popped a piece of roast beef in his mouth. ‘And what’s Nat’s brilliant idea? Do enlighten me.’

‘Don’t speak with your mouth open, Rupert,’ Lady Mary scolded him. ‘Manners still matter. Well, everything’s contingent on getting the proper licence from the council, of course, and persuading your father to agree to the idea—’

‘You can forget it, then,’ Dominic muttered.

‘–but once those requirements are met, Natalie would very much like to hold her wedding reception at Mansfield Hall.’

‘Wedding reception?’ Dominic all but choked on his beef and had to be slapped on the back, rather forcefully, by Gemma. ‘At Mansfield?’

Lady Mary nodded as she speared a piece of lobster. ‘Yes, she wants to marry Rhys Gordon, and Mansfield Hall is her venue of choice.’ She paused. ‘Well? What do you think, darling?’

‘What do I think? I think it’s a bloody mistake, that’s what I think!’ Dominic erupted. ‘If Nat wants to ruin her life by marrying that foul-mouthed twat, let her. But she’s bloody well not doing it at Mansfield bloody Hall!’

And with that, he thrust his chair violently back and stormed out of the dining room.

After lunch, Dominic and Gemma rode up the lift in frosty silence and returned to their hotel room. Gemma, more than a little put out by Dominic’s violent reaction to news of Natalie’s upcoming wedding, refused to speak to him.

As Dominic opened their door, a flood of water and a partially collapsed bedroom ceiling greeted them. ‘Shit!’ he exclaimed. ‘Good thing I didn’t bring the Strat along.’

‘Never mind your guitar,’ Gemma snapped, ‘what about my clothes? They’re ruined!’

And indeed, water had burst from the sprinkler system overhead and had soaked the clothing Gemma had left strewn all over the bed and floor earlier. Her shoes were filled with water, and her handbag was beyond redemption.

There was a discreet knock on the door behind them. ‘Excuse me,’ the bellboy said, ‘but the sprinkler system’s malfunctioned. We’re asking our guests to vacate until we can get the pipes repaired. It might take a couple of days.’

‘Vacate?’ Gemma shrilled, and rounded on him. ‘And where are we to go, exactly? The very least this poxy hotel can do is put us up somewhere else, all expenses paid! And while you’re at it, I want every piece of clothing that your fucking frozen pipes have ruined replaced!’ Then she burst into noisy tears.

Terrified, the bellboy muttered an apology, said he’d look into the matter at once, and fled.

Dominic put his arms around her. ‘It’s okay, babes,’ he soothed her. ‘I’ll buy you new stuff. And we can crash at Mansfield for a couple of days, no problem.’

She pushed him away. ‘Don’t touch me! You made it very clear at lunch today that you’re still in love with Nat, the way you went on about her wedding—’

‘What?’ He stared at her in consternation. ‘I’m not “still in love with Nat”,’ he protested, ‘because I never loved her in the first place! We’re good mates, Nat and I, and that’s all. I just don’t want her getting married at Mansfield, that’s all.’

‘Why not?’ Gemma asked, still unconvinced. ‘If you don’t love her, why do you care if she gets married there?’

‘I can’t stand Rhys Gordon, that’s why. And the feeling’s mutual. But Mum’s got this bee up her arse to start having weddings and things at Mansfield to drum up a bit of cash.’ He frowned. ‘I don’t like it, but she’s right. It makes sense…financially speaking, anyway. But I still hate it.’

She sniffled and allowed him to draw her back in his arms ‘Your mum hates me,’ she said, her voice muffled against his chest. ‘I told you she wouldn’t like me.’

‘She’ll come around, don’t worry. In the meantime–’ he lifted her tear-streaked face and tenderly kissed the tip of her nose ‘–let’s leave this soggy crap behind and go shopping.’

Dominic and Gemma descended on Mansfield Hall late that afternoon with dozens of bags and assorted piles of brand-new luggage in tow.

‘We’ve been shopping,’ Gemma explained as Lady Mary descended the staircase. She hugged Dominic’s arm and smiled at him adoringly. ‘Dominic practically bought out the high street for me.’

‘Yes.’ Lady Mary glanced at the proliferation of bags in their hands with disapproval. ‘I can see that.’

‘The pipes burst at the hotel,’ Dominic informed her. ‘Ruined our stuff, and we’ve been thrown out until the problem’s fixed. You won’t mind,’ he added with a gleam of challenge in his eye, ‘if we pitch up here for a day or two, will you?’

‘No,’ his mum said stiffly. ‘We’ll sort out your rooms later. Leave your things here for now and join us for drinks in the drawing room.’ She produced a tight smile and went off to inform Mrs Sutton – and Charles, who would not be pleased – that there would be two extra for dinner. And possibly for breakfast, as well…

Lady Mary had no sooner disappeared through the baize door leading to the kitchen when Liam arrived, along with an attractive young woman, and a young man and a teenage girl, both wearing overalls.

Liam eyed Dominic. ‘I thought you’d gone back to London.’

‘Sorry, but I’m not going anywhere.’ Dominic met his brother’s glare. ‘We’re crashing here for a day or two. We’ve been put out of the Locksley Arms.’

‘And why’s that?’ Liam asked. ‘Acting the rock star, were you? Throwing TVs out the window, smashing up your room?’

‘The pipes burst,’ Gemma told him coolly. ‘Throwing TVs out of windows and smashing up rooms seems more your style.’

Liam’s scowl deepened, but he made no reply.

Dominic extended his hand to the young brunette woman standing uncertainly next to Liam and introduced himself.

‘Hullo, I’m Rupert Locksley, eldest brother and resident black sheep of the family. Thought I’d do the honours, since Liam seems to have forgotten his manners,’ Dominic added.

‘Julia Allchurch,’ Julia replied, charmed. She turned to the young man and woman. ‘This is Joss and Rory Devlin. They just sheared 200 sheep. And an amazing job they did, too.’

‘I’m sure,’ Gemma murmured, aware as she clasped Rory’s hand of the smell of woolly damp emanating from him. His eyes, dark with amusement, met hers, and she was sure he read her thoughts.

Joss pulled a burr out of her long blonde braid. ‘I’ll run up and change before dinner. I’m not fit company in these overalls. C’mon, Rory. You can change in my room.’

‘You both live here at Mansfield?’ Dominic asked, puzzled.

Rory shook his head. ‘Joss does. I live in Rose Cottage with my dad. I’m saving up for a farm of my own.’

‘Lady Mary took me in after our mum died,’ Joss explained. ‘Dad could barely cope with three boys, much less a six-year-old girl. So…I stayed here.’

‘It must’ve been after I left,’ Dominic said.

Joss nodded. ‘Your mother’s been very kind to me.’

Dominic’s mobile phone rang and he excused himself to take the call. ‘Yeah, Max, what is it?’ he asked his agent with a trace of impatience. ‘We’re just about to go in to dinner.’

‘Sorry,’ Max replied, ‘but it’s important. Bit of bad news, I’m afraid.’

Dominic frowned and stayed behind as the others drifted off to the drawing room. ‘What’s happened?’

‘You know your nice, lucrative contract with Maison Laroche, the one that keeps you in Maseratis and ’57 Strats?’

‘What about it?’

‘It’s over, Dominic. They’ve dropped the campaign for their men’s cologne, Dissolute. And they’ve dropped you, as well.’


Chapter 10

 ‘What?’ Dominic erupted. ‘You can’t mean it! Those ads bring in a shedload of cash, Max – not just for me, but for Maison Laroche! Why’ve they dropped the campaign?’

‘Well, there’s a couple of reasons,’ Max said carefully. ‘There’s a lot of negative publicity because of Klaus—’

‘Klaus,’ Dominic said contemptuously. ‘I can’t stand that snooty German arse—’

‘–so they’ve decided to pull the ads. They might, er…retool them, later.’

‘Oh.’ Mollified, Dominic noticed a stain on the coffered ceiling overhead. It was shaped exactly like Gemma’s bum. ‘So they’ll probably need me for some new ads, later on. Right?’

There was a lengthy pause. ‘Well, as to that—’

‘Are you coming, Dominic?’ Gemma asked as she returned to the foyer. ‘We’re going in to dinner now.’

‘Yeah, okay, babes.’ Dominic said goodbye to Max and rang off.

The dining room table, which seated thirty, easily accommodated nine that evening. Lord and Lady Locksley sat at either end, with their guests ranged along each side of the table. The tall, mullioned windows reflected sullen skies as they took their seats, and the wind quickened and whipped at the branches.

‘Looks like we’re in for a nasty storm,’ Rory observed. ‘Good thing we finished up the shearing.’

Charles frowned. ‘As to that, I think one of the ewes is taking ill. She didn’t eat much and seemed a bit listless.’

‘I’d suggest you call the vet tomorrow if she doesn’t improve,’ Rory suggested.

‘Well!’ Lady Mary interjected a shade too brightly. ‘Isn’t this lovely, Charles? We’ve got all our family here tonight.’

Lord Locksley glowered down the table at Dominic and muttered something unintelligible into his salade frisée.

‘It’s lovely to be here,’ Natalie offered, ‘and it’s really lovely to see Dominic and Gemma again. London’s such a big place, and we’re all so busy that we rarely see each other.’

‘I got the most fabulous pair of shoes today, Nat,’ Gemma told her. ‘Black satin pumps.’

‘Ooh – not Louboutins?’

Gemma snorted. ‘On my salary? You must be joking! No, but they’re still gorgeous. Come upstairs after dinner and I’ll show you.’

‘I’d like that.’

‘And I’d like to make a toast.’ Lady Mary raised her glass of Montrachet and smiled at Dominic. ‘To Rupert, for making us a family again… Welcome home, darling.’

Liam snorted. ‘Arsehole,’ he muttered, but only Dominic – seated across the table – heard him.

‘Thanks, Mum.’ Dominic ignored his brother and sipped his wine to a chorus of ‘hear, hears’. He nearly choked. The bottle must’ve come from deep in the recesses of the family wine cellar – the Montrachet tasted like vinegar chased with cobwebs. He’d had cooking sherry that tasted better than this swill.

‘Thanks for letting us stay here, Lady Mary,’ Gemma said as she set her glass aside and admired the Georgian chandelier and hand-painted wallpaper. ‘This is a fabulous old house.’

‘Thank you,’ Lady Mary replied. ‘Mansfield may not be Grade 1 listed, but it has an intriguing history nonetheless.’

Gemma leaned forward, fascinated. ‘Oh?’

‘Don’t encourage her,’ Liam warned. ‘She’ll go on all night about ghosts and Elizabethan courtiers and Lady Eleanora.’

‘Mansfield has ghosts?’ Gemma squealed in delight. ‘Right, you’ve got to tell us about them, Lady Mary.’

Natalie, seated next to Dominic, touched his arm. ‘D’you remember the time you lit the bonfire for Guy Fawkes, and it refused to catch? It kept going out.’

‘Wet wood tends to do that,’ Liam pointed out. ‘My twit of a brother doesn’t know how to lay a proper fire.’

‘I know how to lay a fire,’ Dominic retorted. ‘The wood was as dry as melba toast. Something – or someone – didn’t want that fire to stay lit.’

‘Who, then? Guy Fawkes?’ Liam scoffed.

‘No,’ Julia said, and leaned forward with an impish smile. ‘It was obviously the Bride in Black.’

‘The Bride in Black?’ Gemma echoed, her expression avid.

‘She’s our resident ghost,’ Lady Mary explained, enjoying their attention. ‘Lady Eleanora was engaged to a young Prussian officer, Captain von Graf. The two had never met; so when the wedding day neared, there was great excitement here at Mansfield as the bride and her family awaited the groom’s arrival.

‘The house was filled with flowers and the table was laid with a feast. But time passed, the fires sank down to embers, and the captain hadn’t arrived. Late that evening, a horseman galloped up and broke the news to the family that Captain von Graf and his party had been ambushed, attacked by robbers in a mountain pass. Von Graf was killed.’

‘How awful,’ Gemma murmured, stricken. ‘Poor Eleanora.’

‘What happened to her?’ Rory wondered.

‘She was terribly distraught, of course,’ Lady Mary replied, ‘and changed from her wedding dress into mourning clothes. She wore only mourning for the rest of her life.’

‘But why would Eleanora want to put out the bonfire?’ Gemma asked Julia, confused. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘I can answer that,’ Joss chimed in. ‘They say she stood watch every night at her window with a candle, waiting for her groom to return.’ She paused. ‘One evening, her sleeve caught the candle flame. Servants heard her screams and managed to douse the fire before it engulfed the bedroom, but it was too late. Eleanora died.’

Just then, a rumble of thunder ruptured the sky, followed by an ear-splitting crack of lightning, and as rain began to pelt against the windows, the lights flickered and went out.

Gemma let out a shriek and clutched Dominic’s arm, petrified.

Liam laughed. ‘Eleanora’s showing off tonight.’

Lord Locksley stood. ‘There’s no need to panic, Miss Astley, we lose power quite often.’ He fixed a cold eye on his younger son. ‘Come with me to fetch the candelabra, Liam, and stop trying to frighten our guests.’

Chastened, Liam rose and followed his father out. Ten minutes later they returned with a pair of candelabras and set one at either end of the table. Soon the warm glow of candlelight held the darkness at bay.

‘I’m afraid the drive is blocked by a tree,’ Lord Locksley informed them as he returned to his seat. ‘That last lightning strike must’ve taken it down.’

‘Shit,’ Dominic exclaimed, and made his way to one of the windows. ‘I hope my car isn’t smashed.’ Especially since he didn’t know when he might be able to afford another…

Liam joined his brother at the window. ‘Your car’s fine.’ He surveyed the giant oak blocking the drive. ‘But Dad’s right. No one’s going anywhere tonight.’

‘Not to worry,’ Lady Mary said briskly, ‘we’ve plenty of room to accommodate you all. Mrs Sutton will make up a few extra beds in the guest wing.’ She smiled expectantly at Charles. ‘This is rather fun, isn’t it?’

He grunted and poured himself another glass of wine.

Dominic couldn’t help but notice that his father hadn’t addressed a word to him. No surprise there, he supposed. He waited as Mrs Sutton trundled in with a large tureen – this one containing soup, he hoped, and not rainwater – and a basket of rolls.

Crikey, if you harnessed all the rampant sexual undercurrents racing round the table, they’d be strong enough to power the entire house. Liam couldn’t take his eyes off of Julia; Joss toyed with her food and mooned over Liam; and Rory, Dominic noted with irritation, was deep in conversation with Gemma about the spring lambing season.

‘Your hands are so soft!’ she was saying to Rory in awe. ‘Do you use a special hand cream?’

 ‘Nope,’ he said, and smiled. ‘It’s the lanolin from the wool. Keeps my skin soft as a baby’s.’

‘I keep telling him we ought to bottle it up,’ Joss joked. ‘We’d make a fortune on the high street.’

Natalie leaned forward. ‘Dominic,’ she said in a low voice, ‘Rhys and I are getting married soon, and I’d love to hold the wedding here at Mansfield. I know you told your mum no,’ she hastened to add as she saw a mulish look descend on his face, ‘but it’d be perfect. And it’d mean so much to me.’ She played her last, most important card. ‘And we’ll pay whatever you like.’

Dominic hated the thought of Nat marrying Gordon here at Mansfield Hall. He and Rhys despised each other, and had done from the first time they’d met.

But he had to be realistic. Losing the Dissolute contract, even temporarily, would cost him a lot of money. Playing host to weddings, film crews, pheasant shoots and rock festivals was exactly what Mansfield needed – a way to keep the estate in the family, and keep it in better nick for future generations.

He did a quick mental calculation. The fee for one wedding reception alone would cover the cost of a new boiler and replacement of the crumbling Robert Adam ceiling…

‘Okay,’ Dominic said, grudgingly. ‘If my parents agree, I don’t see why you and that twit Rhys can’t get married here.’

Lady Mary’s laser-like gaze settled on the two of them. ‘What’s that, darling?’

‘Nat wants to get married here at Mansfield. If it’s all right with you lot–’ he didn’t look at his father or Liam ‘–it’s all right with me. Now, if you’ll excuse me,’ he said as he stood and tossed his napkin down, ‘I’m not hungry. Goodnight.’

And with a face like one of the thunderclouds outside the windows, Dominic left the dining room and disappeared into the blackness of the hallway.


Chapter 11

‘Dom, wait!’ Gemma, panicked at the thought of traversing those dark, shadowy halls to find her way alone up to their room, pushed her chair back. The story of Lady Eleanora and her bridegroom had unnerved her more than she’d realized.

But Dominic was gone.

‘Don’t worry,’ Rory reassured her, ‘I’ll be happy to take you upstairs.’ He laid his hand reassuringly atop hers.

Gemma sank back in her seat. ‘Thanks.’ Bloody Dominic. She glanced at Rory, who smiled back at her. Joss’ older brother was actually quite attractive, once you got past the sheep farmer thing…

‘I think I’ll call it a night as well.’ Natalie thanked Lady Mary and Charles once again for their hospitality and stood up. ‘It’s been a long day. Goodnight, everyone.’

The others rose as well, and as Charles and Lady Mary led the way with candelabras in hand, they made their way across the hall and up the stairs to their rooms, and bed.

The storm continued unabated until sometime after midnight. Dominic found sleep impossible. He didn’t know if it was the narrowness of his old twin bed, or the wind whistling round the corner, or the fact that Gemma was once again pissed off at him.

She’d told him in no uncertain terms that she preferred to sleep alone and that he could spend the night ‘dreaming of Natalie’. Then she’d walked down the hall with Rory, giggling at his jokes like a schoolgirl, until they turned the corner.

Dominic scowled. Gemma was probably sharing that sheep farmer’s bed, right this very minute. He threw back the covers and got up. There was no way he’d sleep now; he’d make his way back downstairs and find the kitchen.

He needed a big bowl of Cocoa Pops and a think.

Natalie couldn’t get warm. She’d forgotten how cold these old houses were at night, particularly when there was no power and not nearly enough blankets. She missed Rhys. She’d gotten used to the warm expanse of his back against hers at night, and she missed the smell of him in her pillows and blankets.

She looked forward to their wedding. Although she’d kept her flat, she spent most of her time at Rhys’s house on Endell Street, choosing curtains and rugs and fairy lights for the terrace. Rhys found her domesticity amusing.

It must be the result, Natalie decided as she threw back the covers, of those years spent with Dominic, living out of a tour bus and never having a place to really call her own.

She wanted to make Rhys’s house into a home…their home.

Natalie groped amongst the bedcovers for her robe and slipped it on. What she needed was a nice warm cup of cocoa and a good book. There were thousands of books in the library; surely somewhere amongst the treatises on history and dusty first editions she’d find a mystery novel, or a Jilly Cooper, or perhaps a book about Lady Eleanora Locksley…

No, scratch that, Natalie decided hastily. She wanted a dull, anodyne book to help her drift off to sleep, not one that would keep her up half the night, biting back a shriek every time a floorboard creaked or a branch tapped against her window.

But first, she decided as she took up the candle Lady Mary had left flickering by her bedside, she’d go downstairs to the kitchen and fix herself a lovely mug of hot cocoa.

Dominic took down the box of Cocoa Pops and rummaged until he found a mixing bowl, then dumped half the box of cereal in. After adding a generous splash of milk, most of which ended up on the counter, he settled himself at one end of the trestle table and began, morosely, to eat.

He didn’t hear Natalie come into the kitchen over the crunching of his cereal.

‘Dominic?’

He let out a startled yelp and flung his spoon and bowl aside. Milk and cereal exploded across the counter. ‘Nat?’ he exclaimed as he stood up, wild-eyed. ‘What the fuck are you trying to do? I nearly choked on my Cocoa Pops!’

‘Sorry.’ She bit back a laugh. With his hair sticking up and milk dribbling down his chin, he looked adorably ridiculous. ‘I thought you didn’t eat sugary cereals any more.’

‘I don’t, normally.’ He retrieved his bowl and spoon with a scowl and sat back down. ‘But I couldn’t sleep, and cereal seemed like the only thing that might help.’

‘Comfort food, you mean.’ Natalie nodded and made her way to the Aga. ‘I’m craving some hot cocoa myself. Want some?’

‘Sure.’ He retrieved his bowl and spooned up some Cocoa Pops – getting a bit soggy already – and eyed her curiously. ‘Why can’t you sleep? Missing Rhys, are you?’

‘Yes, I am.’ She found a pot and set it down on the hob. ‘This is the longest we’ve ever been apart. And I think your mother’s ghost story unsettled me a bit.’

‘All that Lady Eleanora stuff?’ he asked, and raised his brow. ‘That’s a bunch of bollocks. Mum just trots it out to entertain guests.’

‘You mean it’s not true?’

‘Some of it,’ Dominic conceded. ‘The man she was supposed to marry did die, and she went into mourning. But the rest of it’s a load of crap.’

When the cocoa was ready, Natalie set two mugs down on the table and sat across from Dominic. ‘So why can’t you sleep?’

He pushed his bowl away. ‘I had a fight with Gemma. But that’s nothing new.’

‘I thought you two were getting along.’

‘We were…until we came here. Fucking mistake.’

‘It’s your mum, isn’t it?’ Nat said sympathetically. ‘She doesn’t like Gemma. I’m sure she will do, eventually.’

‘How do you know she doesn’t like Gemma? Did she say something to you?’

‘Oh, erm – woman’s intuition, I suppose. Your mother wants what all mums want – for her children to be happy.’

‘I am happy,’ Dominic retorted. ‘At least I was until I came here. Mum always liked you,’ he added, and took a sip of cocoa. ‘I think she’s disappointed you and I didn’t work out.’

Natalie wrapped her hands around the warm mug. ‘Do you remember that awful little dog you used to have? He hated me.’

‘Tommy!’ Dominic grinned. ‘Yeah, he was a real bastard, that dog. He hated everyone but me. He dug holes everywhere, and no one cared until dad turned his ankle on one during a grouse shoot. His shot went wide and nearly took out the vicar. The old man was furious.’

‘Dominic,’ Natalie ventured hesitantly, ‘you don’t mind if Rhys and I get married here, do you? I mean, if it really bothers you, we’ll find somewhere else—’

‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ He shoved back his chair and returned his bowl and spoon to the sink. ‘That was ages ago, Nat.’ He deposited his dishes in the sink and turned to face her. ‘If it’s Rhys you want, that’s good enough for me.’

‘Thanks,’ Natalie murmured. ‘Sometimes I think that you’re a tiny bit…conflicted. About us.’

‘Conflicted?’ he echoed, and laughed. His smile faded. ‘The truth is, I miss the way things were back then, that’s all. Before my father and I had our falling out.’

‘What happened between you two? I always wondered.’

He shrugged. ‘We didn’t see eye to eye. We never will. Listen, Nat, I love Gemma,’ Dominic added, his words firm, ‘and she loves me. We’ll probably be the next ones to get married here at Mansfield. So don’t worry about me, okay? I’m fine. I couldn’t be better, really.’

And as Natalie stood to say goodnight, and brushed her lips against his cheek, Dominic wondered who he was trying to convince with his protestations.

Natalie?

Or himself?

Dominic didn’t follow Natalie upstairs to bed. Instead he made his way to his father’s study, where he knew the old man kept a bottle of Glenfidditch on the shelf.

Ah, there it was, and nearly full, too. Dominic grabbed a glass and poured in a generous measure of whisky and a splash of water – ‘waking the serpent’, the Scots called it – and decided he deserved a dram or two before bed.

He glowered as he sat back in his father’s leather-tufted desk chair. Gemma didn’t know fuck all about what was on his mind, and she plainly didn’t care. All she wanted was stuff – shiny, expensive stuff, like a greedy crow attracted by shiny objects – and he was her means of acquiring said stuff. Well, he was bloody fucking tired of it.

She could have Rory the sheep farmer, they could live in sheep shit up to their arses, and be damned to them both.

Dominic knocked back the rest of the whisky and got up to pour another. Why stop now? As the familiar and comforting warmth spread through him, he paused before the family photographs ranged on a side table and studied them. There was a wedding picture of mum and dad, looking young and glamorous, and childhood snaps of himself and Liam; but there wasn’t one recent photograph of Dominic to be seen.

Of course not, he reflected. No one wants a picture of the black sheep to mar the perfection of the Happy Family on display…

Dominic turned away, stumbling slightly as the second glass of whisky took effect, and paused as his eye caught sight of a photograph half-hidden well behind the others.

It was a picture of himself, wearing a tux, conversing with the queen after his benefit performance for the Save the Children foundation two years ago.

Bemused, Dominic reached out to pick up the framed photo. He turned it over, and on the back someone had scrawled the date and the words ‘my eldest son Rupert meets the queen’.

Shit. Either his brain was really fogged with whisky, or his old man had framed and kept this picture of Dominic right alongside the rest of the family snaps…

…almost as if he were proud of his oldest son.

Amazing. Fucking amazing.

Dominic, pleasantly buzzed with whisky and sentiment, set his glass aside and made his unsteady way out of the study and back up the stairs to (1) ponder this amazing discovery, and (2) find his bed.


Chapter 12

Gemma’s body was warm against his when Dominic woke. He flung an arm over her and moved closer, burying his face in her neck as he breathed in her scent. She must’ve slipped into his room at some point in the night. He smiled sleepily. She couldn’t resist him. Always up for it, Gemma was…

He leaned over and whispered something filthy in her ear.

With a gasp of fright, Natalie Dashwood flew up, the covers clutched to her chest. ‘Dominic! Oh my God! Get off me! What the fuck do you think you’re doing?’

He blinked in confusion and withdrew his arm. ‘Nat? I thought you were Gemma. What the hell are you doing in my bed?’

Natalie regarded him in outrage. ‘I’m not in your bed, you lecherous perv – you’re in mine!’

‘What?’ Dominic pushed himself up on one elbow and looked blearily around the room. Knickers and fashion magazines were scattered everywhere, and the bed he’d thought was his was instead a canopied double bed dressed in flowery yellow chintz.

‘Shit! I must’ve made a wrong turn at the top of the stairs… I’ve got to get out of here before someone sees me.’ He shoved the covers back and stood, clad only in a pair of tiny black stretch briefs that left little to the imagination.

Natalie groaned and covered her eyes. ‘Oh, crikey…just go, Dominic, please! I’d die if anyone thought you and I actually spent the night together!’

Dominic paused with his hand on the doorknob. ‘Why?’ he asked, indignant. ‘I’ve never had any complaints, and I’ve been with plenty of women. And you were one of ’em! You needn’t take on so—’

‘Just go!’ Natalie hissed. ‘Out, now!’

With a scowl, Dominic flung the door open to leave…

… and came face to face with Gemma, fully dressed, her hand upraised to knock on Natalie’s door.

She blinked. ‘Dominic?’

‘Gemma!’

Her eyes narrowed and her mouth thinned into a grim line. ‘What are you doing in Natalie’s room, Dominic?’

‘It’s a mistake,’ he began, ‘silly, really. I took a wrong turn at the top of the stairs—’

‘And you expect me to believe that? Did you also mistakenly crawl into bed in your underwear with Nat?’

He glanced down at his (admittedly very brief) briefs with misgivings. ‘I was drunk, babes. I climbed into bed and I thought Nat was you–’

‘–because in the dark, we all look the same?’ she snapped. Her eyes were fiery green slits as she slapped him.

‘Shit, babes!’ Dominic rubbed at his cheek. ‘That hurt!’

‘It was meant to, you oversexed yob.’

Natalie appeared behind Dominic as she hastily flung a dressing gown on. ‘Dom told you the truth, Gemma. He had a bit too much to drink last night and he wandered in here by mistake. Nothing happened. I didn’t even realize he was here until this morning.’

‘Right. Not until after your all-night shag-fest was over.’

Nat gasped, outraged. ‘That’s ridiculous! I wouldn’t have sex with Dominic again if he were the last man in London!’

‘Well, thanks for that,’ Dom said, insulted.

‘I’ve heard enough,’ Gemma bit off. ‘You and Dominic are welcome to each another. I’m leaving Mansfield Hall in the morning.’

So saying, she turned on her heel and stalked off in high dudgeon down the hall.

After breakfast, armed with chainsaws, Dominic, Liam, Rory, and Charles went outside to cut the tree blocking the drive into manageable pieces. Dominic, his cheek still red from Gemma’s slap, dragged several branches aside to toss on the growing pile of firewood on the lawn. He looked up to see a red Triumph Spitfire convertible roar up the drive and screech to a halt.

‘Good morning,’ Bibi called out as she emerged, one long leg at a time, from the car. ‘Did you get through the storm unscathed?’

Liam nodded. ‘We did, but this tree wasn’t so lucky.’

She gave the tree nary a glance as she drew him aside. ‘Do you have a moment? Might we talk?’

Oh, shit. ‘Talk about what?’ Liam hedged. ‘I’m a bit busy just now—’

‘It’s about us,’ she said calmly, ‘and our mothers’ expectations that you and I will announce our engagement soon.’

‘Oh. That.’

She let out a musical peal of laughter. ‘Yes, that. Truth be told, Liam, as much as I like you – you’re a handsome, darling boy – I’ve no more wish to marry you than you have to marry me.’

‘You…you don’t?’ Liam stared at her in astonished consternation. ‘But all this time, I thought—’

‘You thought I was madly in love with you.’ She glanced over his shoulder with a distracted smile. ‘Sorry, but I’m not. I’ve…met someone else.’

‘Nice convertible,’ Dominic said as he joined them, looking eyeing the Spitfire in admiration. ‘A Mark IV, isn’t it?’

‘Right you are,’ Bibi said, amused. She knew from poring over old issues of NME and FHM that Dominic loved sports cars. It was a bit of a cliché, bonding with a man over a car, but whatever worked… ‘Fancy a ride?’

‘I’d love to,’ Dominic replied, ‘but I can’t. I’m helping to clear the drive so everyone can go home.’

‘I’m sure,’ Gemma said icily behind him, ‘that no one will object if you go. Except perhaps Nat,’ she added, ‘after your wild shag-a-thon together last night. I’m leaving just as soon as the drive’s clear.’

Dominic turned. Gemma, a Vuitton duffle at her feet and a couple of bags in hand, stood at the bottom of the front steps. ‘Where are you going?’ he challenged her with a scowl. ‘And who’s taking you there?’

‘Back to the hotel,’ she informed him. ‘They’ve re-opened. And Rory’s very kindly offered to take me.’

Dominic cast Rory, who was helping Liam cut up the tree, a look that could melt plastic. ‘He’s a regular fucking prince.’

Gemma’s smile was cool. ‘Jealous, much?’

Bibi eyed the auburn-haired girl with interest. She knew from her recent perusal of the tabloids that Gemma Astley was the latest in a long line of Dominic’s girlfriends.

‘Why should Rupert be jealous?’ she enquired as she slipped her arm through his. ‘He’s got me to entertain him, now.’

Gemma bristled. ‘Who are you?’

‘This is Beebs,’ Dominic said. ‘Bibi Matchington-Alcester, of the Warwickshire Matchington-Alcesters. Beebs, this is Gemma Astley, of Essex. She’s my–’ he paused ‘–ex-girlfriend.’

‘You’ve got that right,’ Gemma retorted. ‘You arsehole.’

Dominic smiled at Bibi. ‘Let’s go for a spin and find a pub somewhere and have some lunch…or a drink. Or both.’

‘What a fabulous idea,’ Bibi purred, and cast Gemma a look of smug triumph. ‘You and Rory have fun, Jemima.’

‘It’s Gemma. And you can bet we will,’ Gemma assured her tightly.

‘What happened?’ Liam asked Dominic as Gemma stalked past them to climb into Rory’s battered Land Rover. ‘Threw you over for a sheep farmer, did she?’

‘Come on, Beebs,’ Dominic said, ignoring Liam, ‘let’s get out of here before I give my brother a taste of his own medicine and clock him right in the mouth.’

After lunch and a couple of pints at the Dog and Cock, Dominic’s mood was much improved. Bibi was good company, fun and full of local gossip. And she matched him drink for drink.

‘I think I’m in love,’ Dominic confessed, and grinned as he finished his second Bombardier. ‘You can hold your drink, you drive a classic car, you’re not half bad to look at, and you don’t natter on all day about Prada and Commes des Garçons.’

‘I’m the perfect woman,’ she agreed, amused.

‘You are! You know, when I first met you, that day in the garden,’ he confided, leaning towards her over the table, ‘I thought you had a stick up your arse. But you’re all right.’ He laid his hand atop hers. ‘Why don’t we get out of here and—’

‘It’s him! Oh my GOD! It’s really him!’

A pair of teenage girls, camera phones and pens in hand, appeared, their eyes dancing with excitement. ‘Can we have your autograph?’ the blonde one squealed. ‘And a couple of snaps?’

‘I haven’t any paper,’ Dominic retorted. ‘Sorry.’

‘Here,’ the dark-haired girl said, and reached out to snatch up his napkin and thrust out her pen, ‘you can use this!’

‘That’s my bloody napkin!’ he protested. ‘Why don’t you run along home like good girls, and let me carry on drinking–’

‘Of course Dominic will sign his autograph for you,’ Bibi said, and nudged his foot under the table. ‘And he’ll be happy to pose for a snap.’

‘Dominic?’ the girl echoed. Her face fell as she turned to face him. ‘You mean…you’re not Oli Sykes?’

Dominic scowled. ‘No, I’m not! Who the hell is he?’

‘He’s…oh, never mind. Thanks anyways.’

So saying, the two girls backed away from the table, then turned and fled, giggling, to the door.

Dominic met Bibi’s eyes in bewilderment. ‘They didn’t want my autograph, Beebs! They thought I was some bloke named Oli. What the hell kind of a name is that, anyway?’

‘They’re just kids,’ she soothed him. ‘They’re a different generation to yours, that’s all.’

‘Is that a polite way of saying I’m old?’ He pushed his chair back with a scowl. ‘Right, then, let’s go, before the old age home realizes I missed the basket-weaving class.’

‘Oh, stop it, Dominic. You’re not old.’

‘But those girls didn’t know who I was!’

‘Well, you can’t have it both ways,’ Bibi observed. ‘First you complained when they recognized you, then you complained when they didn’t. How terribly vieux chapeau it must be, being sought after by women everywhere you go.’

Dominic sank back into his chair. ‘I don’t speak French, Beebs, but I’ll tell you what – it gets old! It’s not easy being famous. It’s a pain in the arse most times.’

‘Poor you,’ Bibi said dryly. ‘Fame. Fortune. Free swag.’

‘All right, point taken,’ Dominic said, and reached for his wallet. ‘I’ll just settle the bill before we go—’

‘It’s been sorted,’ Bibi pronounced, and took his arm. ‘I’ve put it on my tab. Now, let’s head to Cirencester. I need to get some lamb sausages at the butcher’s. Mummy loves them.’

‘You know, Beebs,’ Dominic admitted as he settled in the Spitfire next to her, ‘it’s nice to be with a girl who takes charge…and who’s got her own cash, too. No need to worry that you’re only after me for my money.’

‘No,’ she agreed, amused. ‘After all, since that day in the rose garden, I only want you for one thing…’ she paused, and glanced oh-so-briefly at his crotch.

‘Oh? What’s that?’ Dominic asked, feigning ignorance.

Bibi said demurely, ‘Your title, of course.’

He guffawed. ‘Yeah, I can see you’re quite taken with my title.’ He sighed. ‘Seriously, though, unless I reach a truce with my father, I won’t have a title, or Mansfield. Liam will get the lot. And I won’t have any cash, either,’ Dominic added glumly, ‘if I don’t land another endorsement soon.’

‘Don’t worry, Rupert,’ Bibi assured him as she shifted gears and flew around a Ford Transit van, ‘everything will work out very nicely for you.’ She smiled over at him and laid her hand lightly on his thigh. ‘I intend to make sure of it.’


Chapter 13

It was late that evening when Dominic returned to Mansfield Hall. He paused on the doorstep to watch as Bibi’s Spitfire roared away down the drive, its taillights vanishing into the darkness. The power was restored, he noted as he let himself in, and his family must all have gone up to bed already.

He hesitated. A light was on in his father’s study. Dominic, mellowed by lager and a relaxing afternoon spent in Bibi’s company, decided to wander in and have a chin-wag with his father. Might as well beard the lion in his den, he decided. No time like the present…

Lord Locksley sat in a wing chair flanking the fireplace, one leg crossed over the other, a bit of argyle sock showing; his attention was focused on a book in his lap. He didn’t look up as Dominic entered, so absorbed was he in his reading.

‘Dad?’ Dominic said tentatively. ‘I thought we might talk for a moment.’

His father looked up with a frown. He removed his glasses and set them aside with a deliberate motion. ‘Talk? What could you and I possibly have to talk about?’

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Dominic said, and shrugged. ‘We could talk about Arsenal’s new forward, if you like, or the collapse of the Greek economy. Or maybe we could talk about the reason why you hate me.’

‘I don’t hate you, Rupert. “Hate” is a dramatic overstatement. What you do – or don’t do – simply doesn’t signify one way or the other.’

Dominic raised his brow. ‘That’s probably the first honest thing you’ve ever said to me.’ He walked to a Regency side table crowded with family photographs and withdrew the picture of himself with the queen. He thrust it at his father. ‘What about this? You must have at least a smidgen of feeling for me, a tiny bit of paternal pride, to keep this picture on the table.’

Charles took the framed photograph and glanced at it, his face expressionless, then handed it back to his son. ‘I’m very sorry, Rupert, but I regret to say that this picture must have been put there by your mother. It wasn’t me.’

Dominic felt the tiny flare of hope that he and his father might manage to somehow reconnect flicker and die out. ‘Of course it was. How stupid of me to think otherwise.’

‘You’re drunk,’ Charles observed as he retrieved his glasses and thrust them back on. ‘I suggest you go upstairs to bed and sleep it off. After which I recommend you pack your bags and return post haste to your dissolute life in London.’

Without further comment, Lord Locksley picked up his book and resumed reading A Treatise on the Battle of Culloden.

‘Right.’ Dominic nodded slowly at his non-attentive parent and returned his picture to the table. ‘I might do that. Return to London, that is. Or I might not. But you know, Dad–’ he paused halfway to the door ‘–at least you spoke to me. You actually talked to me. So that’s progress of a sort, isn’t it?’

Not getting – or expecting – an answer, Dominic left the study and made his way down the hall and stumbled up the stairs to his room, and oblivion.

On Wednesday morning, Gemma finished packing and regarded the pile of luggage waiting beside the hotel room door with satisfaction. She’d presented the staff with a bill for her ruined, waterlogged clothes, which they’d promised to replace.

At least Dominic had bought her new things during their high street shopping spree the other day. She smiled. It’d been a giggle, with Dominic kitted out in full rock star regalia – tinted aviators, snakeskin trousers – especially when he’d gone with her into the dressing room and pretended to have sex with her behind the curtain.

She’d never forget the staff’s po-faced expressions when they’d emerged to make their purchases.

Gemma sighed. The truth was, she missed Dominic. He might be an inconsiderate, self-centred knob, but no one was more fun, or more generous. And while Rory was handsome and funny and down to earth, he wasn’t Dominic.

Gemma glanced at her wristwatch in irritation. Where the hell was room service? She’d ordered breakfast an hour ago—

There was a discreet knock on the door.

‘About bloody time,’ Gemma snapped as she strode across the carpet and flung the door open. ‘I was ready to get a fork and eat the room-service menu—’

A tallish man dressed in jeans and a faded T-shirt stood before her. Sunglasses hid his eyes. He might once have been handsome, with his red-gold hair and roguish smile, but his face had gone podgy with middle-age and his stomach strained his T-shirt.

‘Sorry, darlin’,’ he said contritely, ‘but I don’t exactly look like room service, do I?’

‘Who are you? Who let you up here?’ Gemma demanded. ‘I’m having a word with the front desk, I am! I don’t know what you’re selling, but I’m not buying.’ And she moved to shut the door.

He blocked it with his arm. ‘Don’t do that, love. You’ll want to hear what I have to say, I think.’

Gemma stared at him, outraged. ‘You have a nerve! You’re one of the paps, aren’t you? Well, there’s no story here. Get out before I call hotel security.’

He removed his sunglasses. ‘And what’ll you tell them, eh? That you gave your old dad the toss?’

Gemma blinked at him in consternation. ‘What? Dad? How…how did you find me?’ she sputtered.

‘All I have to do to keep up with you is read the tabs. You were papped leaving the Locksley Arms with Dominic Heath just the other day.’

She glared at him. ‘How did you find my room?’

‘Walked past the front desk like I was a payin’ guest. It worked a treat. Then I knocked on every door until I found you.’

‘What do you want? You walked out of my life – and mum’s – ten years ago.’

He looked hurt. ‘Not by choice, pet. Me and your mum weren’t seeing eye to eye, like. But let’s not get into all that out here,’ he added as a couple walked past and eyed them curiously. ‘Let me come in, and I’ll fill you in, answer any questions you’ve got.’

She narrowed her eyes. ‘What makes you think I’ve got any questions?’

‘I think you’ve got plenty of questions. Whether you admit it or not.’ He smiled at her in admiration. ‘You’ve grown up, Gemma. You make your old dad proud. Now,’ he added amiably as he brushed past her into the hotel room, ‘I’m a bit peckish. You don’t mind if I join you for a bite of that breakfast, love, do you?’

Dominic regarded the kippers and eggs on his plate with mild revulsion. While kippers and eggs were ordinarily his favourite breakfast, this morning – after all the lagers and whiskies he’d downed yesterday – the appeal escaped him. He thrust his plate away and reached for a slice of dry toast.

‘Good morning!’

Natalie Dashwood sailed into the breakfast room on a cloud of expensive scent and cheery optimism. ‘It’s nearly eleven,’ she added. ‘Not too late to have some of that, is it?’ she asked Dominic as she eyed his plate and sat down across from him.

He shoved the plate over. ‘Have mine.’

‘Hung over?’ Natalie enquired sympathetically. ‘Dry toast and tea, that’s what you want.’

He held up a piece of semi-burned wholemeal. ‘Dry toast, present and accounted for. Why are you in such a disgustingly good mood?’ he added. ‘Did Prada shares go up overnight?’

‘Very amusing.’ She took his plate and tucked in. ‘In answer to your question, I’m happy because my car is finally ready, and I can go back to London – and Rhys – today. Not that I haven’t loved staying here,’ she hastened to add as she pressed a napkin to her lips. ‘Your mum’s been amazing. And thanks again for letting me have my wedding reception here at Mansfield. You’ve saved my life, you have no idea.’

Dominic grunted.

‘Where did you go yesterday?’ she asked, curious. ‘You disappeared after breakfast. Gemma went back to the hotel to pack, you know. I tried to talk to her before she left, but she’s convinced we slept together. She’s going back to London today.’

‘I know. She informed me of her intention to leave right after she caught me in your bedroom in my underwear, and just before she slapped me.’

‘Oh, you’ll patch things up. You and Gemma belong together. It’s nauseatingly obvious that you’re mad for each another.’

Dominic crunched morosely on his toast and made no reply. The truth was, he missed Gemma. Bibi was great fun and very easy on the eyes, and she was a take-charge kind of girl. But Gemma…well, there was no one else quite like his auburn-haired, smart-mouthed Essex girl, was there?

‘Dominic,’ Natalie ventured as she finished her breakfast, ‘why don’t you come back to London with me? You can talk to Gemma, and come back at the weekend. And you can keep me company on the drive home.’

Dominic hesitated. He needed to book studio time to rehearse with the Destroyers, and there was the small matter of his Dissolute contract to deal with. He’d have to enlist Max’s help to find another endorsement, and soon. Making lots of dosh was more important than ever, now that he’d learned the cost of things like a new roof and boilers and artisan fucking plasterers…

‘Thanks, Nat,’ he said finally, ‘but I haven’t made peace with my father yet, and I’m not about to give up. And I don’t trust my brother not to screw me over at the first opportunity.’

‘Smart of you,’ Liam remarked as he sauntered into the breakfast room and joined them at the table. ‘Because I will. Perhaps we can have a contest, see who can screw who over first. Or is it “whom”?’ he asked with a thoughtful frown. ‘I can never remember…’

Dominic snorted. ‘So much for your double first in English Literature,’ he said scathingly. ‘Dad wasted all that money to educate you, and you didn’t go to a single grammar class?’

‘Jealous?’ Liam accused, and lifted his eyebrow. ‘Can’t say I blame you. After all, it doesn’t take any brains to flail away at a guitar and screech out a song, does it?’

‘Maybe not,’ Dominic agreed as he thrust back his chair, ‘but it’s a hell of a lot better than staying home and riding on your father’s coat tails.’ He turned to Natalie. ‘I’m going up to pack, Nat. I’ll meet you downstairs in ten minutes.’

With an exchange of venomous glances with his brother, Dominic threw down his napkin and left.


Chapter 14

When Gemma closed the door after her father an hour later, she paced edgily around the room. What the hell did he want? Was he motivated by fatherly love…or opportunistic greed? Gemma narrowed her eyes. Her money was on the latter.

After all, Milo Astley was No Bloody Good. Hadn’t mum always said so, practically from the time Gemma was in nappies? So why had he turned up in her life now, ten years after abandoning her and Mum?

Milo – for she refused to call him ‘dad’ – had admitted to her over his eggs and grilled tomatoes that he was out of work; he’d lost his plumbing job to drink. So it stood to reason that he needed money. And he’d confessed that he knew she was dating Dominic Heath, as he’d seen their photos in the tabloids.

Putting all those facts together, Gemma suspected that (a) he needed money and (b) no good could possibly come of her father’s sudden return to her life.

The Dog and Cock opened its doors promptly at eleven o’clock the next morning. As Bibi Matchington-Alcester entered the pub, she went straight to the bar, where a couple of men were already nursing their pints and holding a desultory conversation with Bill, the publican.

‘Good morning, Bill,’ she called out. ‘I’ve come to get my driving licence.’

‘You’re in the wrong place for that, love,’ one of the men at the bar observed.

‘Shut up, Tom,’ Bill retorted. ‘She left her licence behind yesterday, didn’t she, and someone turned it in.’ He threw a dishtowel over his shoulder and fetched the card from the till. ‘Least it wasn’t a credit card. You’d never have got it back.’

‘Thanks.’ Bibi tucked the card safely away in her purse.

‘No problem.’ As he picked up a glass and polished it, he eyed a man slumped over a pint at one of the tables. ‘Now that one over there is a problem waiting to happen,’ he confided. ‘First one in the door, he was, and he’s knocked back two pints in as many minutes. Then he tells me to “put it on his tab”,’ Bill said, and snorted. ‘I don’t run a tab for someone I don’t know, and I told him as much.’ More loudly he added, ‘I’m thinkin’ he can’t pay, is what I’m thinkin’.’

‘I can pay,’ the man, a ginger-haired, middle-aged bloke protested. ‘Never let it be said that Milo Astley doesn’t pay his debts. Here–’ he fumbled in his wallet ‘–here’s my credit card.’ And so saying he held out a card between two fingers.

Bibi eyed him in sudden interest. Astley? Could this man possibly be related to Dominic’s girlfriend, Gemma? ‘I’ll handle this,’ she told Bill, and walked towards the ginger-haired man’s table.

‘His card’s no good,’ Bill called out after her. ‘I already ran it. It was declined.’

‘Put it on my stepfather’s tab,’ she called back.

‘If you’re sure,’ the publican said doubtfully.

‘I’m sure.’ She arrived at Milo’s table and regarded him with a smile. ‘Hallo. Do you mind if I join you?’

As Milo looked up and studied the tall, attractive blonde with the posh clothes and cut-glass accent, he felt like he’d just won the National Lottery and the EuroMillions, all in one. ‘Not at all, love, not at all! Pull up a chair and have a sit.’

‘Would you bring me a San Pellegrino, Bill?’ Bibi called out as she sat across from Mr Astley. He might once have been handsome, she realized as she studied him; he still was, after a fashion, especially when he smiled that roguish smile.

‘What brings you here?’ she enquired.

‘Well, the drink, obviously,’ he said, and grinned. His smile faded as he added, ‘I came to see my daughter. She’s staying at that posh hotel in the village.’

Bibi’s heartbeat quickened. ‘How nice. What’s her name? Perhaps I know her.’

‘Oh, I doubt that. Gemma lives in London. Has a fancy job as PA to Rhys Gordon, the bloke who saved that big department store’s arse, Dashwood and James. She gets her clothes at a discount, you know.’

‘You must be very proud of her.’ Her sparkling water arrived, and Bibi took a tentative sip.

‘Oh, I am, I’m that proud of my Gemma.’ His face clouded. ‘I did a runner when Gem was twelve, I’m ashamed to say. I couldn’t hold a job for long, the drinking always got in the way. So I left. I figured she’d be better off.’

‘But you’re back now?’ Bibi ventured.

Milo nodded. ‘I’d give anything to patch it up with my girl. Gemma went a bit wild when she was sixteen, and her mum couldn’t handle her. She posed for one of them lads’ mags. Oh, nothing too bad,’ he hastened to add when he caught sight of Bibi’s expression, ‘just showed off her jubblies, like. Embarrassed the hell out of me, I can tell you.’

‘I can imagine,’ Bibi said faintly.

‘But she’s done all right for herself, Gemma has,’ he went on proudly. ‘Got herself a good job making good money – and she’s Dominic Heath’s girlfriend. She’s come right up in the world.’ He sighed. ‘And all on her own, no thanks to me.’

‘I’m sure you did the best you could under the circumstances,’ Bibi murmured, her expression noncommittal even as her thoughts raced. Gemma had posed for a lads’ mag? Interesting… ‘Would you like another pint?’

‘Wouldn’t say no,’ he agreed affably.

Despite herself, Bibi felt a tiny bit sorry for Milo Astley, and she had a pang of remorse for taking advantage of his inebriation. Nevertheless, she got up to fetch another round and returned a couple of minutes later.

‘So you’ve not seen Gemma in a while?’ Bibi asked as she placed Milo’s pint before him and resumed her seat.

‘No, I left ten years ago, when Gem were just a kid. Always had a problem with the drink,’ he confided. ‘I joined Alcoholics Anonymous for a while, but it didn’t take.’ He took a long draught of his beer. ‘I mean to try again, though.’

‘The habits of a lifetime can’t be changed overnight.’

‘No,’ he agreed, his expression mournful. ‘I suppose not.’

‘Well, Mr Astley,’ Bibi said as she gathered up her handbag, a plan forming in her mind, ‘I’ve enjoyed our chat, it’s been most informative. But I really must go. And don’t worry about the bill – I’ve put it on my stepfather’s tab.’

‘Well, thank you, I’m sure, miss.’ he said, and paused. ‘I’m sorry…but I didn’t catch your name.’

Bibi paused to retrieve her keys. ‘That’s because I didn’t give it,’ she replied politely, and left the pub.

As Dominic heaved the last bit of Natalie’s luggage into the Jaguar’s boot, he saw a car approaching up the drive.

Natalie joined him just as a taxi came to a stop behind the Jag. ‘Who’s that?’ she wondered as she dug out her car keys.

The rear door flew open and Gemma emerged. She leaned forward to pay the driver and turned to face them.

‘Dominic! Will you be a lamb and fetch my bags from the boot?’ Her eyes were luminous with unshed tears.

‘Erm…yeah, okay.’ Mystified, Dominic went around the taxi and began unloading Gemma’s luggage from the boot – seven suitcases and six carrier bags, all told – onto the driveway. ‘I thought you were going back to London.’

‘I was. But something’s happened, and…’ she took a deep, shuddery breath. ‘Well, my plans have changed.’

Natalie studied her, her face etched with concern. ‘Is everything okay, Gem? You look upset.’

‘Other than my best friend sleeping with my boyfriend,’ she retorted, ‘I’m fine.’

‘We didn’t sleep together!’ Nat snapped, exasperated. ‘God, Gemma – you know I love Rhys. We’re getting married soon. So why don’t you stop being such a wally?’ she added crossly. ‘It’s beyond annoying.’

For a moment, the two women glared at each other. Then Gemma’s face crumpled.

‘Oh, Nat, I’ve missed you!” she wailed as she flung herself into her friend’s arms. “You won’t believe what’s happened.’

Natalie patted her on the back and arched a brow at Dominic over Gemma’s shoulder. ‘What’s got you so upset?’

‘He’s back!’

Nat and Dom exchanged puzzled glances. ‘Who’s back?’ she prodded.

Gemma didn’t answer, but pulled away as she noticed the Jaguar and the luggage crammed into the boot. ‘Are you leaving, Dominic? Where are you going?’

‘Back to London,’ he informed her, unmoved by his ex-girlfriend’s dramatics. ‘Nat’s taking me back with her.’

Gemma’s lower lip trembled. ‘Oh, Dominic – please, you can’t go back yet! You need to stay here and h-help me figure out what to do.’

‘Help you how, exactly?’ he asked, perplexed. His resolve to harden himself against her dramatics wavered as she began to cry. Gemma never, ever cried when she wore make-up. ‘What’s wrong, babes?’ he asked with real concern as he took her into his arms ‘Who’s come back and got you into such a state? Tell me his name, and I’ll go and beat the stuffing out of ’im.’

‘It’s Milo,’ Gemma sobbed into his shirt, ‘my father! He’s come back after ten bloody years, and I don’t know what to do!’


Chapter 15

‘Have you seen this?’ Lady Mary asked Dominic at breakfast on Thursday morning.

Dominic, bleary-eyed from a night of enthusiastic make-up sex with Gemma, winced as his mother slapped a copy of the Daily Mail down before him. ‘What’s this?’

‘Well, have a look, and you’ll see!’ she retorted. ‘Your girlfriend is front-page news this morning.’

‘What?’ He grabbed the tabloid and stared at the headline. ‘Exclusive Nude Pix of Dominic’s Girl!’’ he read aloud. There was a picture of Gemma – ten years younger, but it was unmistakably her – wearing nothing but a thong and a winsome smile.

‘I told you that girl was bad news,’ Lady Mary said through gritted teeth. ‘After all, she is from Essex.’

Ignoring his plate of shirred eggs, Dominic began to read the article. ‘Ms Astley posed for a popular lads’ mag when she was sixteen. She lied about her age, and under the moniker “Belle”, appeared in the pages of Ladz magazine several times. She was hugely popular with readers. Then she vanished.’

No one had ever connected the dots from Belle to Gemma until now, Dominic realized, no thanks to – he searched out the story’s byline with a grim expression – Ronnie Stewart.

He gulped down the rest of his coffee, folded the tabloid, shoved it in his back pocket, and thrust back his chair.

‘Where are you going?’ Lady Mary enquired, a forkful of eggs poised halfway to her mouth.

‘London,’ he said, ‘Kensington, to be precise. Tell Gemma I’ll see her later tonight.’

‘But, darling, you didn’t eat your eggs! Mrs Sutton made them especially for you—’

‘Not hungry. I have to go.’ As he headed for the door, he added ominously, ‘I need a bit of face time with a bloke named Ronnie Stewart.’

Dominic arrived in Kensington just before noon. He didn’t know who he was more pissed at, Gemma for lying about her past, or Ronnie Stewart for digging up Gemma’s dirt and plastering it all over the Daily Mail.

He slotted the Maserati into a space halfway along Derry Street and got out, slamming the door. He was marching straight into Northcliffe House and having a word with Mr Stewart, and no mistake. Nobody screwed with Dominic Heath’s girlfriend, especially not some nasty, rag-writing arsehole named Ronnie…

At reception, he greeted the young woman manning the desk with a grim expression. ‘I’m here to see Ronnie Stewart,’ he said. ‘I want a word.’

She blanched. Dominic Heath – for she knew at once that this skinny bloke in head-to-toe Viktor & Rolf was Dominic – was legendary for his temper. She wasn’t going to be the one to tell him no and watch helplessly as he trashed the lobby. ‘Of course, Mr Heath,’ she murmured. ‘I’ll let Ronnie know you’re on your way up.’

‘Thanks.’ And with that, he headed for the lifts and steeled himself for his confrontation with Mr Ronnie bloody Stewart.

Liam parked the estate wagon in front of Julia’s house and got out. He hated driving such a naff car, but beggars couldn’t be choosers, he supposed.

He retrieved the boots Julia had left behind on Monday from the rear seat and went up the steps to the front door. The house was stone, and half the size of Mansfield; but it was gracious and welcoming, with a wide sweep of green lawn and pastures dotted with grazing cows.

The door swung open. ‘Oh, hello, Liam,’ Julia’s mum greeted him. ‘Come in.’

‘Thanks.’ Inside, he held up the Wellingtons. ‘I’m returning these.’

‘How very nice of you!’ she exclaimed. She went to the foot of the stairs and called up, ‘Julia! You have a visitor.’

‘Be right down,’ Julia called back.

‘Dreadful business, that storm we had the other night,’ Mrs Allchurch observed as she stood before the hallway mirror and applied her lipstick. ‘We lost power, and a tree fell on the conservatory. Luckily none of us was in it at the time.’

Liam murmured something appropriate, relieved when Julia came down the stairs to join them. ‘I brought these,’ he said, and held up the boots. ‘I thought you might need them.’

‘No, silly, I have half a dozen pairs. But thanks.’ Julia smiled and took them from him. ‘Have you had breakfast?’ she asked as she tossed them in a hallway closet.

He shook his head. ‘I don’t eat breakfast. Especially,’ he added darkly, ‘not now.’

‘Now that Rupert’s back, you mean?’

Mrs Allchurch looked up as she returned the tube of lipstick to her purse. ‘Rupert’s back? When did that happen?’

‘Very recently,’ Liam muttered, glowering.

‘And is he come home to stay?’

He scowled. ‘Not if I can help it.’

‘Come on, let’s have tea,’ Julia said hastily as her mother’s eyebrows rose skyward. ‘Excuse us, Mum.’ She linked her arm through Liam’s and led him into the sun-filled kitchen.

‘You shouldn’t say such things, you know,’ she reminded him as she took down cups and saucers and switched on the kettle. ‘He’s your brother, after all.’

‘That’s probably what Abel’s mum said to him about Cain,’ Liam retorted, ‘and look how well that turned out.’

Julia fetched milk and lemon from the fridge and set them out on the table. ‘Oh, Liam – you two were close, once. You could be again, if you’d both make a bit of effort.’

He snorted. ‘Effort’s a two-way street. And Rupert’s street is strictly one-way.’

‘I’m leaving, Julia,’ Mrs Allchurch called out from the hallway. ‘Goodbye, Liam. Give my best to Lady Mary. And to Rupert!’

‘I will,’ he promised.

The kettle began to whistle and Julia plunked a teabag into each of their cups. ‘Milk?’ she enquired.

Liam nodded. ‘Listen, if you’re not doing anything on Friday night, I thought we might have dinner together.’

She poured in milk and hot water, keeping her back to him. ‘Here we are,’ she said as she set the cups on the table. ‘That sounds lovely,’ she added, ‘but I can’t. I have other plans.’

‘What other plans?’ he asked.

She hesitated. ‘Binky’s asked me to London to go clubbing.’

Sebastian ‘Binky’ Beresford, of all bloody people… Liam’s expression darkened. He couldn’t believe it. If you looked up ‘Poncey Arseholes’ in the Oxford Dictionary, you’d see Beresford’s picture right at the top of the page.

‘And your folks are all right with that?’ he demanded. ‘Letting you go off to London with that knob-faced twit—’

Julia bristled. ‘I’m a grown woman, Liam, not a sixth-former! And my parents happen to like him.’

‘That’s because they don’t know him,’ he snapped. ‘He’s a womanizer of the first order. My God, he’s had affairs with half the women in Warwickshire, and most of them married! I heard he was having a go with Sophie Bastable and her mother – not at the same time, of course. Even Binky has his standards.’

‘That isn’t true,’ Julia returned hotly. ‘James Finchbury started that rumour because Sophie broke it off with him, and he’s jealous. Just like you.’ She stirred sugar rapidly into her tea, sloshing some of it into the saucer in her anger.

‘It is true! And I’m not jealous. Julia, he only wants to make you his latest conquest. You’re not—’ he stopped.

She laid her spoon aside. ‘I’m not what?’ she asked.

‘You’re not…Beresford’s usual sort of girl,’ Liam said evasively.

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ Julia demanded. ‘I’m not of his social class, is that what you’re implying? I’m not good enough for Sebastian because he’s titled, and my parents work for a living?’

‘No, of course that’s not what I meant—’

‘I think you’d better go.’ Julia pushed her chair back and stood up. ‘Thanks for bringing my Wellies back.’

Liam stood as well. ‘Fine, then. Have fun with Binks. But don’t be surprised when it all goes pear-shaped,’ he added grimly, ‘because it will do.’

And he made his way down the hall and slammed out of the house without saying goodbye.


Chapter 16

‘Mr Heath? I’m Ronnie Stewart.’

Dominic, who sat at a conference table with his back to the door, reading but not returning Gemma’s increasingly irate texts, shoved his chair back. ‘It’s about bloody time! How dare you print this crap about Gemma in your rag, Mr Stewart—’

When he turned around and caught sight of Ronnie Stewart, Dominic’s words trailed off. The person facing him in the doorway was a female of indeterminate middle age, her greying hair cut in a short, stylish bob. Her expression was wary.

‘You’re not a bloke,’ he said, disconcerted.

‘No,’ Ronnie agreed as she came into the conference room and shut the door behind her, ‘I’m not guilty of that particular sin. How may I help you, Mr Heath?’

‘You can help me by retracting this rubbish story about Gemma! Write what you want about me, I don’t give a monkey’s. But Gemma’s off-limits.’

Ronnie raised her brow. ‘No one is off-limits if they’re newsworthy. And Gemma’s past – since she’s your girlfriend, and since you’re a celebrity – is very newsworthy. I’m sorry if you find that upsetting.’

‘I’ll tell you what’s upsetting,’ Dominic retorted, ‘a fucking libel suit. As you’ll find out first-hand when I slap you lot with one.’

‘Go ahead,’ she invited him, and crossed her arms loosely against her chest. ‘You’ll only waste your money and everyone’s time. I stand behind the facts in my article. No one can deny that Gemma Astley posed nude – semi-nude,’ she corrected herself, ‘when she was sixteen; the pictures prove it. My source—’

‘I want to know who your source is,’ Dominic cut in.

‘You know I can’t tell you that,’ Ronnie chided him. ‘If I gave up my sources, I wouldn’t have any, would I?’ She sighed. ‘Look, Dominic, the media storm will blow over soon enough. It might even catapult Ms Astley to fame and fortune.’

‘This isn’t the kind of fame and fortune she had in mind.’

‘Well, to be quite honest, she should’ve thought of that before she took her clothes off.’

‘I’m sure she had a good reason,’ Dominic said in her defence.

‘I’m sure she did.’ Despite herself, Ronnie felt a twinge of sympathy for Dominic. ‘Gemma will get through this, I promise you. We all make mistakes when we’re young. Luckily,’ she couldn’t resist adding, ‘most of us don’t make them in the pages of a popular men’s magazine.’

When Gemma finally ventured downstairs for breakfast, no one was around, and there was no food on the sideboard. She glanced irritably at the ormolu clock on the mantelpiece and was surprised to see it was nearly noon. Bloody hell, but she was starving after Dominic had kept her up half the night—

‘Ah, Miss Astley,’ Lady Mary said as she entered the dining room, ‘there you are.’

‘Good morning,’ Gemma said. ‘Where is everyone?’

‘Well, let’s see. Rupert’s gone to London, and I’m just about to cut some cottage roses for the vase in the hall, and—’

‘Dominic has gone to London?’ Gemma echoed. ‘Why?’

‘Something came up,’ Lady Mary replied. ‘I’m sure he’ll fill you in on the details when he returns. If he returns,’ she added ominously.

‘What do you mean, if he returns?’ Gemma demanded. ‘Why wouldn’t he return?’

‘It’s not my place to discuss it, dear.’ Lady Mary adjusted the flat-bottomed basket on her arm and turned away. ‘I’m not one to spread gossip. Now,’ she murmured, ‘where did I put those secateurs…?’

She smiled vaguely and wandered off to the rose garden.

Gemma returned to her room and grabbed her mobile phone. What was Dominic up to? Did this have something to do with Natalie? And why hadn’t he told her he was going back to London today? The sneaky little sod…

She texted him and got no response; then she called, and still got no response. Furious, she left him a blistering voicemail and rang off.

Fine, let him swan off to London without so much as a by-your-leave. She’d call herself a taxi, then go into the village and have a shop. Perhaps she’d give Rory Devlin a call, and invite him to join her for lunch at the Dog and Cock.

But first, Gemma decided grimly as she took up her handbag and marched downstairs to wait for the taxi, she was going to the village and find out what the hell was going on.

‘You want to have the wedding where?’ Rhys demanded. ‘Natalie, are you mad?’

Natalie, who’d joined her fiancé at his desk for a quick sandwich, looked at him in annoyance. ‘Why is it mad to want to get married at Mansfield Hall? It’s beautiful, and historic. It’s the perfect setting.’

‘It’s also Dominic Heath’s family home,’ he pointed out irritably. ‘Which fact the press will have a field day with.’

‘Dominic and I are old news,’ Nat scoffed. ‘Besides, he’s with Gemma now. Which reminds me,’ she added as she retrieved a copy of the Daily Mail and gave it to him, ‘have you seen this?’

Rhys took the paper from her with a frown. ‘What are you on about—?’ He nearly choked on his chicken salad as he saw the headline story and Gemma’s half-naked photo. ‘Sweet holy shit!’

‘Precisely,’ Natalie murmured. ‘Gemma must be devastated.’

‘She’s my PA, for fuck’s sake. How in hell am I supposed to look her in the eye after this?’

‘You said it yourself,’ Nat said, and raised her brow. ‘Look her in the eye, and not at her…erm, chest.’

‘What could’ve possessed her to do such a thing?’

‘Money, I imagine. Gemma didn’t have an easy time of it, growing up. Her father ran off and left her and her mum.’

‘Well, I know a bit about that, don’t I?’ Rhys said. He sighed and tossed the paper aside. ‘I hope for Gemma’s sake that a new scandal pops up soon, and the media move on to someone else.’

Gemma left the dress shop and decided to stop at the newsagents for a magazine. She hadn’t been able to reach either Dominic or Rory on her mobile. No matter, she consoled herself as she paused before the newsstand, better a table alone at the Dog and Cock with the Sun than a seat across from Lady Mary Toffee-nose…

‘You’re her, aren’t you? You’re Belle!’

She looked up sharply to see an elderly man next to her. ‘Who are you? And what are you talking about?’ she demanded.

‘Well, love,’ he said as he pointed at the Daily Mail, ‘have a look for yourself.’

Gemma’s gaze followed his knobbly pointing finger to the newsstand. She blanched. Words failed her as she saw the photo of herself in the Mail in all her topless sixteen-year-old glory, sitting on the magazine shelf for the world to see.

He winked at her and whispered, ‘Nice bubbies.’

Gemma stared at him, outraged. ‘You old pervert!’

The sound of the old man’s laughter followed her into the street as she stormed out of the store. Tears of humiliation rose, and she blinked them angrily away.

Gemma had wished a thousand times over that she’d never posed for that bloody magazine. But she was young, and stupid, and in need of money to take a secretarial course, because she’d desperately wanted to escape the poky little flat she shared with her mum over the Kashmir Kebab shop.

So when she was approached by the Ladz photographer on the street one sunny Monday, it was the answer to her prayers. She told him she was eighteen, called herself Belle, and headed off to London a few days later for a photo shoot. The first shoot led to others. The money she earned paid for secretarial school; and she’d finally been able to buy the clothes she saw in the high Street shop windows.

Bloody ironic, she reflected grimly, I bought clothes with the money I made from taking my own clothes off.

How, she fretted as she strode down the sidewalk, had that photo of her landed in the Daily Mail? She’d posed for Ladz magazine over ten years ago, and she’d used a fake name. But someone had connected the dots to figure out that Belle and Gemma were one and the same.

The question was – who? And why?

As she neared the Dog and Cock, Gemma’s steps slowed. The pub door flew open and a man with ginger hair staggered out, followed by Bill, the publican.

‘Out!’ Bill snapped. ‘No money, you don’t drink. This isn’t a charity. And I’m not running a tab for you, neither.’

‘I’m good for it,’ the man protested.

‘The hell you are. Get on with you.’ Bill turned on his heel and went back inside the pub, slamming the door behind him.

Gemma came to a stop as the man glanced up and saw her.

‘Gemma!’ He smiled and came unsteadily towards her. ‘Buy your old man a drink, poppet?’

She opened her mouth to tell him off, when she suddenly realized that her father was the only person who knew about her racy photos. She still remembered the blazing row they’d had, how he’d accused her mum of doing a piss-poor job of raising her. Mum had told him to fuck right off.

‘I’m only glad,’ he’d thundered at Gemma, ‘that no one knows who you are. You’ve made me ashamed to call you my daughter.’

‘You did it, didn’t you?’ she said now, staring at him with dawning understanding.

‘Did what? I got myself thrown out of the Dog and Cock, I’ll admit. Worthless shithole,’ he mumbled.

‘You went to the Daily Mail and told them I posed for those pictures in Ladz, didn’t you? How much did they pay you, Milo?’

Confusion clouded his face. ‘I don’t know what you’re on about. That was a long time ago, Gem. Don’t let’s talk about that. No one ever knew it was you—’

‘Well, they know now! I’m front-page news on all the tabloids today! And you put me there,’ she accused him. ‘You needed the money, and they paid you for the story. How could you?’

He took her by the shoulders and looked her in the eye. ‘My God, Gemma, I’m still mortified by those pictures, even now. Why would I dredge all that up again?’ he demanded. ‘I don’t know who went to the press,’ he said, and dropped his hands to his sides, ‘but it weren’t me.’ He glanced ruefully over his shoulder. ‘After all, I’d not be getting tossed from this fine establishment if I had a few bob in my pocket to spend, now would I?’

He had a point. ‘Have you had lunch yet?’

‘No, pet. Not unless you count a few cocktail onions and a quarter-pint as lunch fare, that is.’

‘Well, come on, then,’ she told him irritably, ‘let’s go to the tea shop and get something to eat. I’m bloody ravenous.’


Chapter 17

The taxi brought Gemma back to Mansfield late that afternoon and came to a stop behind an expensive car with London plates. Curious, she paid the driver and got out. Dominic’s Maserati was parked nearby. She saw Dom, sporting sunglasses and Wellies, strolling across the front lawn with a pair of men in suits, the three of them deep in conversation.

What in the world was going on?

As Dominic saw her and made his way towards the house, Gemma turned away to gather up her shopping bags, and sailed up the steps to the front door.

‘Gemma!’ he called out as he hurried towards her, the two men still talking in the middle of the lawn. ‘You’re back.’ He searched her face. ‘Are you okay?’ He lowered his voice. ‘Why didn’t you tell me about posing for that stupid lads’ mag?’

‘It was a long time ago.’ Her words were cold as she rang the bell. ‘I didn’t think anyone would find out… or care. Oh, and by the way,’ she added tightly, ‘thanks for legging it to London and leaving me behind to deal with the fall-out.’

‘Sorry,’ he said, ‘but I was so pissed off I went to the Daily Mail to have it out with the bloke who wrote the story.’

Gemma looked at him, surprised. ‘You did? What happened?’

‘Ronnie Stewart turned out to be a woman. So I couldn’t very well punch her. She wouldn’t tell me who her source was. I threatened to sue her arse off, though,’ he added.

‘Well, thanks for that,’ Gemma said, touched. ‘But the fact is, I did pose for those bloody pictures, so now I have to live with the consequences. I’ll just have to hide out here at Mansfield until the media find someone else to torment.’

‘It’ll die down in a few days, it always does. And speaking of the media – I’ve got the most amazing news.’ His eyes were alight with excitement. ‘I’m to be on the telly, starring in my own reality show! They want to film here at Mansfield, and they’re starting pre-production next week.’

She stared at him blankly. ‘A reality show? Here?’

‘Yeah! You know, like the one with that potty-mouthed chef, what’s-his-name, Marcus Russo!’ He grinned. ‘You’re looking at the new star of Mansfield Lark.’

‘You can’t be serious.’ Gemma blinked.

‘I know, it’s great, isn’t it?’ he enthused. ‘It’s the answer to my prayers, and they’re paying me more dosh than you can shake a stick at—’

‘Are you MAD?’ Gemma erupted, turning on him just as Mrs Sutton swung the front door open. ‘You’ve actually invited a film crew to come here, after the humiliation I’ve just suffered in the press? You insensitive, selfish, wankering little sod—’

‘Hold up.’ Anger suffused his face. ‘This isn’t about you, Gemma. This is about me, trying to make some cash for my family so they don’t lose their bloody home!’

‘What about my reputation?’ she flung back. ‘That’s worth more to me than a rubbish old pile of – of stone and mildew!’

He bristled. ‘This “rubbish old pile of stone and mildew” is my home. And they’ll be filming me, Gemma – not you. Me!’

‘You know the cameras will be on me, at least part of the time,’ Gemma spat as she brushed past Mrs Sutton and stormed into the foyer. ‘After all, I’m just the sort of person reality shows love to film.’

‘Too right,’ Dominic shot back as he followed her in. ‘You’re perfect! Self-absorbed and rattle-brained, and you care more about designer labels than you ever did about me.’

She rounded on him, quivering with outrage. ‘Listen to me, you self-important little shit, I can buy my own designer labels. And as for your stupid reality show, I’m not interested in playing a part – any part – in it. So I’m warning you, keep the bloody cameramen away from me!’

Dominic narrowed his eyes. ‘I know how to solve this, Gemma.’

‘Oh? And how’s that?’

His voice was measured. ‘You can leave.’

Lady Mary, attracted by their raised voices, appeared at the top of the stairs. ‘Dominic, you’re back! What’s going on?’

Gemma opened her handbag and scrabbled inside for her mobile. As she jabbed in the number for the taxi service, she said icily, ‘Fine. This is goodbye, Dominic. I won’t spoil your fifteen minutes of fame with my self-absorption or my rattle brains. Yes, I need a taxi sent to Mansfield Hall right away.’

Lady Mary eyed Gemma and tried her best to keep the note of glee from her voice. ‘You’re not leaving us, dear?’

‘Yes, I am. Thank you for your hospitality,’ she added stiffly. With another poisonous glare at Dominic, Gemma gathered up her bags and marched back outside to wait for the taxi.

Dominic went after her. ‘Where are you going?’

‘Back to London,’ she snapped. ‘I have a job to get back to, after all. So I can pay for all my designer clothes.’

‘What about your dad? You can’t just leave him here.’

‘His room at the hotel is paid up through the end of the week. I took care of the bill. I’ll let him know I’m leaving.’ She eyed him coldly. ‘If there’s nothing else, I’ll go now.’

Dominic opened his mouth to apologize, to tell her he loved her and to stop being ridiculous. But the words stuck in his throat. ‘You can wait inside, you know.’

‘Thanks. I prefer to wait out here.’

‘What on earth just happened?’ Lady Mark asked her son when he came back inside and shut the door.

Dominic sighed. ‘Bloody hell, Mum – I wish I knew.’

On Friday, one of the Mansfield ewes sickened and took a turn for the worse. ‘I’ll call Dr MacGregor,’ Joss told Liam after she had a quick look at the ailing sheep. She reached for her mobile. Briefly she described the ewe’s symptoms – excessive bleating, refusal to eat – and rang off. ‘He’s on his way.’

‘Have you changed her diet lately?’ Dr MacGregor asked forty minutes later, as he examined the ewe.

‘No. But her appetite’s off,’ Liam said.

‘I’m afraid this girl has enterotoxaemia – you’ll know it more commonly as pulpy kidney. There’s nothing I can do at this point. I could treat her with intravenous antibiotics and fluids, but she’ll likely not survive the day. The most humane thing to do is to put her down.’

Liam let out a short breath. This was his damned fault.

‘Were her vaccinations up to date?’

‘No,’ Liam admitted, ‘they’re a bit overdue.’ The truth was, they couldn’t afford the rounds of shots last month, and so he had opted to postpone them.

‘You’ve got to vaccinate these animals every six months, with a booster once a year.’ The vet straightened from his examination and fixed Liam with a hard look. ‘You depend on these sheep to give you a good return on your money, and they depend on you to keep them in good health. You’ve no business raising animals if you don’t care for them properly.’

Liam nodded, chastened. He deserved the Scotsman’s harsh words. ‘Just do whatever you can to–’ he swallowed ‘–to make her comfortable.’ And he turned on his booted heel and left.


Chapter 18

‘Busy, Alex?’

Alex Barrington looked up from the report he was writing to see Camilla Shawcross standing in his office doorway. He tossed his pen aside. ‘Hello, Camilla. What’s up?’

She smiled at him indulgently. ‘You’ve forgotten, haven’t you? We’re meant to be at the going-away luncheon for Tom Richardson at the Queen’s Head.’

‘Oh, shit.’ He let out a breath. ‘I did forget. Afraid I can’t go. I’ve far too much to be doing to even think of taking lunch today. I’m to make a statement on homelessness in the Commons on Monday, and Jill’s just brought me a stack of constituents’ letters to read—’

‘Nonsense.’ She strode into his office and came to a stop before his desk. ‘You work far too hard, you need a break. Come along, Alex. I shan’t take “no” for an answer.’

‘Very well,’ he agreed reluctantly. ‘But I can’t stay long. I’ve promised to take Holly out to dinner tonight.’

‘We’ll be back in plenty of time,’ she assured him. ‘We need to hurry, though. We’re already late.’

‘You’re very determined, did you know that?’ Alex grumbled, and stood up.

‘Yes,’ she replied, unperturbed. ‘One doesn’t become a female MP without a bit of determination. Now, come along.’

Alex followed her out the door, leaving his mobile phone behind, buried under the stack of constituents’ letters Jill had so recently placed on his desk.

The Dog and Cock was busy that afternoon as Liam found a seat at the bar and ordered a pint. They’d lost a ewe, one who might’ve bred more lambs come spring, and it was his own fault, because he thought they could wait another month on the vaccinations.

‘Well, what have we here?’ Sebastian Beresford drawled as he joined Liam at the bar for a refill. ‘Mingling with the commoners today, are you?’

Liam didn’t look at him. ‘Not in the mood, Beresford.’

‘Yes, I can see you’re wearing a long face today.’ He rested his elbows on the bar and called out, ‘I’ll have another bottle of Bascombe’s, Bill.’ He smiled over at Liam. ‘I have some news that might just turn your frown upside-down.’

‘If I ask what it is,’ Liam told him tightly, ‘and you tell me, do you promise to fuck off?’

Sebastian threw back his blond head and laughed. ‘Well, I suppose I could do. I’m hurt that you don’t want my company.’ He paused as Bill uncapped a bottle of bitter and slid it down the bar. He tilted the bottle back and took a swig. ‘Julia likes my company, you know.’

Liam’s fingers tightened on his glass but he said nothing.

‘In fact,’ Beresford went on as he set the bottle back down, ‘we’re going out tonight. I’m asking her to marry me. If she says yes, we’ll officially be engaged.’ He winked. ‘Who knows, I might even get lucky afterwards! I certainly hope so—’

He didn’t finish because Liam thrust back his stool and grabbed him by the throat. ‘Stay away from Julia, you piece of shit. She doesn’t deserve the likes of you.’

Sebastian shoved him away, hard. ‘Temper, old boy,’ he breathed, and adjusted his collar with jerky motions. ‘Too bad your brother Rupert’s back in the fold, eh? No title for you, now.’ He smirked. ‘Looks like you’re destined to be nothing more than an honourable for the rest of your life.’

‘That’s enough, Beresford,’ Bill told him sharply as he put a restraining hand on Liam’s shoulder. ‘Mind yourselves, or you can both leave right now.’

Sebastian took another swallow of his beer and tossed down a tenner. ‘No worries, Bill; I’m leaving.’ He cast Liam a lazy smile. ‘I have a date tonight, so I can’t linger. Enjoy your pint, saddo.’

As the waiter set down her second glass of Chablis that evening, Holly James took a tiny sip and pushed it aside. It wouldn’t do to get too tipsy before Alex arrived. She glanced at her watch and wondered where on earth he was. He should’ve been here forty-five minutes ago.

She reached for her cell phone and called him again, and again she got voicemail. Holly frowned. It wasn’t like Alex not to answer his phone. She hoped he was all right.

He’d worked late every night this week, but he’d promised to come home on time tonight. Holly sighed. She’d really looked forward to their dinner date tonight. They needed this time alone together.

She took another sip of Chablis and gazed enviously at the couples seated nearby, talking and laughing and enjoying their meals. That should be us right now, she thought morosely.

She tried to ignore the occasional inquisitive glances slanted her way, but it became increasingly hard to do. The other diners must think she’d been stood up. Which, it appeared, she had…

‘Would you like to order now?’

Holly looked up at the waiter with a start. From her own days as a waitress at Jamie Gordon’s restaurant, she knew he wanted to hurry her along so he could seat another party, preferably a party that included more than one.

It all came down to tips, in the end.

‘No,’ she said, firmly. ‘I’ll wait a bit longer.’

He glanced at the depleted basket of bread. ‘Would you like more breadsticks?’

Considering that she’d already ploughed through nearly the entire basket while waiting for Alex, Holly shook her head. ‘No, thank you.’

He inclined his head and left.

Holly tried Alex’s phone again. Then she called his flat. Then she called his office.

When she got nothing but voicemail, voicemail, and more voicemail, she pressed her lips together and signalled for the bill. She dug out her credit card – good thing she had it – and slid it into the pay sleeve, smiling mechanically at his thanks as he went to settle the bill.

At least he’d be able to seat his next party. Never let it be said she’d prevented a waiter from getting a decent tip by monopolizing his table for too long.

A few minutes later he returned, and she signed the credit slip.

‘Thank you,’ the waiter said as he took the pay sleeve. ‘I’m very sorry your party didn’t show.’

‘Not half as sorry as me,’ Holly said grimly. ‘Thanks.’ She returned the phone to her clutch, shoved back her chair, and stalked out of the restaurant.

‘Oh, God,’ Alex moaned as he realized what he’d done.

He’d gone to Tom’s luncheon with Camilla, and in his haste he’d left his mobile behind. Unfortunately he didn’t realize it was gone until a full hour after the appointed time that he’d promised to meet Holly for dinner.

And the reason he hadn’t realized it, he reminded himself grimly, was because he’d been so engrossed in discussing the finer points of fiduciary law with Camilla and Tom that he’d lost all track of time. And when Camilla suggested they all have a drink afterwards, Alex – already a couple of beers down – had readily agreed.

He’d forgotten all about his dinner plans with Holly.

Until now. And now, of course, it was too late. On the off chance Holly was still at the restaurant, Alex found a pay phone and called to explain the situation. But just as he’d feared, Holly had left some time ago.

He got in his car and drove to Holborn as fast as he dared and let himself into his office. He switched on the light and strode to his desk, searching it with unsteady hands and praying he’d find his bloody phone. Ah, success! It was buried under a stack of constituents’ letters. No wonder he hadn’t seen it earlier.

Damn Jill and her bloody efficiency.

Muttering under his breath, he picked up the phone and checked his messages. There were eight texts from Holly, the first few filled with concern (‘Alex, sweetie, where are you? I’m worried,’) and ending in icy fury (‘How could you, you lying shit!’)

He groaned again and dialled Holly’s mobile, then her home phone. He got voicemail at both and knew he was well and truly in the shit.

‘It’s me,’ he said without preamble as he called again to leave a message. ‘I’m so, so sorry, Holly. I left my phone behind on my desk and I lost track of time at a co-worker’s luncheon, and…oh, hell, I’m really, really in the doghouse, aren’t I? Please call me back, Holly. Please.’

But of course, she didn’t.

He was just about to turn off the light and leave when he heard footsteps coming down the hall.

‘Alex!’ Camilla said, surprised. ‘What are you doing here? I thought you had dinner plans.’

‘I did,’ he said glumly. ‘Which I completely forgot about until it was too late. I tried to call Holly the moment I realized, but–’ he reached into his coat pocket and held up his mobile ‘–I left my phone on my desk.’

‘Oh, dear,’ she murmured.

‘Yes. I’m afraid Holly’s furious. I can scarcely blame her.’

‘She’ll forgive you,’ Camilla reassured him, ‘eventually.’ She eyed him thoughtfully. ‘Have you eaten?’

He shook his head. ‘I haven’t much of an appetite, now.’

‘What you need,’ she decided, ‘is dinner. You’ll feel better once you’ve got something in your stomach.’

‘But Holly—’

‘She’s home, Alex, and furious; rest assured, she won’t want to speak to you for several days. There’s nothing you can do but wait.’ She linked her arm through his. ‘Now, let’s go and have ourselves a late supper, and you can tell me all about what a very bad boy you’ve been.’


Chapter 19

Liam staggered into the foyer of Mansfield Hall late that evening, worse the wear for drink and spoiling for a fight. Beresford’s right, he thought self-pityingly, I am a saddo. Can’t do fuck all, screwed everything up sideways–

Dominic was just coming down the stairs. ‘Got a bit oiled, bruv?’ he enquired.

‘Rupert,’ Liam slurred, and glared up at his older brother, ‘the perfect topper to the perfect fucking day.’

‘C’mon, I’ll make you a coffee.’ Dominic reached out to take him by the arm; Liam shook him off.

‘I don’t want any fucking coffee,’ he spat. ‘Go back upstairs and shag your girlfriend, why don’t you? I’ve heard she’s always up for it. Nice tits she has, too, by the way–’

He never finished, because Dominic’s fist flew into his mouth. ‘All right, you little shit,’ Dominic snarled, ‘I’ve had just about enough of you and your smart fucking mouth.’

Blood spurted from Liam’s newly split lip, and he let out a growl and hurled himself at his brother. As fistfights went, it wasn’t the worst, and Liam was far too drunk to inflict any real damage; but there was enough ill feeling between the pair to leave them bruised, bleeding, and gasping for breath when the chandelier in the hall switched on a few minutes later.

‘What the devil’s going on down there?’ Charles thundered from the top of the stairs. ‘Have you both gone mad?’

‘It’s nothing,’ Dominic gasped, tasting blood in his mouth as he looked up at his father. ‘Liam’s had a bit too much to drink. Go back to bed, we’ll clean things up.’

‘See that you do.’ Lord Locksley glared at them both in turn and stalked away to return to his room.

At some point they’d knocked against the circular table in the hall, and the Meissen vase had fallen and shattered into a million pieces. Random drips of blood left the tiles looking like a Jackson Pollock painting.

‘I never liked that fucking vase, anyway,’ Dominic said after a moment.

Liam met his eye. ‘We should’ve taken it out with our cricket bats when we had the chance.’

For some reason they both found this hilarious, and snorted with helpless laughter. ‘Oh, shit, stop,’ Dominic protested a few minutes later, wincing as he wiped his eyes. ‘Don’t want the old man to come back. Besides–’ he winced ‘–it hurts to laugh.’

Liam stumbled over to the bottom of the stairs and sat down. ‘One of the ewes had to be put down this morning,’ he said dully. ‘It was my fault.’

‘How was it your fault?’

‘There wasn’t enough money for vaccines for the sheep last month; I had to pay Joss and Rory for the shearing. So I put it off, and one of the ewes overfed on grain and got pulpy kidney.’ Liam stared at the floor. ‘She had to be put down. MacGregor read me off, said I shouldn’t raise sheep if I can’t take proper care of them. And he’s right.’

‘Ah, don’t be so hard on yourself. You did the best you could, under the circumstances.’ Dominic shrugged. ‘So you made the wrong call. You’ll know better next time.’

‘I don’t know how the hell we’ll make it, there’s no money left.’ Liam took the wodge of kitchen roll his brother handed him and pressed it to his mouth. ‘I’m tired of fighting to keep things going, Rupert,’ he whispered, ‘I’m so fucking tired.’

Dominic clapped him on the shoulder. ‘Don’t worry. As it happens, Max – my agent – came through for me today, in a big way.’ Briefly he related the details of his new reality show, to be filmed at Mansfield. ‘Of course, Gemma’s pissed at me and took herself off back to London.’

‘She did? Sorry, mate.’

Dominic shrugged. ‘We’re not getting along anyway. Maybe we’ll patch it up, and maybe we won’t. The important thing is there’ll be money enough for vaccines now, and new fences in the pasture, and whatever else the place might need.’

‘But that’s your money,’ Liam said, perplexed. ‘Why would you want to give it all over to me – to us?’

‘Because you lot are my family, you moron,’ Dominic retorted. ‘Mansfield’s my home, too. Just because I don’t live here doesn’t mean I don’t care about it. I’m depending on you to take care of things when I’m away. We’ve got to keep it in good nick for all the future Locksleys, don’t we?’

Liam swallowed past the sudden tightness in his throat, and nodded, not trusting himself to speak. Maybe he’d been wrong about Rupert. ‘Yeah,’ he said finally, ‘I reckon we do.’

‘Well, now that we’ve got that settled,’ Dominic said as he headed back up the stairs, ‘I’m off to Bedfordshire.’

Liam rolled his eyes. ‘God, you’re so naff.’

Dominic paused. ‘Which is one of many reasons why you love me.’ He grinned. ‘Goodnight, bruv.’

‘Goodnight, Rupert.’


Chapter 20

Things were finally looking up for Milo Astley. Not only was he once again on speaking terms with his daughter; he’d stayed out of the pub and off the sauce for two whole days now. Too bad Gemma had legged it back to London, though. He hoped she hadn’t broken things off with that rock star boyfriend of hers.

So Milo was not only curious, but sober on Saturday morning when he opened the door to his hotel room (graciously paid for by Gemma) to find Dominic Heath standing there.

‘Come in,’ Milo said heartily as he ushered Dominic inside and shut the door. ‘I must say, your call this morning took me a bit off guard. I never thought a famous rock star would ring me up and ask to pop by for a chin-wag.’

‘This won’t take long.’ Dominic took off his Cartier sunglasses and folded them with deliberate motions. ‘I hope you’re not here to stir up trouble for Gemma.’

Milo frowned and scratched his ear. ‘Why in the hell would I want to do that? I’ll tell you exactly what I told her. I was a shit father,’ he said over his shoulder as he led the way into the small sitting room, ‘so I want to set things right by Gem.’

‘Okay, fair enough. One more question.’

‘Fire away, mate.’

‘Did you leak that story about Gemma to the Daily Mail?’ Dominic asked grimly. ‘Because if you did, mate,’ he added, a menacing glint in his eye, ‘you’ll piss me off. And I’m not well behaved when I’m pissed off.’

‘So I’ve heard.’ Unperturbed, Milo gestured at Dominic to sit on the sofa and took the armchair across from him. ‘When Gemma posed for that magazine, I was furious. She was sixteen! And she was my daughter. So you can imagine how embarrassed I was,’ he added, reddening slightly at the memory, ‘not just for her, but for myself. Mind, I know I’ll never be nominated for Father of the Year,’ he admitted. ‘But dredging that up again–’ he broke off and scowled ‘–that’s the last thing I’d ever do.’

As Dominic met the man’s straightforward blue gaze, he knew Milo was telling the truth. ‘She’s gone back to London, you know. She’s pissed off at me.’

‘Why?’ Milo’s face darkened. ‘You haven’t been messing around with those groupies, have you?’

‘No,’ Dominic scoffed, ‘nothing like that. We had a difference of opinion.’ He paused. ‘So what are you doing for money? Gemma told me she’s paying for your room.’

Milo sighed. ‘Yeah, she is, bless. I’m looking for work. I’m a plumber by trade, and a damn good one, too. But with my track record, it’s tough to get a good reference.’ He sat back. ‘I’m an old drunk, Mr Heath, plain and simple. The drink’s always been my downfall. But I’m determined to stay sober this time. I want to make Gemma proud of me again, like she was—’ he stopped as his throat closed up with emotion. ‘Like she was when she were little, before I left.’

Dominic fished out a tissue – slightly crumpled, but better than nothing – and handed it over. ‘So you’re a plumber?’ he said, giving Milo time to collect himself.

He nodded and blew his nose.

‘I wonder if you’d be willing to take on a job I’ve got in mind. It’ll take some time,’ he warned, ‘and you’ll need to hire help. But the pay potential’s good.’ He sat back, pleased with himself for the idea he’d just hatched, and waited for Milo’s answer.

‘I might do,’ Milo said cautiously, afraid to let himself get his hopes up. ‘What is it needs doing, exactly? Install a new bathroom? Unclog a backed-up sink?’

‘Oh, no, this job’s much more extensive than that.’ As Dominic described the ancient pipes that passed for plumbing in Mansfield Hall and the damp patches on the walls and ceilings, Milo nodded and asked intelligent questions. Before they said goodbye, he agreed to line up a fitter and a couple of assistants, and arranged to take a preliminary look at Mansfield Hall’s plumbing first thing on Monday morning.

‘Thanks, mate,’ Milo said as he shook Dominic’s hand and led him back to the door. ‘I appreciate this.’

‘Just don’t let me down. And more importantly,’ he added, his expression grim, ‘don’t let Gemma down. She won’t forgive you a second time. Besides, I like you. And I don’t want to have to beat the crap out of you.’

Milo laughed. ‘No worries, Dominic. And thanks again.’ He shut the door after the rock star and headed back to the sitting room. He came to a stop when he saw the pair of fifty-pound notes tossed down on the coffee table.

Another man might have been insulted; another man might have refused to touch the money on principle.

‘Well, not me,’ Milo murmured with a grin as he picked up the hundred quid and tucked it away in his pocket. ‘It looks like my princess has landed herself an honest-to-God prince,’ he said thoughtfully. And her old dad definitely approved.

Saturday at last, Holly thought drowsily as she woke. She rolled over and reached for Alex. But he wasn’t there; his side of the bed was empty, the sheets still smooth and cool.

With humiliating clarity, the memory of waiting for him at the restaurant the night before rushed back, and she knew she’d never find sleep again.

In the kitchen, she scanned the messages on her phone as the coffee brewed, and she erased Alex’s messages unheard. She didn’t want to listen to his excuses.

Nothing could justify what he’d done to her last night.

There was a fifth message from a number she didn’t immediately recognize. Curious, she played it.

‘Holly, Jamie here. It’s late – I just closed up – but thought I’d invite you to the anniversary bash tomorrow night at Gordon Scots. It’s been a year since we opened, can you believe it?’

Holly smiled.

‘Anyway, sorry for the short notice, but you know me – everything at the last minute. I really hope you –’ he paused, and added ‘–and Alex, can make it. See you tomorrow night? I’ll book you a two-top at eight, just on the off chance.’

She glanced at the time. Barely ten o’clock…and already Jamie would be in the kitchen, prepping for the lunch service at Gordon Scots. She called him back and left a message.

‘Jamie, it’s me. I can’t believe it’s been a whole year since you launched your restaurant! Congratulations. I’d love to come tonight, just try and stop me. See you soon.’

And as she rang off and poured herself a cup of coffee, Holly’s mood lifted. Dressing up and going out tonight was exactly what she needed. She couldn’t wait to see Jamie again.

They’d nearly gotten together once or twice before, when she worked for him and shared his flat above the restaurant; but the timing was never right. And she’d just started seeing Alex.

But she was done with Alex now. Holly was beyond tired of his long hours and the time he spent with Camilla Shawcross.

She sipped her coffee thoughtfully. It was true the timing had never been right for her and Jamie Gordon before.

But it was just about perfect, now.


Chapter 21

Liam woke up at half-past ten on Saturday morning with a beast of a hangover. He stumbled into the lav to relieve himself and winced as he caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror. ‘God, you look shit,’ he muttered, and wished he could dive back into bed and sleep the day away.

But he couldn’t. He had animals to feed and groom, the sheepfold to muck out. Life went on… even if the girl you loved with all your heart was engaged to marry someone else.

At least he was off the hook with Bibi, he reminded himself. He wondered, not for the first time, about the man she fancied as her prospective groom. Poor, clueless twit…

He dressed in jeans and an Arsenal sweatshirt he found on the floor – it smelled relatively clean – and pulled on a pair of boots. At the window he paused. Joss’ beat-up van was parked near the front steps, and the Maserati was gone. Liam wondered idly where Rupert had gone off to. He grinned as he recalled their fight last night. His brother might be an arsehole, but he still had a respectable right hook.

‘Hey, Joss,’ he called out as he emerged from the house a few minutes later. She leaned against the fence that divided the pasture from the sheepfold.

‘Hi, Liam.’ She smiled as he joined her at the fence. ‘Bad night?’ she said sympathetically.

He glanced at her. ‘Is it that obvious?’

‘You have a bruise–’ she reached out and gently touched the livid mark on his cheek ‘–just there. What happened? It doesn’t have anything to do with Julia’s engagement, I hope.’

Liam’s hand tightened on the fencepost. ‘Sebastian didn’t waste any time getting the word out, did he?’ he muttered.

‘Rory heard about it this morning in the village.’

‘Yeah, Beresford was down the pub yesterday, telling anyone who’d listen that he intended to ask Julia to marry him.’

‘Oh, Liam, I’m sorry.’ Joss put a hand on his sleeve. ‘I know you have feelings for her.’

‘Yeah, I do. I did,’ he corrected, and turned to her. ‘But no more. There’s no point in wanting what you can’t have, is there?’

She glanced at him and shook her head. ‘I suppose not.’

He gazed out over the sheep-dotted pasture. ‘So…do you have a boyfriend, Joss?’

‘Not really.’ She shrugged. ‘Boys my age are a bunch of wanks. I can’t stand most of them.’

He cut a glance at her. ‘They’re bloody stupid if they don’t see what a great girl you are, Joss.’

Startled, she looked back at him, at his bruised face and the intensity of his gaze. She saw understanding there, and something else…

Joss caught her breath. She saw the one thing she’d longed for ages to see, reflected now in Liam’s eyes.

Desire.

He leaned forward against the fence and kissed her. His lips were tentative at first, warm and gentle. ‘Why,’ he murmured after a moment, ‘did we never do this before?’

‘I don’t know,’ she whispered, and closed her eyes as his hands cupped her face and his lips came down once again on hers. He smelled of soap and his T-shirt was soft under her fingers.

Liam’s kiss grew more demanding as his tongue slid inside her mouth and began to explore.

‘Wait,’ Joss protested as she dragged her mouth from his, ‘we shouldn’t. You still love Julia, I know you do—’

‘Julia made her choice,’ he said roughly. ‘Now I’m making mine.’

They soon found themselves sprawled in a shadowy corner of the haymow, locked together in a frantic embrace as they struggled to take off their clothing and keep their lips fused together at the same time. Joss knew she’d likely regret letting Liam have sex with her; after all, that’s what it was, wasn’t it? Having sex, not making love…

Liam was using her body to slake his pain over Julia. She knew that; but she didn’t care. She’d wanted to be with him like this for so long. She wouldn’t be denied this one fleeting bit of pleasure, because she knew it might never happen again.

She let out a gasp as he unclasped her bra and took her nipple, small and pebbled with desire, into his mouth and flicked it gently with his tongue. Her hands rose up to tangle themselves in his hair.

‘Joss,’ he said roughly, ‘Joss,’ and he dragged his mouth to hers, claiming her lips once again.

Joss opened her eyes to let him see the naked desire there. She wrapped her fingers lightly around his erection as he lay beside her, and began, clumsily, to stroke him; but he groaned and pushed her hand away.

‘It’ll all be over if you keep that up,’ he said just before he kissed her again. And then he was above her, entering her, easing her thighs apart as he plunged inside.

Joss let out an involuntary cry of pain.

Liam, feeling resistance to his entry, immediately stopped thrusting and looked down at her in mingled confusion and dismay. ‘Shit, Joss…why didn’t you tell me you’re a virgin?’

‘Because I wanted it to be you, the first time,’ she told him, and smiled. ‘Don’t look so guilty! I’m fine. I know what I’m doing.’ She pressed her lips lightly against his. ‘I’m not a china doll, Liam, I won’t break. Don’t stop. I want this.’

‘If you’re sure,’ he said doubtfully, torn between his desire and the knowledge that he ought to stop before things went any further. ‘I don’t have a condom—’

‘It’s okay, I’m on the pill.’ Joss’ hands cupped his buttocks and urged him on, and with a groan, Liam threw his head back and pushed through into the warm, welcoming tightness that was Joss. With a few thrusts, he shuddered and cried out, his voice hoarse.

It was over all too quickly.

‘God, I’m sorry,’ he breathed against her neck, just before he kissed her and rolled away. ‘I would’ve taken it much slower if I’d known…’

Joss rolled on her side and regarded him in amusement. ‘Stop apologizing! Yeah, it hurt a bit at first, but then it was–’ she blushed ‘–bloody amazing.’

And it was true. After the initial pain, the feel of Liam inside her swept her with an urgent need and wantonness she’d never experienced before. She wanted him again.

‘Bloody is right,’ Liam said ruefully as he saw the spotting on Joss’ thigh. ‘I’m sorry.’ He found his jeans and groped in the pockets until he found a wadded-up – but clean – bit of tissue. ‘Your first time shouldn’t be like this.’ He reached out and wiped the blood from her thigh.

‘It was perfect. You were perfect, Liam.’

He kissed her, long and lingeringly. ‘Let’s have a go again, then,’ he murmured, and brushed the hair back from her face. ‘This time it’ll be much better. I promise.’

Joss shook her head, her expression serious. ‘You can’t improve on perfection, Liam.’

He grinned and pulled her closer. ‘Oh but I can. Watch me.’

Gordon Scots was fully booked when Holly arrived on Saturday evening. Good thing Jamie had reserved a table near the edge of the tiny dance floor; otherwise she’d never have gotten in. She sat down and ordered a glass of Sancerre.

She’d have dinner, she decided as she opened the menu, say hello to Jamie, and leave. Let Alex wonder where she’d gone.

‘Holly, I see you made it.’

Jamie, looking even handsomer than she remembered in his chef’s whites, bent down and enveloped her in a warm hug.

‘Congrats!’ she said, and beamed at him as he studied her. ‘You should be very proud. You’re a huge success.’

He grinned. ‘Thanks. But I had some help along the way… including yours.’ He glanced at the empty seat across from her. ‘Where’s Alex?’

‘Who knows?’ she replied with a shrug. ‘He might be at the Groucho club, or his office. He never stops working. Even when he’s socializing, he’s networking. So I left him behind.’

Jamie raised a brow. ‘I see. Is it over, then?’

‘I don’t know,’ she admitted. ‘Yes. I suppose so.’

He paused to greet two more patrons who’d just arrived. ‘Well, I won’t say I’m sorry to hear it. You know how I feel about Alex. I’ll come out later and we can catch up, okay?’ Jamie leaned forward and pecked her on the cheek. ‘Back to the kitchen for me. Order whatever you like,’ he added before he left. ‘It’s on the house.’

Jamie’s food, as always, was incredible. And of course she had to have a slice of his Chocolate Whiskey Cake afterwards. It was moist and sinful and quite the best thing she’d ever tasted.

As the waiter bore her empty plate away, Holly sighed with pleasure. She was glad she’d come, glad she’d refused to sit alone in her flat and spend the evening brooding over Alex.

Almost as if her thoughts had conjured him up, Holly glanced across the restaurant to see her boyfriend, looking gorgeous in a three-piece suit, following the waiter from the bar to a table…

…a table where Camilla Shawcross sat, dressed in a sexy black sheath, waiting for him.


Chapter 22

Holly didn’t move. She couldn’t.

Thankfully, neither of them had seen her. She watched as Alex sat down at the table for two with Camilla, his back facing her; but her brain couldn’t process what she saw.

‘How’s everything, Hols? Having a good time?’

She dragged her glance away from Alex and Camilla to see Jamie standing at her table. ‘Great, thanks,’ she said. ‘Couldn’t be better.’

But Jamie knew her too well. ‘What’s wrong?’ he asked quietly as he dropped into the empty seat next to hers.

She started to say ‘nothing’, but didn’t. Jamie would know she was lying. ‘It’s Alex,’ she murmured. ‘He’s here…with someone else.’

‘What?’ Jamie turned around; his eyes narrowed as he caught sight of Alex and Camilla. ‘Is she a colleague of his? It’s probably nothing.’

Holly shook her head. ‘I thought so too, at first. But it’s been going on for a while. And it’s definitely something.’

‘God, I’m sorry, Hols. If you like, I’ll throw them out.’

‘No, don’t do that. I’ll leave. I don’t want to stay now, at any rate.’

‘Bollocks.’ Jamie spoke with unaccustomed vehemence. He stood up and grabbed her hand. ‘Let’s dance. Let’s give Mr Poncey and his girlfriend something to look at, shall we?’

He tossed aside his chef’s hat, led her onto the crowded floor, and took her in his arms just as the DJ segued into a slow song. They fit perfectly together. His arms were warm and strong around her.

Holly didn’t know if Alex saw them or not, and she didn’t care. She closed her eyes as Jamie leaned down to kiss her, tentatively, sweetly. She kissed him back, glad to be where she belonged, once again…

…in Jamie Gordon’s arms.

After the dance ended, Jamie returned to the kitchen and Holly made a beeline to the ladies’ room. She was feeling the effects of that second glass of wine (she’d gulped it down in two swallows).

‘Holly?’

At the sound of Alex’s voice behind her, she turned around. ‘Alex.’ She stared at him, her thoughts in turmoil.

‘What are you doing here?’

‘Isn’t it obvious? I’m going to the ladies’,’ she replied, struggling to keep her voice steady. ‘Excuse me.’

He caught her elbow. ‘Wait. We need to talk about last night.’

‘Why? So you can tell me how sorry you are? So you can tell me that you and Camilla are ‘just good friends’?’

‘I am sorry, and we are just friends! We’re only here because Camilla’s date stood her up—’

‘Oh, imagine that.’

‘–and she dragged me here to try and cheer me up.’ He looked at her, misery stamped on his face. ‘It’s not working.’

‘Well, sorry,’ Holly said as she drew away, ‘but I’m having a great time. I’d forgotten what fun Jamie is. Be sure to tell Camilla I said hello. Oh, and by the way, Alex – we’re through. Have a nice evening.’

She brushed past him and went in the bathroom, locked herself in a stall, and cried until she used up an entire length of loo roll.


Chapter 23

‘There’s nothing better than sitting down on Sunday afternoon to one of your roasts, Mrs Sutton.’

Dominic bestowed a smile on the housekeeper from his seat at the dining room table as she carried in a large platter of beef surrounded by roasted potatoes and carrots.

She beamed with pleasure. ‘Why, thank you, sir. There’s Victoria sponge for pudding.’ She set the platter down and began to carve the roast.

Bibi smiled across the table at Dominic. ‘Your mother told me you liked it as a child. You still do, I hope?’

Dominic nodded as Mrs Sutton ladled gravy atop his plate of beef and Yorkshire pudding and set it down before him. ‘I normally don’t eat like this. I’ve got to fit in my Cavallis, mind. They’re not very forgiving.’

‘Nonsense!’ his mother scoffed. ‘You’re too thin. Always drinking coffee and downing those Red Stags—’

‘Bulls, mum,’ Dominic corrected her. ‘Red Bulls.’

‘Well, whatever they are, they can’t be good for you.’ Lady Mary picked up her napkin. ‘I see that Lady Bastable is the latest scandal du jour in the papers this morning.’

Liam looked up, his forkful of roast hovering mid-air. ‘Lady Bastable? Sophie’s mum? Why, what’s she done?’

‘Well, I don’t like to spread gossip–’ Lady Mary began.

Charles pressed his lips together at this blatant exaggeration of the truth, but refrained from comment.

‘–but she’s been photographed in London, carrying on with that famous footballer, oh, what’s his name – the fellow who married Keeley only last month, quite handsome he is?’

Dominic jabbed viciously at a piece of roast with his fork. ‘Trevor Wilde. Too bad he doesn’t live up to his hype on the pitch. He’s too busy chasing women to score any actual goals.’

‘Oh, he’s a decent striker,’ Liam remarked, ‘although Chelsea’s had better. But what I don’t understand,’ he went on as he glanced over at his brother, ‘is why in balls he’d cheat on someone as hot as your ex-wife Keeley, and with Lady Anne, of all people?’ He grimaced. ‘She’s old enough to be his mum.’

‘She’s still a very attractive woman,’ Lady Mary said, a trifle stiffly.

‘And very rich, as well,’ Dominic added, ever the cynic. ‘That’s catnip to a social climber like Wilde.’

 ‘Poor Lady Anne!’ his mother tutted. ‘I imagine her husband is quite embarrassed.’ She shook her head as she cut into her slice of beef. ‘After all, Richard Bastable is a prominent member of the coalition cabinet, and a senior Tory. But at least the media’s moved on from Gemma, poor girl. There’s always a new story to eclipse the last.’

‘Speaking of which,’ Liam remarked, casting a sly glance at his brother, ‘did you hear the latest? Trevor’s just landed a splashy new ad campaign.’

Dominic snorted. ‘A campaign for what? Haemorrhoid cream?’

‘No, a men’s cologne.’ Liam thrust a bit of potato in his mouth. ‘Dissolute. It’s all over the news.’ He paused, feigning surprise. ‘Wait a minute…wasn’t that the stuff you used to hawk?’

Dominic didn’t answer. He was too busy trying not to choke on his roast beef. ‘You’re mistaken,’ he sputtered. ‘Maison Laroche dumped the Dissolute campaign. Max told me so.’

‘Well, bruv,’ Liam said as he laid his napkin aside and stood up to leave, ‘Max lied. They didn’t dump the campaign.’ He paused. ‘They dumped you.’

‘Excuse me.’ Dominic flung down his napkin and pushed back his chair. ‘I’ve a call to make. And an agent to fire.’

‘But we haven’t had pudding yet,’ Lady Mary objected. ‘You can make your call after dinner.’

‘This is important, Mum.’

‘Sit!’ she commanded. She turned back to Bibi. ‘Did Rupert tell you about the reality show he’s doing? They start filming tomorrow.’

‘They’re not filming, mum,’ Dominic snapped. ‘They’re only starting pre-production.’

Bibi’s eyes widened and she fixed him with an accusing eye. ‘Why didn’t you tell me you’re to be on television?’

He shrugged. ‘It’s not a big deal. It’s a reality show.’

Lady Mary toyed with her pearls. ‘I imagine we’ll all be involved. But of course, Rupert will be the star.’

‘In that case,’ Liam observed with a smirk, ‘it’s sure to be a complete flop.’

‘Go ahead and scoff,’ Dominic informed his brother, ‘but my fees will pay for a new roof for Mansfield; and the production company’s footing the bill for the cosmetic repairs. They’ve even agreed to put in a car park and add a fire exit to the chapel, so we can host weddings and hunts and festivals here.’

‘And did anyone think to ask me for permission for any of this nonsense first?’ Charles asked, his voice dangerously calm.

‘Why on earth would you object?’ Dominic asked, baffled. ‘With the money I’ll make, Mansfield can shine again, and stay in the family for generations to come.’

Lord Locksley surged to his feet and glared down the length of the table at his oldest son.

‘I don’t care how much they pay. I don’t care if they throw in dancing girls and whirling dervishes,’ his father thundered. ‘I’m still the tenth Earl Locksley, and as such, I forbid this incursion into my privacy. There will be no filming in, at, or around Mansfield Hall, tomorrow – or ever.’

So saying, he threw down his napkin and swept, white-lipped with fury, from the room, leaving a stunned silence behind.

The minute dinner was over, Dominic retreated to his room and dialled Max’s number. He wasted no time on preliminaries. ‘Why the fuck didn’t you tell me that Dissolute replaced me with Trevor fucking Wilde?’

‘I was going to,’ Max began.

‘Right! You’re fired.’

‘Now, Dominic, calm down—’

‘Don’t tell me to calm down,’ Dominic snarled. ‘I’ve lost the Dissolute account, I’ve been replaced by a footballer with three brain cells, and now the old man’s pulled the plug on my reality show.’

‘We’ll get it sorted. At any rate,’ Max pointed out, ‘it’s too late to pull the plug on Mansfield Lark. You signed a contract.’

‘Contracts are made to be broken.’

‘Not this one. I looked it over thoroughly before you signed,’ Max reminded him. ‘It’s iron-clad. You’ll be sued seven ways to an elephant’s arse if you break it.’

‘Tell me, Beebs,’ Dominic complained later, as the two of them sped in her Spitfire to London, ‘what am I to do now?’ He stared glumly out the window. ‘I can’t cancel the show, but we can’t film at Mansfield, either. My fucking father! Turn the car around – I’ve got to go back and start making calls.’

‘No, you don’t.’ She smiled over at him and patted his knee in reassurance. ‘I spoke with your mother before we left, and she promised to talk your father round.’

‘No one can talk him round,’ Dominic said darkly. ‘He’s as solid and immovable as Hadrian’s bloody Wall.’

‘If anyone can persuade him, Lady Mary can. Now,’ Bibi added as she glanced at him, ‘let’s discuss your clothes.’

‘What’s wrong with my clothes?’ He glanced down at his leather trousers, zebra-print T-shirt, and red trainers.

‘They’re fine,’ she said, returning her eyes to the road, ‘for a punk rocker. But you need to start dressing like a proper earl’s son, at least some of the time.’

‘What? You mean wear suits, and plus-fours, and…and fucking cuff links?’

She laughed. ‘It’s not as bad as all that. You can still be yourself, Dominic – just a little less so.’ She paused. ‘Think of it as being Dominic some of the time, and Rupert the rest of the time…when you’re socializing, for example.’

‘But I don’t socialize!’ he protested. ‘Unless you count snorting cocaine off a groupie’s arse after a concert as socializing…?’

Bibi shook her head firmly. ‘No, I don’t. Sorry.’

‘Who am I supposed to be in the kissing booth at the village fête, then? Rupert, or Dominic?’ he grumbled. ‘I feel like that bloke with the two personalities, Dr Feckle and Mr Clyde.’

‘You mean Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde?’

‘Yeah. Whatever.’

‘You’ll be yourself, of course. The girls will line up to kiss Dominic Heath. Besides, no one knows you as Rupert Locksley yet,’ she mused. ‘We’ll need to introduce you properly to local society.’

‘Introduce me…how, exactly?’

‘We’ll throw a benefit ball,’ she decided, warming to the idea, ‘to support the local children’s hospital ward. We’ll have it at Mansfield Hall, and you’ll be the host.’

‘Me?’ he sputtered, aghast. ‘I don’t know how to host a benefit ball. I don’t even know how to be Rupert! When I was last home, I still had spots, and you’d find me locked in the loo with back issues of Knave, or playing guitar, or hanging out behind the potting shed, snogging Natalie.’

‘Well, you’re not a teenager now,’ Bibi pointed out tersely.

‘No,’ he agreed with a scowl. ‘I’m over the hill at twenty-eight. I’ve been dumped from Dissolute’s ad campaign and replaced with that twat Trevor.’

‘Don’t you see, Dominic – it’s because of your image.’ Bibi glanced over at him. ‘You’re in desperate need of a make-over. We’ll hire a stylist and get your appearance sorted out. It’s time you started to dress – and behave – like a proper adult.’

‘Shit,’ Dominic groaned as he slumped back against the headrest, ‘I don’t like the sound of this already.’

Three hours, fifteen minutes, and seven hundred and fifty quid later, Dominic stared at his reflection in the full-length mirror. He almost didn’t recognize himself.

‘I like the chalk stripe,’ Bibi decided as she prowled around him, studying the navy suit and lavender silk tie she’d chosen. ‘But the navy’s nice, too. Which do you prefer?’

‘Neither,’ he groused. ‘I hate wearing a monkey suit.’

‘Rupert,’ she reminded him firmly, ‘you have Mansfield to think of now, and your family. You’ll be required to attend and host all manner of social functions. You need to be properly dressed to face your responsibilities as the next earl.’

‘If I become the next earl,’ he said darkly. ‘I’m sure my father would rather give the title over to anyone but me. My brother, for instance. Or Milo the plumber.’

‘Liam’s a boy, not a man.’ Bibi stood very close to Dominic as she straightened his tie, and her hands paused on the Windsor knot as her eyes met his. ‘Give yourself some credit, Rupert. You’re a very clever, very talented, very handsome man.’

Her lips, so pink and glossy and inviting, were inches from his. All Dominic had to do was lean forward, just the slightest bit, and brush his mouth against hers—

‘Have you made a decision, sir?’ the salesperson enquired as he returned with several ties laid out over his arm.

Dominic stepped back as if he’d been scalded. Shit, what was he thinking? He loved Gemma. Of course he did. Yet he’d nearly kissed Bibi Matchington-Alcester, right here in the middle of the bloody menswear department at Hackett’s.

‘We’ll take both suits, please,’ Bibi informed the salesperson. ‘And we’ll want the waistcoat and ties, as well.’

‘Very good. If you’d like to come over to the till when you’re ready.’ He nodded and left them to go and begin ringing up their purchases.

‘We shan’t have time to get your shoes today,’ Bibi said as she turned back to Dominic. ‘It’s nearly five, and it’s Sunday, so we’ll have to come back to John Lobb another day. Are you available next Saturday?’

‘Fine by me,’ Dominic agreed, and returned to the changing room, shedding the suit jacket and waistcoat as he went. ‘I won’t be a minute, Beebs.’

As she handed Dominic’s black AmEx card to the sales assistant, Bibi smiled. ‘Take your time,’ she called back. ‘I’ll wait.’

She leaned against the counter as the sales assistant rang up Dominic’s bill. She glanced down at her bare ring finger and murmured, ‘Just don’t keep me waiting too long, Rupert.’


Chapter 24

‘Thank God you’re back.’

Rhys Gordon thrust his chair back and stood up as Gemma Astley entered his office.

‘Hello, Rhys. It’s good to be back.’ She handed her boss a tall espresso macchiato – ‘Black, no sugar, just the way you like it,’ she added – and turned to go back to her desk.

‘Wait. Don’t be in such a hurry, talk to me.’ He took the cup and sat down on the corner of his desk, taking a sip of espresso. ‘You wouldn’t believe the parade of incompetent twits the agency sent round to cover for you while you were gone. I’ve been to temp hell and back. So how’s Dominic doing, then?’

She shrugged. ‘He’s fine, I expect.’

‘You expect? You don’t know?’

She pressed her lips together. ‘We aren’t talking at the moment.’

‘Ah. Sorry to hear it. No, actually I’m not,’ he added. ‘I can’t stand the cocky little shit.’

‘Yes. I think we all know that by now.’

Rhys studied her, his expression troubled. ‘Gemma, I hate to bring it up, but about that tabloid thing—’

‘I’m sorry about that.’ Her words were stiff. ‘It was a long time ago, when I was young and stupid. It’s horribly embarrassing. If you don’t mind, I’d prefer not to talk about it. I hope you won’t sack me over it…’

‘Sack you? Bloody fucking hell, why would I do that?’ he demanded. ‘You’re the best PA I’ve ever had. No, I was just going to say I imagine Dominic is upset over the whole thing.’

‘Dominic and I are through.’ She picked up a stack of message slips and riffled briskly through them. ‘Now, if there’s nothing else, I have a thousand emails to answer, and I’ve your messages and weekly schedule to sort out.’

‘No, there’s nothing else.’ He lifted his coffee cup in a mock salute. ‘Have at it, then. And, Gemma…welcome back.’

‘Thank you.’ With a smile, Gemma turned on her heel to go back to her desk, and the pile of work that awaited her.

On Monday morning, the flowers arrived. Two dozen gorgeous, perfect roses, to be exact. As Holly’s colleagues gathered around her desk to admire the pale-pink blooms, the delivery man returned with a second vase (white roses, this time) and set it down.

‘Bloke must really be in the doghouse,’ he remarked as he waited for Holly to sign the clipboard.

‘He is.’ She handed his pen back. ‘And he’s not out yet.’

When her colleagues finally drifted back to their laptops and phones and call sheets, she reached for the card. ‘What colour is my sorrow?’/ ‘Pink,’ he said, ‘and white.’/Please make my sadness leave/by dining out with me tonight.’

Holly snorted. Did he really imagine a cheesy poem would atone for humiliating her so thoroughly? Bad enough he’d forgotten their date; worse, he’d taken Camilla out to dinner – at the restaurant where she and Alex had their first real date – and on the very next night!

Some things, she thought darkly as she glared at the roses, could not be forgiven.

The film crew arrived at Mansfield first thing on Monday to begin pre-production of Mansfield Lark. Lady Mary had somehow managed to persuade Lord Locksley to allow this egregious invasion of his home and his privacy.

Dominic didn’t know how his mother had accomplished this miracle, and he didn’t care. He was relieved that the earl was on board – and, blessedly, out of sight. With any luck he’d stay that way throughout the duration of filming.

‘Hello, Mr Heath.’ A tall man in a baseball cap thrust out his hand as Dominic reached the bottom of the stairs. ‘I’m Sam Jaffe, field director. This is Nigel, our production assistant,’ he added, turning to the shorter man next to him, ‘and this–’ he glanced over at a thin, fox-faced woman ‘–is our script-writer, Rachel.’

‘Script-writer?’ Dominic blinked in confusion. ‘There’s a script? But I thought this was a reality show.’

‘Oh, it is, yes. And there’s not a script, as such. But Rachel will be putting an outline together, to ramp up the drama a bit and keep things interesting.’ Sam smiled. ‘It’s all about the entertainment factor, after all.’

‘So you lot don’t just follow us round with cameras and randomly film things, then?’

‘Yes, we do. We’ll end up with a lot of footage to edit. But there’ll need to be scripted situations, as well. Rachel will devise challenges, and set up conflicts.’

‘Challenges,’ Dominic echoed, his heart sinking. ‘Conflicts?’

Rachel looked at him. ‘Rows,’ she said bluntly. ‘Confrontations, shouting, overturning tables… audiences love that sort of thing.’

‘But – we don’t do any of that!’ he protested. He thought of his recent fistfight in the foyer with Liam. Lucky they hadn’t filmed that. ‘Well, usually we don’t,’ he amended. ‘My father – the earl – hates that sort of thing.’

‘Well, that’s the point, isn’t it?’ Rachel patted him on the arm. ‘When I finish the outline, you and your family will be doing all manner of things you’ve never done before.’

And as she turned away to ask Sam a question, Dominic wondered if he hadn’t gone and made a huge mistake.

Milo Astley arrived ten minutes later, in a Ford Transit van that seized up with periodic spasms and farted blue smoke. ‘Where’s the kitchen, then?’ he asked Dominic as the rock star opened the door and ushered him inside the foyer.

‘Milo!’ Dominic was relieved to see a familiar, non-television face, even if he did reek a bit of carbon monoxide. There was an open quality to the ginger-haired man’s face that he found reassuring. He clapped Milo on the shoulder and said, ‘Come along, and I’ll take you through to the kitchen.’

‘My helper’s just coming,’ Milo said as Dominic opened a green baize door and led him into the kitchen. He set his tool bag down and accepted Dominic’s offer of a cup of tea. ‘I saw the ITV truck outside. So they’ve started filming the show?’

‘Not yet.’ He handed Milo a cup of Builder’s. ‘Right now it’s just preliminary stuff – setting lighting levels, doing sound checks, deciding where to film first.’

‘Very exciting, all the same, it is! Too bad Gemma couldn’t be here, I’m sure she’d love to be on the telly.’

‘Actually, she was furious when I told her they’d be filming here. It’s ironic,’ Dominic added glumly, ‘’cause we met when I did a video for Dashwood and James last year. She told me I was a knob.’ He smiled in fond memory.

Milo grinned. ‘That’s my girl.’ He looked at Dominic keenly. ‘So that’s what happened between you two, then? You’ve not split up for good, I hope.’

‘Who knows? She was pissed off that I set up this reality show thing without telling her first,’ Dominic admitted. ‘After the Ladz pictures hit the tabloids, the last thing she wanted was a bunch of cameramen following her round. She told me I was an insensitive wanker.’

‘Well, you were, a bit.’ Milo sipped his tea. ‘But you’ve got to do what you can to help your family. I understand that. Gemma will too, in time. Ah, here’s Adesh.’ He indicated a dark-haired young man, who nodded to Dominic. ‘All right, then. What’s the problem? Clogged-up drain? Rusted pipes?’

Mrs Sutton turned from the onion she was chopping and fixed him with a baleful eye. ‘I can answer that one easy enough.’ She pointed to the water-stained apron of the ancient Belfast sink. ‘The drain pipe’s backed up; and the water comes out of the taps in a brown trickle. It’s the same for the bathrooms upstairs.’

‘Hmm. Sounds like a pressure problem, or blockage…’

‘Ah, Dominic, there you are.’ Sam pushed through the door into the kitchen, closely followed by Lady Mary. ‘The painters have just arrived. They’re ready to start priming the walls.’

‘Priming the walls?’ Dominic echoed.

‘They want to paint the hall plum.’ Lady Mary’s expression was glacial. ‘Rupert, tell them that painting these walls simply isn’t possible. After all, Mansfield Hall is historic!’

‘It may be historic, Lady Mary, but it’s not listed,’ Sam pointed out. ‘And it’s a beautiful house, but it’s not exactly a stately, is it? So what’s the problem with slapping a coat or two of paint on here or there?’

‘The problem,’ Dominic told Sam firmly, ‘is my father, the earl. He won’t allow it.’

Sam’s eyes narrowed. ‘Let me remind you, Dominic…you signed a contract. And it plainly states, in paragraph 7, clause (3), that ‘painting, refurbishing, and script-dictated redecorating’ is part of the agreement.’

‘I have a solution,’ Lady Mary told Sam, her words brisk. ‘Cover the walls in fabric instead. You can buy a few yards of whatever you like – a nice watered silk comes to mind – attach it with a staple gun, and remove it–’ her expression was steely ‘–when the filming is done. Will that suit, Mr Jaffe?’

He frowned, considering. ‘Well, yes, I suppose so. Someone must to go to London and choose the proper fabric…’ he turned away and reached for his mobile, already punching in numbers.

‘Your father,’ Lady Mary said grimly to Dominic under her breath, ‘will not like this.’

‘Can you lock him in his study?’ he murmured, only half joking. ‘We can let him out when the filming’s over.’

‘What are you two whispering about?’

Dominic and his mother looked up with twin expressions of surprise as Bibi, dressed in a vintage Chanel jacket and Earl jeans, swept into the kitchen.

‘Beebs,’ Dominic said, with a decided lack of enthusiasm. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘I’ve come to take you to London for the day.’ She raised one perfectly groomed blonde brow. ‘We need to get your shoes fitted, and your suits are ready.’

‘But you said we’d go on Saturday,’ Dominic interrupted. ‘Besides, I can’t possibly leave now. The film crew’s just got here, and they want to paint; and the plumber’s under the sink—’

‘Your mother has it well under control. Don’t you, Lady Mary?’ Bibi asked his mother with a wide smile.

‘Well…I suppose so,’ Lady Mary said doubtfully. ‘Still, you’d best check with Mr Jaffe before you go, Rupert.’

‘Right.’ Dominic sighed. He wasn’t sure which was worse, staying here in the midst of the pre-production madness, or trailing down Jermyn Street in Bibi’s determined wake, trying on suits and neckties and sodding cufflinks…

‘Before we go,’ Bibi added, ‘I want to ask your mother about sponsoring the benefit ball.’

‘Benefit ball?’ Lady Mary echoed.

Briefly, Bibi relayed her desire to hold a ball at Mansfield to benefit the children’s ward of the hospital. ‘I thought we might hold it the Saturday evening of the fête,’ she finished. ‘What do you think?’

‘Well,’ Lady Mary said doubtfully, ‘it’s a lovely idea, but the expense…’

‘I’ll foot the bill, mum,’ Dominic offered. ‘After all, with this new reality show, I can afford it.’

‘But Mansfield needs such a lot of work—’

‘We’ll have almost a month to get it ready.’ Bibi smiled at Dominic. ‘A lot can happen in a month, after all.’

‘Who’s this?’ Rachel asked as she strode into the kitchen and eyed Bibi with interest.

Dominic made the introductions – blimey, but the kitchen was getting crowded – and explained that Bibi was a family friend. ‘Now, if you’ll excuse me–’ he took Bibi’s arm ‘–we’re off to London to have a shop.’

‘Bob! Tom!’ Rachel bellowed as she scurried out of the kitchen. ‘Get your gear – you’re going with Dominic and Bibi to London to film!’

Dominic dropped Bibi’s arm and looked at her, aghast. ‘If Gemma sees the two of us together on the telly, she’ll have my balls for breakfast, and no mistake.’

‘Oh, piffle.’ Bibi linked her arm serenely through his. ‘You’re only trying on clothes, after all; we’re not going out on a date. Besides, you and Gemma are through, aren’t you?’

‘I don’t know,’ he grumbled as he followed Bibi’s long-legged stride out of the kitchen and into the foyer. ‘But we’ll be over for certain if she sees the pair of us on the telly.’


Chapter 25

Joss and Dr MacGregor arrived at Mansfield just as Dominic and Bibi roared away down the drive in the Triumph, a small blue Yaris racing after them. Joss blinked. The bloke in the Yaris’ passenger seat had a camera hoisted on his shoulder, its lens pointed at the rapidly vanishing Spitfire.

‘Joss!’

She looked up to see Liam on the front steps, just emerging from the house. ‘Hi,’ she called out as she joined him. ‘I’m here to help Dr MacGregor vaccinate the sheep. Are you ready?’

‘I think so. I’m looking forward to getting out of this madhouse, at any rate.’ He scowled at a skinny woman, notepad in hand, who brushed past them and disappeared into the house.

Joss glanced over at the ITV trucks. ‘Have they started filming?’

‘No. Do either of you fancy a coffee?’

‘None for me, thanks.’ MacGregor paused on his way to the sheep pens, his satchel in hand. ‘I’ve drunk my weight in caffeine already. I was up till three o’clock this morning, delivering a breech calf at the Allchurches’.’

‘The Allchurches?’ Liam shot him a glance. ‘Is everything all right, then?’

‘Oh, fine. The calf took to the teat with no problem.’ He smiled. ‘I’m off to the pens. See you both in a bit.’

As he strode off, Joss turned back to Liam. ‘So how’ve you been?’ she asked, shyly.

‘Fine.’ His words were gruff. He studied the long, sun-streaked blonde plait that fell over her shoulder. ‘You look…you look nice.’ He cleared his throat.

She felt her cheeks pinken. ‘Thanks.’

There was an awkward pause as the pair of them stood there.

‘Why don’t you go ahead?’ Liam said abruptly as he turned to go back inside. ‘I’ll get tea. Sure you don’t want one?’

‘I’m sure.’ She hesitated. ‘Listen, you should go and help Dr MacGregor. I’ll fetch the tea. I need to speak to your mum, anyway.’

‘You do?’ He looked puzzled. ‘About what?’

‘I’m to get her recipe for Victoria sponge,’ Joss replied, embarrassed. ‘Dad wants it. So, how do you take your tea?’

‘One sugar, lemon. I wouldn’t bother asking mum for the recipe; Mrs Sutton’s who you should talk to. Mum can’t cook for shit.’ He smiled uncertainly. ‘Okay, then. Thanks for fetching the tea. I’ll…see you soon.’

‘Yeah, see you soon,’ Joss agreed, and fled into the house.

As she made her way to the kitchen, Joss felt a welter of emotions. Liam obviously already regretted having sex with her; after all, he could barely even look her in the eye, and he couldn’t get away from her fast enough—

‘Hi. Can I get one of those as well?’

Startled, she turned around from her anxiety-ridden tea preparations to see a young man in plumber’s coveralls standing nearby. He was about her age, with dark hair and eyes and a friendly smile. She smiled back and reached for another cup. ‘Sure. How do you take it?’

‘Just the plain tea’s fine.’ He held out his hand. ‘I’m Adesh,’ he told her. ‘I work with Milo.’ He jerked his head in the direction of the sink, where the plumber’s overalled legs stuck out. ‘But everyone calls me Desh.’

‘Hi, Desh.’ She tried it on for size as she took his hand. His skin was warm, his grip firm. ‘I’m Joss.’ She turned back to grab a teabag and switch on the kettle.

‘Desh,’ the plumber called out, ‘do you fancy doing a bit of work today, mate? I think you should quit chatting up the young lady and get your tea, so we can get on with it.’

‘Coming.’ Desh grinned at her apologetically. ‘Sorry,’ he mouthed, and jerked his head in the plumber’s direction.

Joss grinned back. She plopped a Builder’s teabag in his cup and poured hot water over it, then handed it over.

‘Thanks.’ He lifted the cup, never taking his dark eyes from hers. ‘See you round, I hope?’

‘Oh, I’m sure of it. I’m helping Dr MacGregor. We’re vaccinating the sheep today.’ She bit her lip. ‘Well, I have to take Liam his tea.’ She smiled. ‘See you around.’

‘Definitely.’

Milo manoeuvred his way out from under the sink and levered himself up onto one elbow. ‘If you don’t hand me that fitting I asked you for five minutes ago,’ he told Desh irritably, ‘you’ll be seeing a lot more of the young lady, because we’ll be here all bloody night!’

‘Sorry, I’m coming,’ Desh said quickly. ‘Thanks, Joss.’

‘You’re welcome.’ She turned away to pick up Liam’s cup, and hurried out of the kitchen and back to the sheep pens as fast as the hot tea would allow.

Bibi parked the Triumph on Old Bond Street. At some point just past Uxbridge, she eluded the cameramen in their blue Yaris with a skill that even James Bond would have envied. ‘Here we are. Are you ready, Dominic?’

‘I’m ready. Where to first?’ he enquired. ‘Turnbull and Asser? Tricker’s? It’s a bit of a walk to Jermyn Street—’

‘Neither. We’re going to Taylor,’ she answered without hesitation as she unfolded her long legs and got out of the car.

‘Taylor? The barber’s?’ Puzzled, Dominic got out as well and slammed the door. ‘But why would you want to go there?’

‘I don’t want to go there,’ she said patiently as she took his arm, ‘but you do. You’re getting a haircut, and a shave.’

He balked. ‘What? But I like my hair and my five o’clock shadow just as they are, thank you very much.’

‘Change is good.’ Her words were brisk as she propelled him forward. ‘You could do with a trim; your hair’s brushing your collar. Remember what I said – you want to look like an aristocrat, Rupert, not a poorly groomed pop star.’

‘I’m not a bloody pop star.’ He glared at her, insulted. ‘Pop stars are naff.’

‘So are scruffy aristos,’ Bibi said firmly, and dragged him into Taylor.

An hour later they emerged, Dominic freshly shaved and his hair stylishly cut. His skin was dewy and smelled faintly of Lemon and Lime shaving cream.

‘You look gorgeous,’ Bibi assured him as she threaded her arm through his. ‘Trust me, Rupert, I know what I’m doing.’ She kissed his cheek. ‘And you smell divine,’ she purred.

‘Thanks.’ He looked up to see the two blokes from ITV, cameras in hand, hurrying down the sidewalk towards them. ‘Oh, shit. Looks like Bob and Tom found us, Beebs.’

‘It’s okay.’ She smiled up at him. ‘At least you look presentable now. Let them film all they like.’

He raised his brow. ‘You mean you didn’t think I looked presentable, before? I didn’t think I looked that bad…’

‘Dominic? Dominic Heath, is that you?’

He blinked. A petite blonde with a half-dozen shopping bags and a tiny dog in a diamond-studded collar stood before him. He regarded his ex-wife and her malicious little dog in dismay. ‘Keeley! What the hell are you doing here?’

‘I’m running up Trevor’s credit card bills,’ she replied. She glanced down adoringly at the tiny dog. ‘We’ve already been to Chanel and Fortnum and Mason, haven’t we, Diamanté?’ she cooed. ‘I’m going lingerie shopping next. So far I’ve racked up nearly £10,000 on his AmEx alone.’ She sniffed. ‘Let him screw around on me with that old bag, Lady Anne. I’ll bankrupt Trevor’s arse before the day’s over!’

Dominic glared over at the cameramen, avidly filming the exchange. ‘Hey, you lot! Turn off those cameras! This is a private convo, no filming.’

‘Sorry, Dominic,’ the taller of the two said as he continued to point his lens at Keeley, ‘but you signed a contract.’

Dominic scowled. ‘I’m getting bloody tired of hearing that, already.’

Keeley flipped her hand dismissively at him. ‘Let ’em film, I don’t care. I hope Trevor sees this on the News at Ten tonight while he’s in bed with Lady Anne. Put a crimp in his fun, it will.’ She stared with interest at Bibi. ‘Are you planning to introduce us, Dominic?’

Bibi smiled and held out her hand. ‘Bibi Matchington-Alcester. We’re doing a little shopping ourselves.’

‘So I see.’ Keeley took Bibi’s hand as she eyed Dominic approvingly. ‘You’ve done wonders with him already.’

‘You make it sound like I looked shit,’ Dominic complained.

‘You did!’ they chorused, and pealed with laughter.

 ‘Well,’ Keeley announced as she gathered up her carrier bags and Diamanté’s leash, ‘I’m off. I’m headed to the Maldives after I finish up this last bit of shopping. Trevor and his titled trout can sod off for all I care.’

‘Come on, Dominic.’ Bibi waved goodbye to Keeley and Diamanté and took his arm. As they walked back to the car, Bob and Tom followed close behind. ‘I need to pop over to Agent Provocateur, and then we can have lunch.’ She leaned closer and whispered, ‘And we can lose those two.’ In a normal voice she asked, ‘How does that sound?’

‘Just don’t kill us on the way over,’ Dominic warned her, ‘and I’ll go wherever you like.’


Chapter 26

Despite Bibi’s best efforts, the blue Yaris stayed doggedly behind them and screeched to a halt nearby as they climbed out of the Triumph. ‘No filming in there,’ Bibi told Bob and Tom firmly as she pointed at the lingerie store. ‘Dominic may have signed a contract, but I didn’t.’

They nodded agreeably. ‘No problem, love,’ Bob assured her as he reached into his pocket and withdrew a pack of cigarettes. ‘We’ll wait out here and have ourselves a smoke.’

‘Tell me, Dominic, what do you think of this?’ Bibi asked him throatily twenty minutes later.

He looked up from his perusal of a pair of crotchless feather-trimmed knickers, and promptly dropped them back onto the table. ‘Crikey, Beebs!’

Bibi, clad in a black bustier with hot-pink trim, posed in front of the full-length, three-way mirror with one hand resting on her hip. Her feet were thrust into mules with pink marabou feathers; hot-pink garters held up sheer black stockings.

‘Do you like it?’ she purred.

The ability to form words had completely deserted Dominic. He could only gape, his jaw slack, as Bibi turned on one pink high heel and regarded him over her shoulder with a half-smile.

‘I – yeah – it’s…nice,’ he managed to say.

‘Nice?’ She raised her brow. ‘Kittens are nice, Dominic. Hand-knitted scarves are nice. But this…’ she indicated the bustier with a languid wave of her hand as she came towards him ‘is definitely not nice.’ She smiled and took his hand. ‘Be a love and come along to the dressing room. I need your opinion.’

He followed her, keeping his eyes – with great difficulty – averted from the rounded curves of her bottom, past the three-way mirror and into her dressing room. She shut the door and leaned back against it.

‘I’ve wanted to do this all morning,’ she murmured, and came closer and pressed herself against him. Her arms slid around his neck.

Dominic paled. ‘What – what are you doing, Beebs?’

She nibbled the corner of his mouth. ‘What I should’ve done a long time ago. I’m kissing you,’ she breathed, and pressed her lips against his.

For a moment or two, overcome by equal parts lust and indecision, Dominic succumbed. He bit back a groan as Bibi’s lips parted beneath his, and his arms tightened around her waist.

It wasn’t until sometime later, when she began to tug his shirt off, that the fog of desire cleared, and Dominic realized his traitorous willy was (once again) about to overrule his better judgment and get him into serious trouble.

He dragged his mouth from hers. ‘Wait, Beebs – I can’t do this.’

‘Oh, but this–’ she said coyly as she laid her hand against the bulge in his trousers ‘–tells me that you can.’

‘I love Gemma,’ he protested.

‘Gemma’s gone,’ Bibi reminded him. ‘And I’m here.’ Her mouth, swollen from kissing, was inches from his.

‘Yeah, she’s gone. And that’s my fault.’ Dominic grabbed Bibi’s wrists and held her away. ‘I love Gemma,’ he said again, more firmly.

‘No you don’t!’ Bibi snapped. ‘If you did, she’d still be here with you, wouldn’t she?’

‘I told you, she works. She’s Rhys Gordon’s PA.’

‘Yes, she works.’ Bibi’s eyes blazed with contempt. ‘Your mum doesn’t like her, you know. She’ll never accept Gemma as her daughter-in-law; she told me so. After all, what does a girl from Essex–’ she spat out the word ‘–know about our world? She’s far too common to marry a title.’

Dominic narrowed his eyes. ‘You know, Beebs, that’s a bit rich, coming from you. After all, you’re not titled, either. Your stepfather’s family made their fortune in ball bearings, for God’s sake! So who are you to judge Gemma? Or anyone?’

‘I may not have a title,’ she hissed, ‘but I know how to act like a lady!’

‘Sorry, but I don’t think throwing yourself at a bloke in your dressing room is very ladylike, is it?’

Outraged, Bibi quivered like one of Mrs Sutton’s elderflower jellies. ‘At least I’ve never had my picture in a lads’ mag!’

‘Well, why would you?’ Dominic retorted. ‘Your tits are too small, at any rate.’

She gasped and glared at him, the dressing gown clutched tightly against her chest. Angry tears glistened in her eyes. ‘Get out, Dominic.’

‘Look, Beebs,’ he said, trying to placate her, ‘I’m sorry. I like you, I really do. You’re great! And so are your tits, even if they are a bit…small. But I can’t…be with you, not the way you want me to. I love Gemma—’

‘Spare me, Dominic.’ Her words were acid. ‘I don’t want to hear about your great love for Gemma. You’re a talentless berk. You’d best hope that those two cameramen outside can give you a ride back to Mansfield…because I’m bloody well not.’

Dominic, his cheek and chin smeared with Bibi’s lipstick, stormed out of Agent Provocateur. He rounded on the cameramen when they threw their cigarettes aside and began filming him. ‘Get out of my face, you morons,’ he snarled as he attempted to scrub away Bibi’s lip prints with his sleeve.

‘Had a row with the ice queen?’ Bob, the taller one, enquired sympathetically.

‘She may be an ice queen, but she’s still bloody hot,’ Tom observed, and sniggered.

Dominic ignored them and called the taxi company. ‘Send a cab to–’ he glanced at the address ‘–number five, Royal Exchange. And make it fast,’ he told the girl at the other end of his mobile.

‘No need to call a taxi, mate,’ Bob said as he peered around the camera. ‘You can ride back with us.’

‘No thanks,’ Dominic snapped. ‘I’d rather ride a donkey.’

A short time later, a black taxi pulled up to the kerb and Dominic flung the door open. Bob and Tom were already sprinting towards the Yaris.

‘Dashwood and James department store, please,’ Dominic told the driver tersely, ‘on Sloane Street. And there’s a good tip in it for you if you step on it. There’re two blokes in a blue Yaris trying to follow me. Paps.’

‘No worries, mate,’ the driver assured him as he glanced in his rear-view mirror with a beady eye, ‘I’ll lose ’em in five minutes flat.’

True to his word, the driver deposited Dominic – minus the cameramen – in front of Dashwood and James a short time later. He drove as if he were on the last circuit of Le Mans, roaring down side streets and taking turns on two wheels, and easily eluded the blue Yaris.

Dominic made his way to the fourth floor of the department store and strode down the hall, ignoring the curious glances as he walked by. He stopped as he saw Rhys Gordon just coming out of his office.

‘What are you doing here?’ Rhys inquired. ‘Run out of hotels to trash?’

‘I’m here to see Gemma,’ he shot back, ‘not that it’s any of your business.’ He regarded Rhys insolently. ‘You oughtn’t to be so rude to someone who helped save your bacon last year. If it wasn’t for me, Dodgy and James would be nothing but a fond memory right now. And you’d be somewhere else.’ He paused. ‘Pity you’re not, come to that.’

Gemma, alerted by their upraised voices, appeared behind Rhys. She came to a stop. ‘Dominic! What have you done to your hair? And what are you doing here?’

‘Exactly what I want to know,’ Rhys growled.

Dominic ignored him. Gemma, dressed in a smart cream-coloured suit and black court shoes, looked efficient, professional – and sexy as hell. ‘I need to talk to you, Gemma.’ He looked pointedly at Rhys. ‘Alone.’

Not wanting to prolong the encounter – or annoy Rhys any more than he already was – Gemma glared at Dominic. ‘Very well, I can spare five minutes.’ She moved past Rhys and Dominic and strode into an empty office.

‘Thanks.’ Dominic followed her inside and shut the door. ‘Look, babes, I came to say sorry. I know I wasn’t very considerate of your feelings when I agreed to this reality show thing.’

‘No,’ she said frostily, ‘you weren’t.’

‘But you have to understand, I’m doing it for my family. They need the money; otherwise, we’ll lose Mansfield. And I can’t let that happen.’

‘You might have asked me how I felt about it, at least.’

‘You’re right.’ He sighed. ‘I’m a selfish arse sometimes.’

‘Sometimes.’ Her expression thawed slightly. ‘It’s all right, forget it. Sorry I was such a cow. I shouldn’t have taken it personally. I know how important Mansfield is to you and your family.’

Dominic regarded her hopefully. ‘Forgive me, babes?’

‘Oh, Dom, of course I do.’ She threw her arms around his neck and held him close. ‘I missed you.’

He kissed her, loving the familiar feel of her lips and skin and the crush of her breasts against his chest. He lifted his head and murmured, ‘Have time for a quickie?’

Her eyes widened. ‘Dominic, you can’t be serious!’ she hissed. ‘We can’t, this is Nat’s old office! Anyone in the world might walk in, including Rhys—’

‘And that,’ Dominic informed her with a wicked gleam in his eye, ‘should make for a very hot, very memorable quickie.’


Chapter 27

Ten minutes later, Dominic was zipping himself up as Gemma straightened her skirt, when the office door flew open.

Natalie Dashwood surveyed them from the doorway, her eyes widening in surprise. ‘Dominic! Gemma?’ She lowered her voice to a whisper as she noticed their dishevellment. ‘Were you two just doing what I think you were doing?’

‘Of course not,’ Gemma said, blushing furiously. ‘We came in here to have a bit of privacy, so we could…talk.’

‘Right,’ Natalie murmured, obviously not fooled for a minute.

Dominic brushed his lips against Gemma’s cheek. ‘I’ll let you get back to work, babes. But first, I need a tiny favour.’

She sighed resignedly. ‘Of course you do. What is it this time, Dominic?’

‘Can you give me a ride back to Warwickshire?’

‘Sorry, but I can’t possibly leave. Rhys would kill me! I just came back to work, after all.’ She gave him a quick kiss. ‘I’ve got to get back to it. See you this weekend?’

‘Yeah. Tell that arsehole Rhys to give you a couple days off so we can make it a long weekend, why don’t you?’

‘No promises, but I’ll try.’ She smiled, kissed him again, and left.

‘I’ll take you back,’ Natalie offered. ‘I need to discuss my wedding plans with Lady Mary, at any rate. We’ve got to decide on the food, the flowers, the music—’

‘No need for that, me and the boys will play.’ Dominic scowled. ‘I can’t stand your groom, but I’ll do it for you. Just let Max know the day and time, and me and the Destroyers will be there.’ His scowl deepened. ‘But I’m not wearing a tux.’

Natalie flung her arms around him. ‘Thanks, Dominic. I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve asked Holly along. She’s going through a break-up with her boyfriend and I’m trying to distract her. You remember Holly? She interviewed you last year.’

He shrugged. ‘Sorry, I don’t. I do so many interviews… No worries, though.’

Suspicion clouded her face as she stepped back. ‘How’d you get here, if you didn’t drive?’

‘I came with Bibi to go shopping. But we…’ his face darkened ‘–had a row, and she refused to take me back with her.’

Natalie raised a brow. ‘You must’ve really pissed her off.’

He glanced down the hall to make sure Gemma wasn’t in the vicinity. ‘Let’s just say,’ he confided in a low voice, ‘that for the first time in my life, I turned a woman down for sex.’

‘You what?’ Natalie’s brow rose even higher. ‘Crikey, that’s a first! So the ice queen threw herself at you?’

He nodded. ‘She’s one very hot girl, for an ice queen. But when I turned her down, things went from flames to icicles in five seconds flat. So…’ he sighed ‘–no ride back to Mansfield for me today.’

‘Oh, Dominic you can’t tell Gemma about this!’ she warned him. ‘She’ll kill Bibi. And then she’ll kill you.’

Ten minutes later, Dominic emerged from the department store to find Natalie and Holly waiting in Nat’s car. She’d put the top down on the Cabriolet – ‘a wedding gift from Rhys,’ she explained as Dominic climbed in next to her, ‘but it’s really so I won’t drive his precious Jag,’ – and they headed to Warwickshire.

He glanced back at the blonde girl in the back seat. ‘Hello there. Holly, right?’

She looked up briefly from her mobile. ‘Hi.’ She gave him a wan smile and returned to her texting.

Dominic glanced at Nat and raised his brows, but made no comment.

‘You know,’ Natalie confided to him later as they sailed down the M40, ‘I’m getting a bit nervous about the wedding.’

‘Call it off,’ Dominic advised her. He rested his legs – defiantly clad once again in jeans and high-tops – on the dash.

‘I don’t want to call it off!’ she protested. ‘I adore Rhys. I just want everything to be perfect. It’s all happening so fast. And Rhys is no help at all.’

‘Imagine that.’

She ignored his sarcasm. ‘He has no interest in choosing napkins, or flower arrangements for the tables, or hearing my suggestions for party favours. He says “I trust your judgment implicitly, darling” whenever I mention the wedding, and tells me to just get on with it.’

‘Well,’ Dominic said reasonably, ‘isn’t that what you want? After all, Rhys’s taste is up his arse, anyway.’

‘Then there’s Mum,’ Natalie went on, as if he hadn’t spoken. ‘She’s dating the local vicar, for crikey’s sake—’

‘What? Did you just say your mum’s dating…the vicar?’ Dominic stared at her in shock.

‘Yes! And quite serious it’s getting, too.’ She glanced away from the roadway, her eyes troubled. ‘She’s so enraptured with the Reverend Bourne that she scarcely has time to discuss the wedding with me! I mean, he’s a lovely man, and Mum seems really happy; but I’m far too old for a stepfather at this stage.’

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ he said, eyeing her thoughtfully. ‘“Natalie Dashwood-Bourne” has a nice ring to it.’

‘Sorry, but I’ll be Mrs Natalie Gordon soon enough,’ she said, her words firm.

‘Don’t remind me,’ Dominic retorted, and crossed his arms over his chest. ‘Just don’t be telling me what a big mistake you’ve made once you’re married to that plonker.’

Bibi glared into the dressing-room mirror after Dominic left, her breasts – small though they might be – rising and falling in outrage. How dare that washed-up excuse for a rock star turn her down for sex? How dare he criticize the size of her breasts? She reached down to unsnap the hold-ups, her fingers trembling with fury, and paused.

She looked up at her reflection in the mirror, through the tumble of hair falling messily in her face, her bee-stung lips, and the faint rash on her cheeks from Dominic’s trace of ever-present stubble – and a slow smile curved her lips.

Her eyes narrowed. There was one way…one sure-fire way…to get back at Dominic Heath.

Working quickly, Bibi jabbed a pearlescent-pink fingernail deliberately through one of the stockings and ripped apart the top two clasps of the bustier. Then she pinched herself, hard, on her upper arm, bringing tears to her eyes and leaving a vivid red mark behind. Satisfied, she took a deep, steadying breath.

‘Help,’ she gasped as she flung the dressing-room door open and stumbled out. ‘Please, someone…help me!’

A pair of sales assistants hurried over. ‘What happened?’ the brunette girl breathed, shock plain on her face as she took in Bibi’s dishevelled appearance.

‘Did you see him?’ Bibi demanded shakily, and clutched at the flaps of her bustier. ‘Has he left?’

The girls exchanged glances. ‘If you mean Dominic Heath,’ the blonde one said cautiously, ‘he left five minutes ago, right after Keeley. He looked pretty pissed off. But then, he always looks pissed off.’

‘Thank God he’s gone.’ Bibi let out a small, manufactured sob. ‘He tried to f-force himself on me in the dressing room.’

The brunette gasped in outrage. ‘He didn’t!’

‘He did,’ Bibi murmured.

‘Why, the randy little bastard! I’m calling the coppers,’ the blonde sales assistant announced as she went to the till and picked up the phone. ‘I suppose he thinks just ’cause he’s a rock star, he can do what he bleedin’ well likes!’

‘Come in the break room,’ the brunette told Bibi as she took her by the arm and led her to a curtained alcove in the back. ‘You can have a sit and get your thoughts together before the police get here. Would you like a cup of tea?’

Fleetingly, Bibi wondered if perhaps she’d gone too far. What she was about to do was reprehensible; it would cost Dominic no end of trouble and possibly ruin his career. It wasn’t too late to stop them from calling the police, and tell the truth.

But the memory of Dominic’s rejection – and his unkind words about her breasts – hardened her resolve.

‘Tea sounds lovely,’ she agreed tremulously, and allowed the girls to escort her, clucking like a pair of indignant hens alongside her, into the break room to wait for the police.

Lady Mary was thrilled when Rupert returned with Natalie to Mansfield that afternoon. She rushed out to the Cabriolet the moment it stopped and embraced Nat as she got out of the car.

‘Welcome back, Natalie!’ she exclaimed. ‘I’m glad you’re here. We need to discuss the wedding plans. And who is this?’ she asked as Holly joined them.

‘Holly James,’ she said politely, and thrust out her hand.

‘Welcome to Mansfield Hall, my dear.’

‘Holly’s helping me with the wedding,’ Nat explained. ‘I hope you don’t mind.’

‘Not at all. We need all the help we can get.’ Her face clouded over as she turned to her son. ‘Where’s Bibi?’

‘In hell, I hope,’ Dominic muttered, and stalked away.

‘She had to stay behind,’ Natalie said as she followed Dominic up the steps to the front door. Holly trailed after them.

Sam Jaffe flung open the door and glowered at Dominic. ‘Where have you been?’

‘I told you, I went to London,’ Dominic snapped.

‘Yes, you did. That’s why we sent Bob and Tom along to film you – but you deliberately eluded them!’

‘Sorry.’ He plainly wasn’t. ‘But some things are private. I won’t have a camera up my arse all the bloody time!’

‘Let me remind you, Mr Heath,’ Jaffe hissed, ‘we’re paying you a considerable sum to film this programme. That means, short of following you into the lav or the bedroom, we’re permitted to capture everything you do on the video cams.’

Natalie, who’d just come in with Holly, rushed to his defence. ‘Crikey, a man’s entitled to his privacy! Dominic had some personal business to take care of. Personal,’ she added pointedly, ‘means not for public consumption.’

‘Just see that you don’t disappear on us again,’ Sam warned Dominic, ‘or I swear you’ll regret it. Any more trouble from you and I’ll pull the plug on your bloody show. And that’s a promise.’ He turned on his heel and strode away.


Chapter 28

Before Dominic was fully awake the next morning, he heard an urgent knocking on his door.

‘Dominic!’ Natalie hissed. ‘Open the door! Now!’

Blearily he threw back the covers on his boyhood bed and squinted at the clock. Bloody hell, it wasn’t even eight o’clock yet. He scowled and stumbled to the door. ‘What the fuck?’ he grumbled as he swung the door open. ‘What is it, Nat? It better be important—’

‘Oh, it is,’ she said grimly, and thrust a handful of tabloids in his face. ‘Have a look at these.’

He blinked. ‘They’re tabs. I don’t read that shit.’

‘Well, you’d better make an exception and read these. You’re front-page news. And,’ she added ominously, ‘you’re the top story on Good Morning London right now.’

‘Me? What?’ Dominic tossed the tabloids aside and strode to the television in the corner and switched it on. A presenter with lacquered blonde hair and blinding white teeth spoke into the camera with a serious expression. Or at least, as serious an expression as her heavily Botoxed forehead would allow…

‘–and in our top story this morning, rock singer Dominic Heath faces serious allegations of attempted sexual assault brought forward by Bibi Matchington-Alcester of Warwickshire.’

Dominic went the colour of white cheddar and sank down on the end of his bed. ‘Attempted what?’ he sputtered, gobsmacked. ‘Has Bibi lost her mind? I never did any such thing! What the hell is she talking about?’

Natalie made shushing noises and sat down beside him. ‘They’re about to interview her.’

‘ITV news has obtained an exclusive interview with Ms Matchington-Alcester. We go now to Len Smart, reporting live from the Good Morning London studios.’

Bibi, dressed in a beige trouser suit, sat on a tall, canvas-backed director’s chair next to Len.

‘What exactly is your relationship with Dominic Heath, Ms Matchington-Alcester?’ Len asked.

‘We’re friends,’ she answered tremulously. ‘Or we were, before this. My father’s estate is just down the road from Mansfield Hall, where Rupert – sorry, Dominic – grew up.’

‘For those of our viewers who may not be aware,’ Len added in an aside to the camera, ‘Rupert Locksley is Dominic Heath’s real name. He’s the eldest son of the Earl Locksley of Mansfield, Warwickshire.’

‘Thanks for dragging my family into this, you Botoxed arsehole,’ Dominic muttered darkly.

‘Tell us what happened, Bibi,’ Len urged, oozing fake concern as he leaned forward.

‘I was trying on lingerie in my dressing room yesterday morning at Agent Provocateur,’ she began, her words unsteady, ‘and I asked Dominic for his opinion on the outfit I’d chosen. We’d gone to London to shop,’ she explained.

‘I see. And what did Dominic say?’

She flushed a becoming shade of pink. ‘He…he liked it. In fact, he liked it so much—’ she let out a sniffle and accepted the tissue that Len immediately thrust at her ‘–that he… well, he pushed me back into the dressing room and shut the door, and then he—’ her eyes welled with tears ‘–he tried to force himself on me!’

Dominic stared at Natalie. ‘That’s a lie!’ he said, stunned. ‘She tried to force herself on me!’

Natalie shushed him, mesmerized by Bibi’s performance.

‘What happened next?’ Len asked, a salacious glint in his eye.

‘Well, I tried to scream, of course, but Dominic put his hand over my mouth—’

‘What!?’ Dominic snapped. ‘You lying slag!’

‘–and he tore at my bustier and ripped my stockings, trying to have his way with me, but… I fought him off as best I could. It wasn’t easy,’ she added unsteadily.

‘Ooh, she’s good,’ Natalie said with grudging admiration.

‘Would you say the fact that Dominic Heath is a rock star contributed to his outrageous behaviour?’ Len prodded.

‘Oh, yes,’ Bibi agreed, and dabbed at her eye with the tissue. ‘He’s used to having sex with any woman he wants. So when I said no, he…well, he went completely mad.’

‘Oh, shit,’ Dominic groaned, and held his head in his hands, ‘this is a fucking nightmare!’

‘How did you get away before things went any further?’

‘Well, as I said, I fought him off. I suppose he got annoyed of fighting me and decided it wasn’t worth the effort, and left. It took me a few minutes to collect myself and call for help.’

Dominic glared at her image on the screen. ‘What a load of bollocks! It took a few minutes to rip your own stockings and concoct that crap story, more like!’

‘And were the police called in?’ Len asked.

Bibi nodded. ‘One of the sales girls reported the incident. The DS asked me did I want to press charges.’ Her lower lip trembled. ‘But I told him no. After all, Dominic didn’t–’ she blushed prettily ‘–get his way. And I’m not vindictive.’

‘Oh, no, you’re not vindictive, Beebs,’ Dominic erupted, his face dark with anger. ‘You’ve only trashed my career and my fucking life with your lies, all because I wouldn’t shag you!’

Natalie put a hand on his arm. ‘Calm down, Dominic, please. Getting upset won’t help.’

‘I can’t help it, I am upset!’ He shook her hand off and began to pace agitatedly around the room. ‘Shit, Nat – what’ll I do? What’ll I tell everyone? The television crew, my mum, Gemma—’ he groaned. ‘She’ll never believe me.’

He stopped and stared at Natalie. ‘You believe me, Nat, don’t you? You know Bibi’s lying about this from beginning to end?’

‘Of course I believe you!’ she said firmly. ‘We practically grew up together. I know you’d never do anything like this. The very idea is ludicrous.’ She drew her brows together. ‘Bibi’s striking back because you rejected her.’

‘Yeah, that’s exactly what she’s doing.’ She returned her attention to the television screen.

‘We go now to Sally Max, interviewing two of the cameramen working on Dominic’s new reality show, Mansfield Lark,’ Len Smart was saying. ‘Bob Wallace and Tom Hudgins were both on the scene yesterday when Dominic emerged from Agent Provocateur shortly after the alleged attack.’

‘He practically shoved us out of the way,’ Bob told Ms Max. ‘Told us to sod off.’

‘Yeah, he was right pissed off,’ Tom chimed in. ‘He’s got a temper. He was scrubbin’ at his face with his sleeve, too – had lipstick smeared all over his chin.’

‘And then what happened?’ Sally asked avidly.

‘Oh, he called a taxi and jumped in, and told the driver to lose us. He couldn’t get out of there fast enough.’

‘Shit!’ Dominic groaned. ‘It just gets better and better.’

‘We’ve got to do damage control, and fast,’ Natalie said decisively. ‘You’ve got to tell me your side of the story before we go downstairs and face your family – and the cameras. And you’ll need legal advice. But for now–’ she leaned forward ‘–tell me exactly what happened, Dominic, from beginning to end.’

Liam woke a short time later to hear Dominic and his father shouting downstairs.

‘–simply won’t have it!’ Charles thundered. ‘I can only imagine what our friends and neighbours are saying about this latest public disaster of yours. It’s only a matter of time before the media descend on Mansfield yet again—’

Liam sat up in bed. He was fully awake.

‘Right, because that’s all you ever think about, isn’t it?’ Dominic shouted. ‘What the bloody world will think! Never mind that I’ve been wrongfully accused of sexual assault by a lying, vindictive slag!’

Astonished, Liam flung back the covers and hurried to the door. He threw it open and crept down the hall so he could listen at the top of the stairs. Had his brother and father forgotten about the television crew? Bob and Tom were sure to be capturing the entire row on their bloody cameras…

‘Why would the young woman lie, Rupert?’ the earl demanded. ‘What could she gain by making up such a thing? Why would she drag herself through this…this media spectacle, were it not true?’

‘Oh, I don’t know, Dad,’ Dominic bit off. ‘Maybe because she wants to get back at me, and this is the best way to do it!’

‘Get back at you? Get back at you for what, exactly?’ Charles demanded. ‘What else have you done to her?’

‘This is all a horrible misunderstanding, your lordship,’ Natalie Dashwood interjected. ‘Rupert’s done nothing wrong—’

Liam blinked. Natalie was here? Shit, he couldn’t keep up with the comings and goings at Mansfield any longer.

‘If I want your input, young woman,’ Charles cut in icily, ‘I’ll ask for it. This is a family matter. It’s none of your concern.’

‘Don’t talk to Nat that way,’ Dominic warned him.

‘It’s okay,’ Natalie said quietly. ‘I’m sorry, your lordship, but you’re wrong about Rupert. He’s a good person. He’d never, ever force himself on a woman. And if you can’t see that – if you won’t take the word of your own son,’ she finished with a wobble in her voice, ‘then I pity Rupert. But I pity you more.’


Chapter 29

Dominic stormed off, shoving his way through the green baize door and into the hallway that led to the kitchen. If he didn’t leave, he’d wrap his hands round his father’s aristocratic neck and squeeze until the old bastard begged for mercy.

‘You know,’ Rachel was saying, ‘I ought to thank Dominic.’

He came to an abrupt halt just outside the kitchen doorway.

‘Oh? And why’s that?’ Sam asked.

‘He’s made my job almost too easy. With this latest scandal, I scarcely need to write a script!’

‘Yes,’ he agreed, ‘thanks to Dominic, there’s no shortage of drama at Mansfield this morning. Do you think he tried to force himself on Bibi?’

‘I have no doubt.’ Rachel sniffed. ‘To a man like him, women are…disposable. Use one up, and like a…a tissue, another pops up to take its place.’

Dominic bristled.

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Sam ventured. ‘He seems a decent enough bloke. He’s a bit high maintenance, but harmless. And from what I’ve seen, he hasn’t the slightest interest in Bibi…which makes the whole thing rather puzzling.’

‘It’s no puzzle, Sam,’ she said sharply. ‘He saw Bibi wearing sexy lingerie in the shop; he was overcome with lust, and tried to force himself on her in the dressing room. End of story. End of very predictable story,’ she added with a sniff.

‘I don’t buy it. Bibi must’ve known what she was doing when she modelled lingerie in front of Dominic. After all, he’s a self-confessed sex addict.’

‘Obviously, he’s not recovered yet,’ she retorted.

Dominic clenched his jaw. How he longed to tell that mingy cow, in colourful detail, just what he thought of her…

Sam still wasn’t convinced. ‘I think Bibi knew exactly how he’d react, and turned the situation to her advantage. Although what that advantage is, precisely, I couldn’t say.’

‘So you think she’s lying?’

‘I think,’ Sam said firmly, ‘that everyone’s innocent until proven guilty…even a past-it pop star like Dominic.’

Dominic blinked, stunned. He didn’t care if they called him a womanizer, or even a sex addict – but a past-it pop star? Was that how people really saw him?

‘At any rate,’ Sam went on, ‘we’ve got some great footage of the row with his old man.’

‘I thought his lordship was about to hurl Bob’s camera onto the floor! Imagine having to please a father like that…it almost makes me sorry for Dominic.’ She paused. ‘Almost.’

Dominic heard the scrape of a chair as Sam stood up. ‘I agree. The earl is difficult, to say the least…but I reckon he has his reasons. Right, then,’ he added briskly, ‘let’s get back to work. We’ve got to block out the scenes for tomorrow.’

Liam returned to his room to shower and fling on some clothes. He glanced outside to see a handful of television news trucks arriving. He headed downstairs to find out what his twat of a brother had done this time.

He entered the kitchen, nodding at Sam and Rachel as they left, and went to the cupboard for a cup.

Mrs Sutton glanced up from the potatoes she was peeling. ‘Good morning. There’s eggs and sausage on the sideboard.’

‘Thanks, I just want a coffee.’ He poured himself a cup and glanced over to see Milo’s overalled legs sticking out from beneath the sink. In a low voice he asked, ‘I heard the row earlier. What’s going on? What’s my brother done now?’

The housekeeper jerked her head in the general direction of the plumber’s legs. ‘Got himself in a real pickle, Rupert has,’ she hissed. ‘But you’d best talk to him about that.’

Liam sighed. ‘Is he still here? Or has he left already?’

‘He’s gone off with Miss Natalie,’ she replied. ‘Not sure where, but said they’d be back later.’ She glared over at the sink. In a louder voice she added, ‘Maybe by then, our plumber here will have fixed the problem, and I can have my sink back.’

‘All in good time, Mrs S,’ Milo called out from under the sink. ‘Rome weren’t built in a day, after all. You want the job done properly.’

‘I do. But I’d also like it done before I pop my clogs.’

A dark-haired young man, also clad in overalls, came in. ‘Milo, I’ve got that fitting you wanted, right here.’

Joss burst into the kitchen, pushing through the green baize door and nearly collided with the plumber’s assistant. ‘Adesh! Sorry, I didn’t see you. Would you like a cup of tea? I’m just about to make one for Dr MacGregor and myself—’

She broke off as she caught sight of Liam, and her smile faltered. ‘Oh. Liam. Hello.’

‘Hey, Joss, how’s it going?’ Liam glanced at her and away again. Why was he so tongue-tied around her? He spoke as if they were strangers instead of two people who’d made love. But he didn’t know how to act when she was near…or what to say.

‘Fine, couldn’t be better.’ Her words were equally stilted. ‘Just making tea before we start the vaccines. Would you like a cup?’ She turned away to busy herself with tea bags, cups, and hot water.

‘No, thanks.’ Liam brushed past Joss and Adesh without another word and left the kitchen.

‘I’m a past-it pop star, Nat.’

With this pronouncement, Dominic stared moodily out the window as he and Natalie sped towards London in her Cabriolet.

She slanted a startled glance at him. ‘What makes you say such a thing?’

‘I overheard Sam say it.’ He scowled. ‘Is it true? Am I a has-been? I know our record sales have slipped a bit, and yeah, I’ve been dropped by Dissolute, but our CDs aren’t ready for the bargain bin just yet. Are they?’

‘Dominic,’ Natalie reminded him, ‘no one buys CDs any more. And record stores and bargain bins are pretty much a thing of the past.’

He crossed his arms against his chest. ‘Yeah…like me.’

‘It’s just that punk isn’t what it once was,’ she said, choosing her words with care. ‘Musical tastes evolve; nothing stays the same. Perhaps if you tried something different—’

‘Like what?’ he snapped. ‘Ballads? Polkas? Punk is what I do, Nat! It’s who I am!’

‘But it doesn’t have to define you forever!’ she argued. ‘Look at David Bowie. He’s reinvented himself a dozen times…and he keeps getting better. You could do that.’

‘Reinvent myself, you mean? Go solo?’

‘Not necessarily go solo, but – have a make-over.’ She slowed as they approached a light. ‘A make-under, if you will.’

‘God, now you sound like Bibi.’

Natalie shuddered. ‘Please don’t tell me that.’

‘Sorry. Maybe you’re right, Nat,’ Dominic mused. ‘It’s time I shook things up, went in a new direction. I’ll kick the Destroyers right to the kerb. They’re arseholes, anyway.’

‘Don’t get carried away,’ she said quickly. ‘There’s no need to break up the band, after all—’

‘Screw ’em. They won’t want to change. They’ll fight me tooth and nail. So I’ll ditch the lot of ’em and go solo.’

‘Well…whatever you think best,’ she hedged. ‘Just promise me you won’t burn any bridges.’

‘I won’t,’ he assured her, his old confidence returning. ‘I’ll blow the fucking bridges up.’ He added, ‘I hope this solicitor you’re dragging me to can help. I haven’t been charged with anything yet, after all.’

‘No, but you’ve been publicly accused of sexual assault. You can’t let Bibi get away with that.’ Natalie slanted a glance at him. ‘You need legal advice, and fast.’

‘I need a fucking miracle,’ he said darkly. ‘But Alex recommended this woman,’ he fumbled in his pocket for the name and address he’d scribbled on a piece of paper, ‘Ms Winter, and said she’s one of the best criminal lawyers around.’

‘Alex?’

‘Alex Barrington. He used to be my solicitor. He looked after my finances,’ Dominic explained.

‘But…Alex is Holly’s boyfriend!’ Nat exclaimed. ‘He’s the one who broke her heart. He’s the reason she’s moping round.’

‘Really? He seemed nice enough. Poor bloke, I know I drove him bat-shit crazy sometimes.’

‘I can believe that.’

He turned to Natalie, his expression troubled. ‘Shit, Nat – what’ll I tell Gemma? She’ll never believe me when she hears Bibi’s allegations. She probably won’t even speak to me.’

‘Yes, she will,’ Natalie assured him. ‘After all, you’ve done nothing wrong. It’s Bibi who’s lying.’

‘Yeah. Well, at least she hasn’t pressed charges.’

 ‘Not yet. But she could change her mind at any time. If Ms Winter agrees to represent you, at least you’ll be ready.’

Jacqueline Winter’s criminal law offices were located in Canary Wharf. Dominic and Natalie were ushered into her corner office by a secretary promptly at ten-thirty.

Ms Winter, an attractive brunette in a smart grey suit, came straight to the point. ‘Full disclosure – I know about your situation, Mr Heath,’ she said after introductions were made and they were seated. ‘It’s all over the news today.’

‘It isn’t true,’ Natalie told her firmly, ‘none of it. Bibi’s lying. Tell her, Dominic.’

Ms Winter glanced at him. ‘Yes, of course I want to hear your side of the story. But first, I need to know – have you been formally charged?’

Dominic shook his head. ‘No. But I can’t let Bibi get away with this crap. What can I do about it in the meantime?’

‘You can claim defamation. The problem is, if Bibi can prove her allegations are true, your claim will fail. And since you’re a public figure, the burden is on us to prove actual malice.’

‘What’s that?’ Dominic asked, puzzled.

‘It’s a public statement – in this case, a televised interview – made with the express knowledge that the statement was false, with intent to damage or discredit your reputation.’

‘That’s exactly what she’s done.’ Dominic scowled. ‘Let’s do it, then. I want to file a claim of defamation against Bibi Matchington-Alcester,’ he said firmly.

‘You understand,’ Ms Winter warned him, ‘that once you file a claim against her, it’s up to Ms Matchington-Alcester to prove her allegations. If she can, your claim will fail.’

‘She can’t prove something that isn’t true!’ Dominic exclaimed, indignant.

Ms Winter leaned forward, her green eyes intent on his. ‘I need you to be completely honest with me before we go any further, Mr Heath. Did you or did you not attempt to have sexual relations with Bibi against her will?’

‘No!’ he exploded. ‘I bloody well didn’t!’

‘Very well.’ Jacqueline Winter leaned back, satisfied. ‘Then we have a case. I’ll get the process started to file a defamation claim against Ms Matchington-Alcester right away.’


Chapter 30

As they emerged from the office tower forty minutes later and got in the car, Natalie tapped out a number on her mobile.

‘What are you doing, Nat?’ Dominic asked uneasily as he eyed the people passing by on the sidewalk, on the alert for any sign of the paparazzi. But no one paid them any mind.

‘I’m calling Gemma. It’s nearly noon. I’ll see if she can meet us – me,’ she amended, ‘for lunch. I won’t tell her you’re with me.’

‘Best not,’ he agreed. ‘Just make sure it’s somewhere dark. And quiet. And well out of the bloody way.’

Thirty-five minutes later, Natalie and Dominic, wearing a baseball cap and sunglasses, were seated in a secluded corner of Luigi’s, an Italian restaurant just around the corner from Dashwood and James department store.

‘Gemma’s on her way,’ Natalie announced as she set aside her mobile and picked up the menu. She smiled fondly as she studied the offerings of pasta and fruitti di mare. ‘I had my first lunch with Rhys here, you know. What shall I have?’

‘How can you even think of food at a time like this?’ Dominic hissed. ‘My life’s in the toilet and Gemma’s about to publicly eviscerate me!’

‘I didn’t have breakfast,’ Nat said defensively. ‘And Gemma won’t eviscerate you. She loves you. She won’t believe Bibi for a minute.’

‘What’s he doing here?’ Gemma demanded as she arrived. She regarded Dominic with loathing. ‘You disgusting pig!’

‘Not so loud!’ he hissed. ‘I don’t want the whole world to know I’m here, do I?’

‘No one would care,’ she snapped, ‘if you hadn’t tried to shag Bibi in the middle of Agent Provocateur.’

‘We weren’t in the middle of Agent P,’ he retorted. ‘We were in her dressing room.’

‘Well, I stand corrected.’ Gemma glared at him. ‘I can’t blame Bibi for refusing to give you a ride back to Warwickshire after what you did, you oversexed scrote!’ She turned to go.

Natalie half rose and caught her arm. ‘Please, Gem, wait. I wouldn’t be here if I thought for a minute that Dominic had really done what Bibi says he’s done.’

Gemma wavered. ‘No, you wouldn’t,’ she conceded. ‘And you’d never lie to me.’ She scowled at Dominic. ‘But he would!’

They were starting to attract curious glances.

‘Look, babes,’ Dominic implored her in a low voice, ‘just sit down and hear me out. I didn’t come on to Bibi, she came on to me! I turned her down for–’ he blanched at the glare she levelled on him ‘–well, I refused to mess about. It pissed her off…so this whole thing is just sour grapes on her part.’

‘Bibi’s lying from beginning to end, Gemma,’ Nat agreed.

‘All right, let’s order. I’m starving.’ Gemma sat down and met Dominic’s eyes. ‘Now tell me exactly what’s going on.’

By the time they’d finished lunch, Gemma’s icy demeanour had thawed considerably. ‘Oh, Dominic,’ she asked in exasperation, ‘how do you always manage to land in the shit?’

‘I dunno,’ he said glumly. ‘But at least you believe me now.’ He reached out and took her hand in his. ‘I wouldn’t touch Bibi with a barge pole.’

Gemma nodded. ‘I know you wouldn’t. But she’s a girl who gets what she wants, Dominic. And she obviously wants you.’

‘I don’t care. It’s you I want, babes,’ Dominic murmured, and leaned across the table to kiss her.

Gemma squeezed Dominic’s hand. ‘Thanks for getting Milo a job, and for leaving him that hundred quid. He really appreciated it. He likes you. Not,’ she was quick to add, ‘that I care what he thinks – he did run off and leave me and Mum, and I won’t forget it. But he’s trying to make amends. And everyone deserves a second chance, I suppose. Even my father.’ She paused and added softly, ‘Even you.’

‘Thanks, babes.’ Dominic leaned across the table to kiss her again.

‘Crikey,’ Natalie complained, ‘would you two at least wait until I leave?’

‘Sorry.’ Dominic took out his AmEx card and gave it to the waiter. ‘Well, one good thing’s come out of all this.’

‘And what’s that?’ Gemma asked, mystified.

‘Well, outside of the magistrate’s court,’ he said with a grin, ‘I reckon I won’t have to lay eyes on Bibi Matchington-Alcester’s conniving face, ever again.’

‘That’s it,’ Dr MacGregor announced as he vaccinated the last sheep, ‘that’s the last of the lot. We’re done.’

‘Finally.’ It was half past twelve, and Liam was hungry. That would teach him to skip breakfast. ‘You’re welcome to come up to the house for lunch,’ he offered.

‘Thanks, but I’ve got to go. I’ve the afternoon rounds to see to.’ Dr MacGregor patted him on the shoulder. ‘Keep the animals up to date on their shots, now, mind.’

‘I will,’ he promised. He turned to Joss as the vet strode away across the field. ‘What about you, Joss? Fancy having lunch with me today?’

‘Sorry, I can’t.’ She leaned against the fence and yanked off her muddied Wellies and bent down to put her shoes back on.

‘Why not? Got something better on offer?’

‘As a matter of fact,’ she said as she straightened up, ‘I do.’ She lifted her hand to wave at someone behind him. ‘I’m having lunch with Desh. Thanks, though. See you later.’

‘Desh, is it?’ He reached out to take her by the shoulders. Before she could react, before even he realized what he was doing, Liam lowered his mouth and kissed her, hard. ‘I’ve missed you, Joss,’ he said against the softness of her lips. ‘I want to be with you. I want us to be together again.’

She pushed him away. ‘You want a shag, you mean,’ she flung back. Her blue eyes snapped.

Liam stared at her, shocked. ‘No, that’s not what I meant at all! I like you, Joss. I want to hang out, get to know you better—’

‘Then why don’t you ask me out on a proper date?’ she flung back. ‘I’ll tell you why – because you still fancy Julia! I want to be with someone who wants to be with me, and only me…I won’t come second to some other girl. A girl named Julia.’

His face darkened. ‘I told you, we’re through. Besides, you know she’s engaged to Sebastian now.’

‘But you’d throw me over in a second if she came back, you know you would.’ When he didn’t deny it, she pressed her lips together. ‘You need to make up your mind, Liam, whether it’s me you want…or Julia. Until then…’ she paused, her eyes bright with angry tears. ‘Please just leave me alone.’

And she strode away from him across the field as fast as her legs would take her.

At two-thirty, Gemma worked up the courage to thrust her head around Rhys’s office door, a cup of his favourite macchiato espresso clutched in her hand. ‘Got a minute?’

He looked up from a stack of financial spreadsheets. ‘Of course.’ He tossed his pen down and gestured her inside.

She came to a stop before his desk and held out the coffee. ‘I know I just came back,’ she began, ‘and I know I was gone for a couple of weeks, and I know the temps drove you mad while I was out–’

‘I’m not liking the sound of this already,’ Rhys said grimly as he took the cup from her.

‘–but I was hoping to take next Monday and Tuesday off. For…personal reasons,’ she added.

‘And do these “personal reasons” have anything to do with Dominic Heath?’

‘They might do,’ she said evasively.

‘So you’ve forgiven his latest infraction?’ Rhys raised his brow. ‘My God, Gemma, if you can overlook what he’s done this time, you should list “saint” on your CV as well as PA.’

‘Bibi’s lying.’ Gemma met his gaze defiantly. ‘Dominic hasn’t done anything except reject her advances. She’s been after him for months! Ask Natalie, she knows exactly what that woman’s capable of.’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘Bibi’s striking back at Dominic, and she’s using the media to do it.’

He took a sip of his espresso. ‘But she hasn’t pressed charges yet, has she?’

‘No,’ Gemma admitted, ‘she hasn’t…which worries me. I mean, why hasn’t she? I don’t trust her. She’s up to no good, mark my words.’

Rhys sighed and rubbed the space between his eyebrows with one hand. ‘God knows what you see in Dominic. I hope you’re right, and he’s done nothing untoward.’

‘He hasn’t,’ Gemma said firmly.

‘I suppose I can spare you for a couple of days. You’ll need to sort out a replacement before you go, mind,’ he warned her, ‘and she’d better be sharp, punctual, and ready to work.’

Gemma lifted her brow. ‘Blimey, if she’s that good, you won’t want me back.’

‘Keep taking time off,’ Rhys growled, ‘and you might be right.’ He lifted his cup. ‘Thanks for the coffee.’

‘You’re welcome.’ She strode back to the door, where she paused. ‘You’re not nearly as scary as you used to be, you know.’ With a smirk she went back to her desk.

‘I’ll have to work on that, then,’ he called after her.


Chapter 31

Mrs Sutton answered the door on Friday night to find Gemma on the doorstep, an assortment of luggage at her feet.

‘Miss Gemma!’ she exclaimed as she opened the door wider. ‘Come in. I’ll go and let Rupert know you’re here.’

‘No need, Mrs S.’ Dominic hurtled down the stairs and took Gemma into his arms, lifting her off her feet to kiss her. ‘Welcome back, babes! So you’re staying the weekend, then?’ he asked as he set her down and ushered her and her collection of Vuitton bags into the hallway.

‘Until Tuesday…so we’ll have lots of time to–’ she leaned forward and whispered something filthy in his ear.

‘I love it when you talk dirty, babes,’ he growled. ‘It makes me want to have my way with you, right here in the entrance hall—’

‘Excuse me.’

Lady Mary stood at the top of the stairs. Her icy tones, frigid with disapproval, effectively doused Dominic and Gemma’s racing libidos. ‘Is that Gemma’s voice I hear?’

‘Mum!’ Dominic exclaimed. ‘Yeah, she’s staying the weekend.’ He pulled Gemma close and kissed her again. ‘Isn’t that great?’

‘That,’ Lady Mary said evenly as she came down the stairs, ‘is a matter of opinion.’

Gemma bristled. ‘If you’d rather I leave…’

‘I meant no such thing.’ Lady Mary paused on the last step. ‘But in view of the recent media flap, it might be best if Rupert keeps a–’ she slanted a pointed glance at Gemma ‘–low profile for the next few weeks.’

‘Don’t worry, Mum. We’ll be staying in,’ Dominic said, and gave Gemma’s bottom a discreet squeeze. ‘I’ll take her stuff up to the Blue Room,’ he added. ‘We’ll be spending the entire weekend there. Won’t we, babes?’

Gemma cast him a sultry look. ‘If you say so, Pocket Rocket,’ she murmured.

With a grin, Dominic gathered up her bags, and he and Gemma brushed past a speechless Lady Mary, giggling as they went up the stairs to shut themselves away in the Blue Room for the duration of the weekend.

‘Oh, Dominic, this is wonderful,’ Gemma sighed much later that evening. ‘You’re wonderful.’

She stretched her arms up over her head, luxuriating in the softness of the Egyptian cotton sheets against her bare skin and the warmth of the firelight. ‘I’m never leaving this bed.’

He nuzzled her neck. ‘Mum might have a problem with that.’

Gemma giggled. ‘She hates me, doesn’t she? She’s furious that Bibi’s turned out to be the wicked witch instead of me.’

‘Well–’ he leaned forward and kissed the side of her mouth ‘–she’ll just have to get over it. You’re a part of my life now, babes, whether she likes it or not.’

‘You know,’ Gemma said with a frown as Dominic nibbled his way down her neck and collarbone, ‘it’s odd that Bibi hasn’t pressed charges against you. Don’t you think?’

He mumbled something incoherent as his mouth moved across the swell of her breast.

‘Don’t you think it’s odd?’ Gemma persisted.

Dominic lifted his head. ‘What I think,’ he said in exasperation as he looked up at her, ‘is that you shouldn’t worry about it. Bibi just wanted to cause me embarrassment, that’s all.’

‘Well, she’s certainly done that.’

‘Yes, she has. So we won’t be hearing from Her Poshness ever again.’ He pulled her on top of him and growled, ‘Now let’s stop talking about Bibi and see if I can’t manage to make you scream in ecstasy yet again.’

‘Ooh,’ Gemma giggled, ‘I’m game to try if you are…’

Liam scowled and pulled his pillow over his head in disgust. Gemma and his sex-crazed brother had been at it half the night; the Blue Room’s proximity to his own made ignoring their cries of wild abandon all but impossible.

He flung back the covers and glanced at the alarm clock. Two thirty-seven. Shit – didn’t Dominic and Gemma ever sleep?

Oh, well, he was awake now, and no mistake. There was no use lying in bed, staring at the ceiling. He’d only think of Julia and torture himself with thoughts of her and Sebastian together, having dinner, dancing in a trendy Kensington club, planning their bloody wedding.

Liam pulled on a pair of crumpled jeans and went, bare-chested, to the window. The moon had risen, painting the Warwickshire countryside in shades of silver and blue. A warm breeze stirred at the curtains.

Moodily, he wondered what Julia was doing now. Was she sleeping? Or was she out clubbing in London somewhere with Sebastian? His money was on the latter.

He frowned as he caught sight of someone on the lawns below. He knelt on the window seat and edged the window wider and peered down. The girl – for it was definitely a girl – wore jeans and a T-shirt. Her blonde hair gleamed in the moonlight.

Liam leaned forward. ‘Joss?’ he called out in a low voice.

‘No.’ She froze and tilted her face up. ‘Who’s that?’ she called back as she peered up at him.

‘It’s Liam. Holly?’

She nodded and thrust her hands in her pockets. ‘I couldn’t sleep. I thought a walk might help.’

He hesitated. ‘Do you mind a bit of company?’

‘No. Not at all.’

‘Hang on. I’ll be right down.’

Five minutes later, he fell into step beside her. He’d pulled on a T-shirt and thrust his feet into a pair of ancient dock shoes. They walked across the sloping, moonlit field in silence.

‘So…why can’t you sleep?’ Liam asked her when they came to a stop at the first stile.

‘I broke up with my boyfriend. He’s a shit,’ she added, and sighed. ‘But I can’t seem to stop thinking about him.’

‘You will do. Eventually.’

‘I hope so.’ She glanced at him. ‘Why can’t you sleep?’

He snorted. ‘Because my brother and his girlfriend have been going at it all night, that’s why. They had a row and now they’re back together.’

‘Well,’ she said with a small smile, ‘making up can be pretty, um…enthusiastic, sometimes.’

‘Yeah. But I’d prefer not to listen to it.’ He cast Holly a curious glance. ‘So how do you know Dominic?’

‘I don’t, really. I interviewed him last year. Nat blagged me the interview just before she and Dom broke up. She invited me here to take my mind off of Alex.’ She kicked half-heartedly at a rock. ‘It’s not working.’

‘Ah, yes, your boyfriend. So what did Alex do? Did he cheat? Forget your birthday?’

‘He hasn’t cheated. Not yet, anyway. He’s the new MP for Chipping Barnet. We both work long hours, and so we hardly see each other. We made a dinner date,’ she finished bitterly, ‘last Friday night. But he never showed.’

Liam winced. ‘Ouch. What was his excuse?’

‘He forgot. And by the time he remembered, he realized he’d left his mobile on his desk at work.’

‘Do you believe him?’

‘At first I didn’t, but it’s exactly the sort of thing Alex would do. He’s always forgetting things – where he put his cufflinks, is it Tuesday or Wednesday – it’s incredibly irritating.’

‘Has he apologized?’

‘Well…yes. He sent me four dozen roses.’

He let out a low whistle. ‘Must’ve cost a fortune, that.’

‘So you think I should forgive him?’

‘Oh, hell, I can’t answer that. But it sounds as if he knows he messed up, and he’s sorry. Maybe you should give him another chance.’

She thrust her hands deep in her pockets and turned back towards the house. ‘Not likely. What about you? Do you have a girlfriend?’

He hesitated. ‘I like someone, but she just got engaged to someone else.’ His expression was glum.

‘That must be hard,’ Holly sympathized. ‘Unrequited love sucks, doesn’t it?’

‘It does,’ he agreed, and they smiled at each other.

She paused to study the softly rolling fields and woods in the distance, and said wistfully, ‘Alex would love this place. He always talks about having a house in the country one day.’

‘There’s a village fête in Locksley Close in a few weeks; why don’t you come, and bring Alex? Stay the weekend.’

Again, she shook her head. ‘I can’t. He holds a clinic on Saturday mornings for his constituents.’

‘Well, it doesn’t last the day, does it? The fête lasts the weekend. You could come down Saturday afternoon, stay the night, and go to the fête on Sunday. There’ll be a benefit ball here at the house on Saturday night. Hosted,’ he added with a grimace, ‘by my brother.’

‘It sounds great,’ Holly said tentatively. ‘But won’t your parents mind? They hardly know me, after all.’

‘With Gemma and Rupert and the TV crew here, I doubt they’d even notice. And you’re a friend of Nat’s, so you’re as good family as far as mum’s concerned. I’ll tell her I’ve invited you both.’ He smiled at her. ‘So it’s settled. You’re coming back for the fête, and bringing Alex along.’


Chapter 32

Gemma and Dominic didn’t emerge from their room until just before noon on Sunday.

Liam, pulling off his muddied boots in the hall, looked up as they came down the stairs. ‘You two look familiar… Oh, yes, Rupert and Gemma. I’d forgotten; it’s been so long since we’ve seen you.’

Dominic slid his arm around Gemma’s waist. ‘We’ve been otherwise engaged, sorry. We’re going down the pub for lunch, care to come?’

Liam shook his head. ‘No, you go ahead. Three’s a crowd.’

‘Milo’s going,’ Gemma told him. ‘So it’s already three. Come along and make it four.’

‘Thanks, but I’ve got some thinking to do.’

‘Thinking?’ Dominic slanted him a knowing glance. ‘Having girlfriend trouble?’

‘None of your bloody business,’ Liam retorted.

‘Girlfriend trouble,’ Dominic murmured in Gemma’s ear as they walked through the hall to the front door.

They met Milo at the Dog and Cock ten minutes later. He stood and kissed his daughter on the cheek.

‘You look good, Gem,’ he said approvingly as they sat down. ‘Happy, too.’

She set her handbag aside and smiled. ‘I am happy.’ She locked eyes with Dominic. ‘Thanks to this one.’

‘How’d you escape the camera crew?’ Milo asked when he returned from fetching their ploughman’s lunches and beers.

‘They go back to London on the weekends,’ Dominic answered, ‘so we’ll have our privacy until Monday.’ He sighed and laid his hand atop Gemma’s. ‘After all this crap with Bibi, I wish I hadn’t agreed to do this stupid reality show.’

‘Bit late now,’ Milo remarked. ‘Has she pressed charges?’

‘No. But I don’t trust her. She’s up to something.’

‘She’s a clever one,’ Milo agreed. He cast Gemma a guilty glance. ‘Afraid I can speak to that from experience.’

She frowned. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Well,’ he began, ‘those photos of you – the ones in Ladz – it were partly my fault the tabs found out about it all.’

Gemma eye’s narrowed. ‘But you swore to me that you had nothing to do with that.’

‘And I didn’t, not directly.’ He fell silent as Bill came over and set down cutlery.

‘Milo,’ Gemma hissed the moment the publican left, ‘tell me what happened, and right now. What did you do?’

‘It’s not what I did,’ he said evasively. ‘It’s more what I said.’ He took a fortifying sip of his lemon squash. ‘I didn’t know who she was when Bibi came up to my table. Nice-looking, she was. Offered to buy me a drink and pay my tab.’

‘What?’ Gemma regarded him in outrage. ‘She walked right up to you and chatted you up? She must’ve known you were my dad, then. That reprehensible, sneaky, toilet-faced cow!’

‘She got me drunk and wormed the story of your Ladz photos out of me. She never did tell me her name. I reckon she went straight to the press afterwards.’ Milo put his hand on his daughter’s arm. ‘I’m that sorry, Gem.’

‘It’s not your fault, Dad.’ She laid her hand atop his. ‘She took advantage of you. She plied you – a recovering alcoholic! – with drink, and coaxed the information out of you, like…Mata Hari! She knew exactly what she was doing.’

Dominic nodded grimly. ‘Just like she knew what she was doing when she told those lies about me. Bibi’s lethal.’

‘I despise her!’ Gemma exclaimed, and pushed her cheese and pickle sandwich aside. ‘She’s caused nothing but trouble.’

‘Oh, I wouldn’t say that, lamb,’ Milo mused thoughtfully. He glanced down at Gemma’s hand on his and smiled up at her. ‘One good thing’s come out of all this.’

She looked at him, baffled. ‘What’s that?’

He leaned forward. ‘For the first time since I did a runner on you and your mum,’ he said quietly, ‘you called me “Dad”.’

Dominic excused himself and went outside to call Mick, the Destroyers’ bass guitarist. ‘We’ve got a wedding gig next month. I cleared it with Max. It’s for Nat.’

‘What? She’s finally gettin’ married, then?’

‘Yeah. So tell the guys. We’ll rehearse next week. And we need to talk, all of us. It’s important. Band stuff.’

There was a pause. ‘Oh? That’s funny, innit, ’cause there’s stuff we wanna talk to you about, too.’

‘Oh.’ Taken aback, Dominic stared at his mobile in surprise. ‘Good, then. See you next week.’

Sunlight streamed into the sitting room that afternoon as Natalie Dashwood set her cup of tea aside and picked up a pen. ‘All right, ladies – the first matter of wedding business is the caterer. Rhys’s brother Jamie has said he’ll do it.’

‘Jamie?’ Holly echoed. Her heart accelerated. ‘But…isn’t he too busy, running Gordon Scots?’

‘The wedding’s on a Sunday, so it’s his day off. He wants to do it. As a matter of fact,’ Natalie added lightly, ‘I’ve asked him to stop by today with a few dishes for us to try.’

Holly stared at Nat in mild panic. She didn’t want to see Jamie again. Did she?

‘Marvellous,’ Lady Mary approved. The doorbell rang, and the dogs bolted, toenails clicking and sliding on the hardwood floors, to the door. ‘That must be him now.’

A few moments later, Mrs Sutton led Jamie Gordon into the sitting room, the dogs capering and leaping at his heels.

‘Hello, ladies.’ He peered around the thermal bags piled in his arms and grinned. ‘I come bearing food. The dogs already approve.’ He paused as he saw Holly. ‘Hey, Hols,’ he said in surprise. ‘I didn’t know you’d be here.’

‘Neither did I.’ She drew her cardigan closer. It was chilly in these old houses, even in summer. ‘I’m helping Nat plan her wedding.’

‘I’m sure she’s glad of the help.’ He came into the room and set the containers down on the table by the window.

‘What have you brought us?’ Natalie exclaimed as she got up and stood beside him.

He unzipped the bags and withdrew several covered silver dishes. ‘Well, we’ve got smoked salmon with capers and sliced lemon, with homemade brown bread on the side; chilli prawns; and this–’ he bent down and unzipped another bag ‘–is my Angus beef with whisky sauce. For pudding, we’ve apple tartlets with Drambuie cream, and mini chocolate whiskey cakes.’

‘Oh, my,’ Lady Mary murmured as she eyed the food. ‘It looks divine. I want to taste it – all of it. Diet be damned!’

Natalie smiled. ‘Jamie’s brilliant. Isn’t he, Holly?’

Holly nodded and joined them at the table. ‘He is. You know, Jamie,’ she added as she took an apple tartlet, ‘you should have a booth at the village fête. You’d get lots of new customers; Liam says most of the locals live in London, and come out to Locksley Close on the weekends.’

‘That’s a wonderful idea,’ Lady Mary agreed. ‘Speaking of which, would you consider sitting in the kissing booth, Holly? Bibi and Dominic are sitting in the morning; would you take over in the afternoon?’

‘Me?’ Holly met Jamie’s amused gaze and blushed. ‘I don’t know. I’ve never sat in a kissing booth before.’

‘It’s fun,’ Natalie observed, ‘and it’s for a good cause.’

Holly hesitated. ‘Liam did ask me to come down for the fête and stay the weekend here at Mansfield.’

‘There you go,’ Jamie remarked. ‘You should do it.’

‘We’d love to have you stay, dear,’ Lady Mary agreed.

‘I thought I might ask Alex as well,’ Holly added, carefully avoiding Jamie’s eyes, ‘if that’s all right.’

Jamie’s smile faded. ‘I thought you and Alex were done.’

‘We were – we are.’ She saw the accusation in his eyes.

‘So will you sit in the kissing booth?’ Natalie prodded.

‘I don’t know,’ Holly murmured. ‘Alex might not like it.’

‘Well, if it’s fun, I’m sure he won’t like it,’ Jamie said tightly. He turned away and began to re-zip the bags.

Holly glared at him and turned back to Lady Mary. ‘I’ll do it,’ she decided. ‘I’d love to sit in the kissing booth.’ And Jamie and Alex can both go hang.

‘Lovely! It’s settled, then,’ Lady Mary declared. She turned back to the table, a gleam in her eye as she reached for the salmon fork. ‘Now, let’s sample this lovely food, shall we?’

A short time later, Holly excused herself. She remained upstairs in her room until she saw Jamie’s van drive away.

Why, she wondered moodily as she sat on the window seat with her forehead pressed to the glass, was she avoiding him?

Maybe it was because she’d kissed him at Gordon Scots’ anniversary party and told him that she and Alex were done. At the time, she’d believed it. Now she wasn’t so sure. Liam had made her realize that perhaps Alex deserved another chance.

Or maybe it was because she felt guilty, leading Jamie on and then saying ‘never mind’, kissing him one minute and rebuffing him the next. And now that her anger at Alex had faded, she missed him. A tear slipped down her cheek.

Deep down, she knew the real reason she’d avoided Jamie was because she’d liked kissing him, and couldn’t quite get him out of her thoughts.

Why, Holly thought resentfully as she stood up, did relationships always have to be so damned complicated?

‘Next,’ Natalie announced as she and Lady Mary resumed their seats and continued with the wedding plans, ‘the flowers.’

‘Taken care of,’ Lady Mary said. ‘The vicar’s wife has agreed to make your bouquet and posies for the bridal party, and the arrangements for the altar. Susan does lovely work.’

‘Perfect! So that’s the flowers and food sorted. Dominic has agreed to provide the music–’ Natalie jotted a note on her pad ‘–but he needs to clear it with Max. His agent,’ she added.

‘Natalie,’ Lady Mary said with a frown, ‘as much as I’ve enjoyed helping you, darling, I can’t help but wonder…wouldn’t your mother like to be involved as well?’

‘I’m sure she would,’ Natalie said after a moment, ‘if she wasn’t so wrapped up with her new boyfriend.’

Lady Mary glanced at her, taken aback. ‘Do you mean to say that your mother is…seeing someone?’

Nat nodded. ‘Yes, the Reverend Bourne. He’s a lovely man,’ she hastened to add, ‘and I quite like him. But since he and mum started dating, she’s either out, or getting ready to go out. And she helped my sister Caroline with her wedding just last year. Caro can be a bit…demanding.’

Forget bridezilla. Her normally sane, even-tempered sister had become a raging, hormonal Brideasaurus Wrecks. Mum had been at her wits’ end dealing with it all.

Lady Mary reached out and patted her hand. ‘No matter how busy she is, Natalie, I’m sure she wants help you. Every mother wants to be involved when her daughter gets married, after all.’

‘Well, thank you so much for throwing out that small crumb of noblesse oblige, Lady Mary.’

Startled, Natalie and Lady Mary looked up from their tea cups to see Lady Celia Dashwood sail into the sitting room, Mrs Sutton following close on her heels.

‘I tried to stop her,’ the housekeeper told Lady Mary breathlessly, ‘but she barged straight in, she did.’

‘Mum!’ Natalie exclaimed, and half rose. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘I came to help plan your wedding,’ she answered in clipped tones as she set her handbag aside, ‘despite the fact that this – woman–’ she glared at Dominic’s mother ‘–has taken it upon herself to elbow me out of the way.’

Lady Mary raised her brow. ‘Excuse me, Celia, but I’m not doing any such thing! I’m offering your daughter my help with the wedding. And,’ she added, ‘I’m providing a proper venue for the nuptials, as well. Something a bit more upscale than a marquee in the back garden.’

Natalie’s mother bristled. ‘Natalie is always welcome to have her wedding at home, but the place is at sixes and sevens at the moment. I’m adding a conservatory to the back of the house.’

‘Mum and I are both very grateful for your generosity,’ Nat assured Lady Mary. ‘So kind of you – and his lordship – to allow me to get married here. Isn’t it, Mum?’ she added with a pointed glance at her mother.

Lady Dashwood harrumphed.

‘It’s my pleasure,’ Lady Mary replied. ‘Of course your input is welcome, Celia; you’re the mother of the bride, after all. But there’s really no need for you to stay. We have things well in hand. Don’t we, Natalie?’

‘I’m very sorry,’ Lady Dashwood said decisively as she lowered herself to a chair, ‘but I’m not going anywhere.’ She glanced at Mrs Sutton, still hovering in the doorway. ‘I’d like a cup of tea, please, and another pad and pen.’ She cast Lady Mary a tight smile. ‘I’ll be helping to plan my daughter’s wedding.’

On Monday morning, Mansfield Hall seethed with activity as filming of Mansfield Lark resumed.

‘Dominic,’ Rachel said as she approached him in the foyer, ‘we need more drama. I want you and Gemma to have a row.’

‘Sorry, but Gem and I are more loved-up than Elton and David right now.’ He jerked his head towards the sitting room, where Natalie and her mother sat with Lady Mary, battling over the wedding plans. ‘Why not film in there? There’s enough drama between the mums to satisfy even you.’

‘Lady Mary and Lady Celia sending frosty glares at one another hardly makes for riveting television.’ Rachel paused. ‘I need you and Gemma to cause a stir. Yell! Scream! Throw things! No one will watch your show unless it has lots of shouting and sex and bad behaviour.’

‘Shouting and sex and bad behaviour?’ Dominic echoed. ‘Sounds like my first marriage.’ The doorbell went. ‘Ah, there’s the door,’ he said, and went to answer it, relieved to escape the psychotic scriptwriter.

‘Let Mrs Sutton get it! That is her job, after all.’

Dominic ignored her and threw the door open. He blinked, struck momentarily speechless by the sight that greeted him.

‘Bibi?’ he croaked. ‘What the fuck are you doing here?’


Chapter 33

Bibi Matchington-Alcester stood on the doorstep, dressed in a knee-length skirt and cream silk blouse. A leopard-print scarf was knotted loosely at her neck. ‘Hello, Rupert.’

‘You have a bloody nerve, showing your face here,’ Dominic hissed as he stepped outside and yanked the door shut after him.

She was as calm and unruffled as the summer sky. ‘We need to talk.’

‘We have nothing to talk about.’

‘Oh, but we do,’ she informed him. ‘We can either talk privately–’ she indicated her Triumph, parked in the drive ‘–or here on the doorstep, in front of the cameras and crew.’ She smiled. ‘You see, I’m willing to accommodate.’ Her smile vanished. ‘It’s your choice, Dominic.’

There was nothing for it but to follow Bibi down the steps to her car. At any moment, Bob and Tom would fling the front door open and point their cameras at the pair of them, and the next thing you knew, he and Bibi would be all over the telly…

He was well and truly screwed. And Bibi knew it.

Dominic scowled and settled himself into the Spitfire. So Rachel wanted drama, did she? Bloody hell, she’d have it in spades if he couldn’t get this posh pit viper off his back.

Bibi sped down the drive and slanted a glance at him. ‘I was served with your defamation claim this morning.’

‘Good. Quid pro quote, and all that,’ Dominic snapped.

‘Now, Dominic, don’t be like that,’ she chided him. ‘After all, I’m prepared to publicly admit that it’s all a lie – provided you dump Gemma and announce your engagement to me.’

He stared at her. ‘What? Dump Gemma? You’re mad.’

‘I suppose I am a bit mad,’ she conceded in amusement, ‘mad for you. I want you, Rupert, and I’ll have you…because I always get what I want. I’ll give you one week to get rid of Gemma. We’ll announce our engagement at the benefit ball. If you refuse, I’ll have you arrested – today, I imagine, the law moves quickly – and you’ll spend tonight, possibly longer, in jail. Your career will be ruined. Is that what you want?’

‘What I want is for you to leave me alone!’ he erupted. ‘Shit, Bibi – what do you want with me, anyway? I’ll never be the posh bloke you want. I’m all about loud music and anarchy.’

‘But you clean up very nicely,’ she observed, and smiled serenely, unperturbed by his outburst. ‘I can’t wait to see their faces at the ball, when we announce we’re engaged.’

He glared at her. ‘It’s not gonna happen. I’ve worked too hard to let you destroy everything – my music career, my relationship with Gemma – with your lies and bullshit.’ He crossed his arms sullenly against his chest. ‘Here’s your answer. I won’t do it.’

‘Save the drama for your show.’ Bibi downshifted as they reached the end of the drive. ‘Rachel will love it.’

‘I mean it, Beebs.’ Dominic was firm. ‘I won’t dump Gemma and I bloody well won’t get engaged to you! Things are good with me and Gem right now, better than ever. And even though my career means everything to me… Gemma means more.’ And as he said it, Dominic realized to his surprise that it was true.

Bibi turned onto the main roadway with an angry squeal of tires. ‘Well, I’m sorry to hear you say that,’ she said, and pressed her lips together. ‘But I like you, Dominic, so I’ll give you one more chance. You have until tonight to think about what I’ve said, and then you can give me your final answer.’

‘What is this, a game show?’ Dominic demanded. ‘Here’s your final answer, then. Fuck off!’

‘This most assuredly isn’t a game, Dominic. Either cooperate and agree to my demands – or get ready to share a cell with a big, nasty bloke named Johnny Muscles. I’ve heard he has a real fondness for skinny little English boys.’

Twenty minutes later, Bibi returned Dominic to Mansfield Hall. Sam flung the front door open the moment the Triumph sped away and immediately rounded on the rock singer.

‘Where the hell have you been? I warned you about pulling another one of your vanishing acts—’

‘I had to talk with my solicitor,’ Dominic snapped. ‘Believe it or not, I have other things on my plate besides this bloody reality show, like my career!’

‘You won’t have a career if you don’t start cooperating!’ Sam thundered. ‘I’ll have you blackballed. You’ll never work in television again!’

‘Whatever.’ Dominic pushed past him and strode across the foyer. ‘Where’s Gemma?’ He went to the bottom of the stairs and bellowed, ‘Babes! Where are you?’

‘I’m here.’ Gemma came through the kitchen door, a piece of toast in hand. ‘What’s wrong? Where’ve you been?’

‘Good question!’ Sam snapped.

Dominic took her arm. ‘Let’s go upstairs. Now.’

Bob and Tom scurried around the corner with their cameras, ready to follow them.

Dominic glared at them. ‘Get lost, both of you.’

‘No. We need footage,’ Bob said firmly, filming away.

He tried a different tack. ‘Can’t a man and his lady have a bit of privacy in the bedroom?’

Gemma blushed. ‘Dominic!’

Bob lowered the camera. ‘All right,’ he agreed, red-faced, ‘no filming…but only for fifteen minutes, mind.’

‘That’s time enough. Thanks, mate.’ Dominic grabbed Gemma’s hand and hurried up the stairs to the Blue Room.

‘Dominic,’ she murmured as they reached the bedroom door, ‘I had no idea you were so randy—’

‘I’m not.’ He pulled her inside and locked the door.

She set the toast aside and regarded him suspiciously. ‘Why’d you drag me up here, then?’

‘So we can talk in private.’ He sat on the bed and pulled her down beside him. ‘Listen, babes. Bibi was just here.’

‘What?’ Outrage was plain on her face. ‘You can’t be serious! What did that lying cow want?’

Dominic passed a hand through his hair. ‘She wants me to break up with you and announce my engagement – to her.’

‘But that’s mad!’ Gemma sputtered. ‘She’s bat-shit crazy.’

‘I agree. But if I don’t do it, she’ll press charges, and by this time tomorrow, I’ll be in jail for sexual assault.’

‘This isn’t right, Dominic!’ Gemma stood up and looked at him in mingled anguish and fury. ‘You’ve done nothing wrong, and now this cow’s blackmailing you to marry her!’

‘I won’t do it,’ Dominic said, and pulled her back down beside him. ‘I’ll take my lumps and go to jail. I’m not giving in to Bibi’s demands, no matter the consequences.’ He leaned forward. ‘I love you, babes. I won’t give you up, even if it means…even if it means my career’s over.’

‘Are you mental?’ Gemma said scornfully. ‘You’re not throwing your music career away because of that lying slag. I refuse to let Bibi Poshington-Cow ruin things between us.’

‘But she’s left me no choice, Gemma! If I don’t break up with you, I’ll be in jail tomorrow night, and I can kiss my career goodbye.’ He looked at her hopefully. ‘Will you visit me? Bake me a cake with a nail file in it? I like chocolate.’

Gemma hugged him. ‘Don’t worry, Dominic,’ she said fiercely. ‘You’re not going to jail tonight, or ever. I’ll see to it.’

He drew back. ‘What do you mean? Not that I want to share a cell with Johnny Muscles, mind…but I don’t follow.’

‘We’ll play along,’ Gemma said decisively. ‘We’re calling her bluff. Tell Bibi you agree to her terms Let her think she’s getting her way. We’ll split up on your show, in front of the cameras, and give Rachel and Sam the drama they’re always on about. Then you can announce the engagement in the papers.’

‘She wants to announce it at the benefit ball.’

Gemma regarded him in outrage. ‘What? Everyone in Warwickshire will be there – including the camera crew, filming your stupid reality show!’

‘That’s the general idea,’ he said. ‘She’s given me a week to dump you.’

‘Nice of her,’ Gemma said scathingly. ‘Fine. That gives us a week to find a way to prove she’s lying.’

‘But it’s my word against hers. No one was in that dressing room but the two of us.’

Gemma tapped a fingernail thoughtfully against her lips. ‘Perhaps there’s a security camera, or someone in the shop who saw or heard something…something to prove she’s lying.’

‘Do you really think so?’

‘It’s our only hope, Dominic.’ Gemma stood up. ‘In the meantime, let her think she’s won. And while she’s picking out her engagement ring,’ she added, the steely glint of warfare in her eye, ‘I’ll find a way to prove that Bibi Matchington-Alcester’s lying right through her perfect white teeth.’


Chapter 34

‘It’s done.’ Dominic returned his mobile to his pocket. ‘I’m meeting Bibi at the pub for lunch.’

Gemma violently shifted gears on the Skoda, nearly sending them both through the windscreen. ‘I’d like to put my hands round that posh cow’s neck and squeeze until her head explodes like a giant, blonde-haired pimple—’

‘Save the animosity for our break-up,’ Dominic advised. ‘We have to make it convincing for the cameras.’

‘No worries,’ Gemma assured him grimly. ‘I have enough animosity for Bibi right now to power London for two weeks. Have you told anyone else what we’re doing?’

‘No. I thought it best not to, at least for now.’

‘We’ll have to tell Nat. And Milo,’ Gemma decided. ‘They’ll be upset if they think we’re really splitting up.’ She signalled a turn and added, ‘And I’m just about to upset Rhys.’

‘Upset him? Rhys doesn’t give a rat’s arse if we break up. He can’t stand me. And the feeling’s mutual, I might add.’

Gemma pulled the Skoda onto a lay-by. ‘I’m ringing him to ask for the rest of the week off – after I swore I’d be back on Wednesday. He won’t like it. He’s been stuck in temp hell while I’ve been gone.’

‘He deserves permanent hell, if you ask me.’

She ignored him and picked up her mobile, took a deep breath, and rang Rhys’s direct line.

On the second ring, he picked up. ‘This better not be you, Gemma,’ he growled, ‘ringing to say you’re not coming back.’

‘Why? Is the temp I found for you not working out?’

‘A fruit bat has more intelligence.’

Gemma sighed. ‘You’re difficult to work for, Rhys. And quite demanding, too.’

‘Is it demanding,’ he demanded, ‘to expect the Anderson sales file to be filed under “A” in the cabinet? I can’t find the sales files because they’re filed under “S” for “sales”!’

‘Well, no,’ Gemma began cautiously, ‘but—’

‘–and when I ask for a tall espresso macchiato, is it unreasonable to expect a tall espresso macchiato and not a skinny bloody mocha?’

Gemma stared at the mobile. ‘Blimey. How could anyone possibly confuse a skinny mocha with an espresso macchiato?’

‘Exactly,’ Rhys retorted.

‘Well, I’m sure she’s doing her best, and I’m sure she’ll take care of things until I return–’ Gemma winced ‘–next week.’

It was Dominic’s turn to wince as the other end of Gemma’s mobile exploded with a string of ear-burning expletives.

Five minutes later Gemma rang off, her leave for the rest of the week sorted and Rhys’s ruffled feathers smoothed.

‘All right,’ she said as they headed to the village, ‘I’ll drop you at the Dog and Cock and be on my way to London. Bibi can bring you back. I’m hoping one of the shop assistants will remember something, and we’ll have proof that Bibi’s lying.’

Dominic crossed his arms against his chest and scowled out the window. ‘Ooh, lunch with Beebs, my soon-to-be-fiancée,’ he grumbled. ‘I can’t fucking wait.’

‘It’s only until we can prove her story’s rubbish,’ Gemma reassured him as she came to a stop in front of the pub. ‘And at least Bob and Tom didn’t follow us here.’

‘Only because I slipped ’em each a tenner and told ’em to butt out for a couple of hours.’

‘You’re terribly clever.’ Gemma leaned over to kiss him. ‘I’ll see you later.’

Dominic rested his forehead against hers. ‘I love you, babes. But I hate this.’

‘I love you, too. Don’t worry. I won’t give up until I find a way to prove Bibi’s lying. Bye, Dominic.’

And with a wave of her hand and another violent shifting of gears, Gemma headed off to London.

‘You have a guest, Lady Mary.’

Before Mrs Sutton could utter another word, Lady Celia Dashwood sailed past the housekeeper and into the sitting room.

Natalie’s mother met Lady Mary’s quizzical gaze as she settled herself on the sofa. ‘I’ve found someone to do the flowers for Natalie’s wedding,’ she announced without preamble. She set her purse aside to glare at Bob and Tom, who were filming them.

‘What do you mean?’ Lady Mary bristled. ‘Susan Moresby is doing the flowers, as you well know. She does a lovely job.’

‘I’m sure she does,’ Lady Celia sniffed, ‘but she’s hardly a professional.’

‘I see. And what sort of professional have you found?’

‘A Notting Hill florist,’ Lady Celia replied smugly. ‘They handle flowers for all the smart weddings.’ She paused and added, ‘And I’ve hired a wedding photographer, as well.’

‘What?’ Lady Mary was still processing the first bit of unwelcome news. ‘How will I tell Susan her services won’t be required?’

‘I’m sure you’ll find a way. You’re the soul of discretion when you wish to be.’

‘You can’t do this!’ Lady Mary sputtered as she surged to her feet. ‘You can’t just come in and…and upset everything!’

‘I can.’ Lady Celia saved her deadliest salvo for last. ‘I am the mother of the bride, after all. And as I’m paying for the florist as well as the photographer, I’ve chosen–’ she paused for the maximum dramatic effect ‘–Perry Kemp.’

‘Perry Kemp?’ Lady Mary echoed. ‘Are you mad? He only photographs celebrities and royals, for heaven’s sake! He’ll never do it.’

‘Oh, but he’s already said he’ll do it. Be sure to have your nicest room ready. Perry and his partner, John, are accustomed to the best, you know.’

‘His…partner?’ Lady Mary paled. Oh, dear. How on earth would she explain that to Charles? She sank back onto the sofa, where she found herself, for perhaps the first time in her life, at a complete and utter loss for words.

‘Did you break it off with Gemma?’ Bibi asked Dominic as she returned to their table at the Dog and Cock.

‘Not yet.’ He pushed his steak and ale pie away uneaten. He wasn’t hungry. ‘You said you’d give me a week to do it,’ he reminded her sullenly.

‘And so I shall.’ Bibi smiled and laid her hand atop his. ‘I’m nothing if not a woman of my word, Rupert.’

He yanked his hand away. ‘That’s rich, coming from you. And don’t call me Rupert. I hate it.’ He tilted back his bottle of Old Speckled Hen and drank half in one go. Being drunk was the only way he could handle this fiancée fiasco.

‘We need to pick out my engagement ring,’ she mused, choosing for the moment to ignore her future bridegroom’s bad temper, ‘and get you kitted out for the benefit ball. As to the venue for the engagement party, my stepfather’s estate in Little Hamptonshire will suit perfectly—’

‘Engagement party?’ Dominic erupted. ‘I thought we’d keep things low-key. Stick an announcement in the local paper and that’s the end of it.’

‘I’m sorry, but that won’t do.’ Bibi’s words were calm but steely. ‘This is my engagement, Rupert. Every detail must be perfect. After we announce our news at the ball, I’ll hire a wedding photographer. The good ones get booked up well in advance.’ She tapped a finger against her lower lip. ‘I’ll want a spread in Tatler and one in Town and Country as well, of course.’

Dominic bit back a groan. He reminded himself that none of this stuff was actually going to happen. As Bibi levelled a cornflower-blue glare at him, he decided he’d best act the part of the doting fiancé…

… or Beebs would realize that he and Gemma were pulling a fast one, and his goose would be well and truly cooked.

And he didn’t fancy sharing his goose, cooked or otherwise, at a table in a cell with a bloke named Johnny Muscles.

Honestly, Lady Mary reflected darkly, could this day get any worse?

She’d dealt with that intrusive camera crew since breakfast; coped with Natalie’s battleaxe of a mother; calmed her husband when the plumber dropped his tool kit with an ear-shattering clang just outside the earl’s closed study doors; helped Mrs Sutton to ready a guest room for the wedding photographer, Perry Kemp, and his partner; and now she faced this, her last and most unpleasant trial of the day.

She picked up her mobile and steeled herself to ring Susan Moresby. Poor woman, she’d be devastated to learn she wouldn’t be doing the flowers for Natalie’s wedding after all.

At the sound of commotion downstairs – was that Rupert, singing? – Lady Mary put the phone aside and stood up.

Her eldest son, obviously drunk and barely able to stand, staggered in, leaning heavily on Bibi Matchington-Alcester’s arm.

‘Mum,’ he slurred merrily as he saw her, ‘’s you! Beebsh and I have just finished silli-salle celebrating!’

‘Yes, I can see that.’ She eyed Bibi with distaste. ‘It’s not enough you’ve besmirched my son’s name with your ridiculous lies; now you’ve gotten him publicly inebriated, as well?’

‘He managed that quite well on his own,’ Bibi retorted.

‘Mum,’ Dominic slurred, ‘ashk me what we’re celebrating. Go on – ashk me!’

‘Very well, Rupert,’ Lady Mary said grimly. ‘What are you celebrating?’

He put a finger in the general vicinity of his lips. ‘Shh. Don’t tell anyone–’ this, despite the fact that Bob and Tom were filming the entire exchange ‘–but Gem and I had a huge row. Huge! She’s gone to London, don’t know if she’s coming back…and now Beebs and I have reashed…have reashed—’

‘Have reached what?’ Lady Mary snapped.

‘We’ve reashed an understanding,’ Dominic finished, and tilted a bit sideways. He clutched at Bibi’s arm and added in a loud whisper, ‘We’re getting engaged. To be married. To each other.’


Chapter 35

‘Engaged?’ Lady Mary echoed, stunned.

‘You’re the first to know,’ Bibi said, and raised a perfectly groomed brow. ‘We’re making the formal announcement at the benefit ball. Aren’t you going to congratulate us?’

‘Well, Rupert, I’m not sorry you’ve ended it with that unsuitable Essex girl,’ Lady Mary said, ‘but this… person–’ she glared at Bibi ‘–has publicly accused you of taking indecent liberties with her! And now you’re going to marry her? I’m sorry, but I don’t understand.’

Dominic nodded owlishly. ‘Ish complicated, mum. Ver, ver complicated.’

Then he passed out.

Gemma parked the Skoda on Broadwick Street and marched up the sidewalk to Agent Provocateur. She pushed open the shop door and clicked briskly across the wooden floor.

‘Hello,’ the sales assistant, who looked like an extra from an Austin Powers movie in a Union Jack minidress and blonde beehive, chirped. ‘May I help you?’

Gemma paused from her wistful perusal of a black-and-pink striped bustier. ‘Yes. Ooh, this is lovely.’

‘Isn’t it? Would you like to try it on? We have a pair of pink high-heeled mules to go with it.’

‘Oh, yes,’ Gemma breathed. ‘I would. And can I see one of your–’ she lowered her voice to a whisper ‘–riding crops? My boyfriend was in only last week and he mentioned them.’

‘Of course.’ The girl smiled knowingly and whisked the bustier off the rack. ‘Come along to the changing room. I’ll fetch a pair of stay-ups and some mules. We have a riding crop studded with Swarovski crystals, you know,’ she confided.

Focus, Gemma reminded herself as she entered the changing room and yanked off her T-shirt. You’re here to help Dominic, not to shop for lingerie!

But as she wrestled herself into the bustier and stockings and admired herself in the three-way mirror, Gemma’s resolve wavered. Dominic would go mad with desire when he saw her in this sexy outfit. She tapped the riding crop thoughtfully against her black-stockinged thigh.

After all, it’d been ages since she’d splashed out on sexy lingerie. She deserved this. She worked bloody hard, damn it!

‘How much for the lot?’ she asked as she emerged from the dressing room a few moments later. She handed the pile of silky nothings over and followed Ms Austin Powers to the till.

‘Total cost,’ the sales assistant announced after several taps of the till, ‘is eleven hundred and fifty-five pounds.’

Gemma blanched. It was far too much money. She’d already maxed out her Barclays card. She leaned forward. ‘My boyfriend has an account here. His name is Rupert Locksley. Put my things on that. You can call and confirm it with him if you like.’

‘That won’t be necessary.’ The girl leaned forward as well. ‘I know who you are – and I know who he is. You’re Dominic Heath’s girlfriend, aren’t you?’

Gemma nodded smugly. ‘Yes.’

‘You poor thing,’ the sales assistant clucked in sympathy, ‘you must be devastated after what he did!’

‘He didn’t do anything!’ Gemma retorted, and bristled. ‘He’s innocent. Bibi Matchington-Alcester’s just a conniving slag who’s trying to get her hooks in him.’

‘Really?’ She didn’t sound convinced as she began to wrap each item in layers of black tissue.

‘Yes, really!’ Gemma snapped. ‘Bibi’s lying. Dominic – I mean, Rupert – wouldn’t hurt a flea. He feels guilty for days if he slaps a midge.’

‘Well, I was here when it happened,’ the girl confided, ‘and it sure looked like he did it. She came out with her stockings ripped and bruises on her arm, and said he tried to…’ she faltered as she met Gemma’s glare ‘–erm, have his way with her.’

‘Was anyone else in the shop at the time? Someone who might have seen or heard what really happened?’

‘No, there was only me and Felicity working the till that day.’ She brightened. ‘Wait a minute…there was one other lady in here, a customer.’

‘There was?’ Gemma asked, her heart beating quickly.

‘Yes. She left just before it all got crazy, though.’

‘Oh.’ Her heart, so hopeful the moment before, sank like a kettle bell. ‘I don’t suppose you know who she was.’

‘Oh, but I do,’ the girl replied. ‘It was the pop singer, the one who just married that footballer, Trevor Wilde. Poor girl,’ she sympathized, ‘married to a serial shagger like him!’

Gemma’s eyes widened. ‘You don’t mean to say…’

‘Oh yes, Keeley was here,’ the sales assistant confirmed. ‘Her little dog, Diamanté, was tucked in her handbag.’

‘Was Keeley near the dressing rooms when Rupert and Bibi were here?’

‘I don’t know.’ She frowned. ‘She left just before Rupert. They never even saw each other. Just as well, since he almost married her for a second time, until he got caught right before the wedding, shagging one of her bridesmaids in a closet…’

Her voice trailed off as she met Gemma’s forbidding glare. ‘Sorry. A few minutes after Rupert and Keeley left,’ she hastened to add, ‘Bibi came out, and…’ she paused and bit her lip ‘and, well, you know the rest.’

‘Yes, I do. And I know it’s a packet of lies.’ Grimly Gemma gathered up the pink and black bags from the counter. ‘Thanks for your help,’ she added as she turned to go, her thoughts already racing.

She returned to the car and tossed her bags into the boot. As she unlocked the Skoda and slid behind the wheel, she pressed her lips together. She had to talk to Keeley straight away. The petite pop singer might be Dominic’s chance – his only chance – to prove his innocence.

She started the engine, pulled out into traffic, and headed straight for Keeley’s townhouse in Primrose Hill.

‘She’s not ’ere.’

Keeley’s doorman – or bodyguard – or whoever the bald, beefy-looking man with the earring was, glared at Gemma.

Gemma, all too familiar with bodyguards and minders from her time with Dominic, glared back. She wasn’t intimidated by this hulking, Neoprene-clad Neanderthal. ‘Keeley is here,’ she snapped. ‘I’d lay money on it.’

‘Yeah? Then you’d lose.’ He eyed her insolently and started to close the door.

Gemma slapped her palm against the glossy dark red panel. ‘If you don’t let me in at once, I’ll… I’ll—’

‘You’ll what?’ he said, menacingly. ‘Cry? Scream? Take off your top? Oh, right, you’ve done that already, haven’t you?’ he added with a sneer. ‘Sorry, girlie, but no matter what you do, you won’t get past this door. I told you before, Keeley isn’t here. She’s in the Maldives. Laters, love.’

And with that, he slammed the door in her face.


Chapter 36

At noon on Monday, Holly met Alex for lunch. He half rose from their table as she arrived and brushed his lips against her cheek. ‘Thanks for meeting me.’

She sat down and unfolded her napkin.

‘Did you get my flowers?’ he asked.

‘Yes. Thank you.’ Holly picked up the menu and studied it, deliberately avoiding his eyes. ‘What are you having?’

‘Well, so far, it looks like I’m having a frosty reception, followed by a side of icy indifference.’

Holly lowered the menu. ‘I’m sorry, Alex, but I’m not sure I’ve forgiven you yet. Are you certain Camilla isn’t lurking around somewhere? Hiding under the table, perhaps?’

‘I don’t care about Camilla.’ Alex leaned forward, his expression steely. ‘I care about you. I admit I haven’t been very attentive lately, and for that, I’m truly sorry. I want to start over. The thing is–’ he leaned back again, and frowned ‘–I’m not sure about your feelings for Jamie.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Do you have feelings for him?’

‘He invited me to his restaurant’s anniversary party, that’s all. Speaking of which,’ she added, anxious to change the subject, ‘Lady Mary’s invited us to stay at Mansfield Hall this weekend, in Warwickshire. They’re having a benefit ball on Saturday night, and there’s a village fête all weekend. You know – with a ring toss, and cotton candy, and games of chance—’

“I know what a fête is.” He refused to be sidetracked. ‘You kissed Jamie, Holly. I saw you on the dance floor, snogging like a pair of teenagers.’

Holly’s heart accelerated. ‘Yes, I did,’ she said defensively. ‘I danced with Jamie, and we kissed, while you shared a cosy table for two with Camilla.’

‘I’ve told you, she was only trying to cheer me up. I was afraid I’d ruined things with you.’ Alex reached across the tablecloth and took her hands in his. ‘I haven’t, have I?’

Holly shrugged, but didn’t pull away. ‘It was a shit thing to do, Alex, forgetting about me like that. I felt ridiculous sitting at that table by myself, waiting.’

‘I know, and I’m sorry. It was unforgiveable of me. I want you to know that there’s nothing between me and Camilla…just as I hope there’s nothing between you and Jamie.’

‘Of course there’s nothing between us.’ Holly met his gaze. ‘There never was.’

‘Good.’ He released her hands. ‘Now tell me who, exactly, is Lady Mary? And why has she invited us to stay the weekend in Warwickshire?’

‘She’s Dominic Heath’s mother.’

Alex nearly choked on his Sancerre. ‘Dominic? He used to be one of my clients! We’ve been invited to his family pile? How in God’s name did that come about?’

‘His ex-girlfriend’s getting married at Mansfield Hall,’ she explained. ‘Natalie took me along to help plan the wedding. And to take my mind off you,’ she added pointedly.

‘I see. And did it work?’

Holly met his amused gaze with exasperation. ‘No, it didn’t. Now, will you go with me to Mansfield, or not?’

He reached out once again and covered her hand with his. ‘Of course I will. I think it’s a great idea. Perhaps a weekend away together is exactly what we need.’

‘Awright, lads,’ Dominic announced as the band ran through ‘I’ve Got Mine’ with practised expertise, ‘I think that’ll do.’ He glanced at the pair of cameramen, filming their rehearsal on the South Lawn, and added, ‘It’s time we talked.’

Billy, the Destroyers’ drummer, gave a snort. ‘Too right, it is. And we’ve got plenty to say.’

Dominic ignored him. ‘We’ll do our usual set for Nat’s wedding, and we’ll add a few ballads, for slow dancing.’

‘How about some polkas as well? Maybe the Macarena?’ Mick took a measured drag on his cigarette and crushed it out under his boot heel.

‘Look, if you don’t want to do this gig,’ Dominic told him sharply, ‘you can leave right now.’

‘If Mick goes, I go too,’ Billy announced, and stood up from his drum kit, sticks in hand. ‘I’ve ’ad enough of this shit, I have.’

Dominic glared at him, then slanted a glance at Nigel, the lead guitarist. ‘Well? Nothing to say, Nige?’

‘Oh, I’ve plenty to say.’ He lifted his guitar strap over his head and regarded Dominic coolly. ‘We’re through, all of us. We’re tired of the non-stop touring and tired of your fucking moods, Dominic. And now you’ve gone and stirred up a shit storm with the media. I’ve got a wife to think about, and a kid. Your reputation’s turned to crap, mate. And I want no part of it.’

Dominic was stunned. ‘You can’t quit the band,’ he told Nigel, his voice unsteady. ‘This is MY fucking band. I started it, I named it, it was my van we used to move our equipment—’

‘Yeah, but was my PA system,’ Billy pointed out.

‘I can’t believe you’d do this to me,’ Dominic raged. ‘After all the money I’ve made for you lot, the bookings, the endorsements—’

‘We earned every fucking penny.’ Nigel leaned forward. ‘You got the attention, but we’re the ones who stuck it out through all those years of shitty venues and living out of a caravan. Now, thanks to your latest stunt, we’ve lost our endorsements. Bookings have dried up. The Destroyers are over, Dominic.’ Nigel looked at him with pity. ‘And you are, too.’

Dominic’s inebriation halted filming of Mansfield Lark on Monday afternoon.

‘He’s passed out,’ Sam grumbled as he stalked to the kitchen and poured himself a cup of coffee. ‘And where’s Gemma got to?’ he demanded of Rachel, who trailed behind him. ‘She’s disappeared.’

She shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’

‘Shit, this is turning into a disaster of the first order,’ Sam seethed. ‘We’re behind schedule. It’s no wonder I’m losing my hair.’

‘According to Dominic, he and Gemma had a row this morning,’ Rachel pointed out. ‘That’s what he said while he was still upright. I’m sure there’ll be plenty of drama when she returns.’

‘If she returns,’ Sam said grimly. ‘And she’d bloody well better.’

Gemma’s return trip to Mansfield Hall that evening, littered with aggravations ranging from an overturned lorry, a string of minor accidents, and a work construction detour, left her jittery and snappish.

‘How’d it go, babes?’ Dominic asked, blinking as she stalked into their darkened bedroom and switched on a lamp. He sat up against the pillows. ‘Did you find someone who can help me?’

‘Yes, I found someone.’ She studied him suspiciously. ‘What are you doing in bed at nine-thirty?’

‘I had one too many Old Speckled Hens earlier today. Staying in inebriated is the only way I can stomach this engagement to Beebs.’ He paused. ‘So…you said you found someone who can help me. Who?’

Gemma flung open the closet doors. ‘Keeley.’

‘Keeley? Did you talk to her? What did she say?’

‘She didn’t say anything,’ Gemma informed him irritably, ‘as she wasn’t there.’ She began rooting through the closet, yanking various items of clothing from the hangers and throwing them in the general direction of the bed.

‘What do you mean, she wasn’t there? You just said she was.’

‘Dominic,’ Gemma gritted as she turned and tossed an armful of shorts and T-shirts on an armchair, ‘has the Old Speckled Hen pickled your brain?’

‘I’m just asking a bloody question! And why are you taking out your luggage and throwing clothes everywhere?’

‘I’m packing.’

Dominic scowled. ‘I can effing well see that. Why are you packing? And where’s Keeley?’

‘She’s in the Maldives. Which is why,’ Gemma added, ‘I’m headed there tomorrow.’

Dominic threw back the covers. ‘I’m going with you.’

‘No you’re not! Sam’s already said if you do a runner again, he’ll pull the plug on your show.’ She threw a Vuitton train case on the bed and disappeared into the bathroom. ‘You can’t afford that. And, more importantly, your family can’t afford that.’

‘No,’ he agreed morosely. ‘I suppose not.’

‘We’ll have a row in the morning,’ Gemma told him, ‘right before I leave for the airport.’ She rummaged through cabinets and drawers, unearthing a jar of Crème de la Mer. ‘It’ll look like I’m leaving because of you.’

‘Sure, why not?’ Dominic groused, and flopped back against the pillows. ‘Might as well blame me; everyone else does.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘The Destroyers, that’s what. We split up.’

‘What?’

‘They turned on me, babes, like a bunch of…of leather-trousered vipers. They said I’m costing them endorsements and we’re losing bookings, thanks to Bibi and her accusations.’

She came back and tossed the cosmetics into her train case. ‘Don’t worry, Dominic. By the time I return, I’ll have proof to show that Bibi’s lying.’

‘You only have until Saturday night to do it, babes,’ he reminded her glumly, ‘or I’ll be picking out china and monogrammed towels with Beebs.’

‘I’ll be back in plenty of time for the benefit ball. Besides, Dominic, I’m not worried.’ Gemma leaned forward and kissed the side of his mouth. ‘You have excellent taste.’

As Bob and Tom and the rest of the crew assembled to begin filming on Tuesday morning, Gemma appeared at the top of the stairs. She gripped a Vuitton train case in one hand and a suitcase in the other.

‘I’m done, you disgusting, oversexed wanker!’ she snapped, and descended the stairs. ‘I’ve had enough.’

Dominic followed her to the top of the stairs. ‘Go on, then, leave, you poxy cow! And don’t bother coming back, because I won’t take you back.’

She stormed to the bottom of the stairs and whirled around. ‘Don’t worry, I’m never coming back. I don’t ever want to see you again, you talentless, washed-up excuse for a rock star—’

Dominic blinked. Blimey, he knew this whole row thing was meant to be fake, but that was a low blow, even for Gemma…

‘Why don’t you go to one of those spas while you’re gone, then?’ he snapped. ‘You could stand to lose a bit of weight. Your arse these days is as big as Brixton.’

Gemma dropped her luggage to the floor and gaped up at him in mingled fury and disbelief. ‘That’s only because,’ she flung back acidly, ‘your willy is so very small in comparison.’

Bob let out a muffled snort of laughter.

‘Goodbye, Dominic.’ Gemma picked up her bags once again and strode, heels clicking, across to the front door. She paused and snapped, ‘Could someone open the bloody door for me, please?’

‘I’ve got it, miss.’ Mrs Sutton scurried forward, wiping her hands on a dishtowel. ‘Will you need a taxi?’

Gemma shook her head. ‘No, I’ll drive myself. Thanks, though.’ The thought of never seeing the housekeeper, who’d always been nice to her, or Mansfield Hall, or most particularly Dominic, ever again – not if that lying cow, Bibi, had her way – filled her eyes with real tears. ‘Goodbye, Mrs S. And thanks… for everything.’

‘Are you leaving?’ Lady Mary enquired as she emerged from the dining room.

‘Yes.’ Gemma pressed her lips together. ‘You’ll be happy to know I’m departing the premises…for good.’

‘Oh, darling, I’m so sorry to hear it!’ Lady Mary exclaimed, although the gleam in her eye said otherwise. ‘Going back to Essex, are you?’

‘Yes. I thought I’d head straight for the tanning booth, shop for some nice, tarty clothes, get a couple of body piercings, and blag myself a rich husband, since I didn’t manage to land your son Rupert.’ She turned on her heel and stalked out the door, leaving Lady Mary open-mouthed behind her.


Chapter 37

‘That was brilliant!’ Rachel gushed a moment later. She strode across the hall and shut the door. ‘Drama! Shouting! Name calling!’ She caught sight of Dominic’s glum expression as he came down the stairs. ‘Are you all right, Dominic?’

‘No, I’m not,’ he bit off. ‘I just broke up with my girlfriend – the social-climbing, greedy tart – and I have a permanent hangover. Things can’t possibly get any worse.’

‘Rupert! There you are.’ Smiling, Bibi Matchington-Alcester sauntered into the foyer behind Mrs Sutton.

‘I stand corrected,’ Dominic muttered.

‘Have you made our announcement yet?’ Bibi asked him.

‘What announcement?’ Sam gestured to the cameramen to continue filming.

Bibi smiled over at Dominic and cooed, ‘Do you want to tell them the news, darling, or shall I?’

‘All I want right now,’ Dominic said sullenly, ‘is toast, and orange juice. And a fifth of Chivas,’ he added.

She gave him an indulgent smile. ‘And you shall have it, my darling, of course you shall. But first—’ she reached out to grip his shoulder ‘–let’s share our news with everyone.’

‘Yes, tell us!’ Rachel urged. ‘Don’t keep us in suspense.’

Bibi looked adoringly at Dominic. ‘Rupert and I are officially engaged. We’re off to London after breakfast to choose a ring. Aren’t we, darling?’

Dominic met her steely, cornflower-blue gaze. ‘Yeah,’ he mumbled, and brushed past her. ‘Where’s that bloody Chivas, Mrs S?’ he bellowed as he pushed through the baize door into the kitchen. ‘I need it. Now!’

Bibi turned to Lady Mary as the film crew dispersed. ‘I don’t suppose there’s a ring, a family heirloom that Rupert might give me instead of a new one? It would mean so much to me…and it would save us another trip to London.’

‘Yes,’ Lady Mary replied, ‘there is. Charles gave it to me on our engagement. It’s been in the Locksley family for generations. And I can assure you,’ she added with a chilly smile, ‘you won’t get it until it’s pulled off my cold, dead hand.’

Bibi bristled. ‘I thought you liked me, Lady Mary. You were certainly anxious enough to marry me off to Liam…’

‘Yes, but thankfully, Liam was smart enough to see through you well before I did.’ Lady Mary paused. ‘I suspect you’re blackmailing Rupert into marriage, and you’re using this ridiculous sexual assault charge to do it. I don’t like your methods, and I don’t like you. I’ll do everything in my power to prevent this marriage from taking place.’

‘Would you rather he married that little snip from Essex?’ Bibi asked scornfully.

Lady Mary eyed her with a thoughtful expression. ‘Do you know, quite honestly, I would.’ She paused. ‘Gemma may have her faults, and she may be a bit rough around the edges, but I can say one thing about her with complete assurance. She truly loves my son, with an admirable fierceness and loyalty. And that, my dear, is far more than I can say for you.’

And with that, Lady Mary turned away and stalked back to the dining room to finish her interrupted breakfast.

Dominic halted the Maserati in front of Boodles Jewellers on New Bond Street. ‘I’ll let you out here, Beebs. I’ve got to find somewhere to park. I’ll be there in a bit.’

‘Mind that you are,’ she warned him, and opened her door. ‘This is a decision I want us to make together, Dominic.’

‘Right,’ he grumbled, and glared after her as she strode purposefully across the street and into the jewellers. As if he had any bloody choice in this farce of an engagement!

Eventually Dominic found a car park and made his way back on foot to the jewellery store. Bob and Tom were just disappearing inside with their cameras hoisted on their shoulders.

‘Darling,’ Bibi purred as Dominic reluctantly made his way past the cameramen and into the jewellery store, ‘there you are! Come and have a look at these lovely engagement rings.’

He scowled in Bob and Tom’s direction and joined Bibi at the display counter. Her eyes glittered with the manic look of a sugar-fuelled six-year-old in a toy store.

‘I really like this one,’ she cooed, and pointed at an elegant, cushion-cut diamond. ‘It’s gorgeous! Let me see it,’ she demanded of the discreetly hovering sales assistant.

He withdrew the velvet-lined tray and laid it on the counter for her – and the television cameras’ – inspection. ‘This ring has diamond-set shoulders,’ he remarked. ‘And note the clarity and transparency of the diamond. The colour has been graded an F.’

‘A F? Well, that can’t be good,’ Dominic muttered.

‘On the contrary,’ the clerk corrected him, ‘an F grade is very desirable for a diamond. It means the colour is nearly transparent, with no yellow overtones.’

‘How much?’ Dominic asked. He had a sinking feeling that ‘very desirable’ and ‘nearly transparent’ was jeweller-speak for ‘bend over, grab your ankles, and get ready to be screwed’.

‘This particular ring,’ the gentleman said, ‘is £17,900. It’s one of our more popular engagement rings.’

‘Eighteen thousand pounds?’ Dominic erupted. ‘Blimey, Beebs, can’t you pick out something a little less…popular?’

‘No, Dominic,’ she said firmly. ‘I want that one.’

‘But you said this was a decision we’d make together,’ he reminded her.

‘And we just did.’

‘Bloody hell,’ he grumbled, and reached for his wallet. ‘I hope you take AmEx,’ he told the sales assistant, ‘because I don’t normally swan about with £18,000 on me. I’m lucky if I have five quid.’

‘Oh, Dominic,’ Bibi breathed excitedly, ‘I can’t wait to show off my ring! Let’s celebrate,’ she declared. ‘Take me to lunch at Hix.’

‘I just splashed out £18,000 on your ring! Isn’t that enough? Besides, we don’t have a reservation. How about having a nice Brie and tomato baguette at Prêt, instead?’

‘Darling,’ Bibi said firmly as she reached into his pocket for his mobile phone, ‘you’re Dominic Heath. You don’t need a reservation. Call Hix and get us a table,’ she demanded, and thrust the phone in his hand, ‘now.’

Dominic bit back a groan. Bloody effing hell, but he hoped Gemma was having a bit of luck in the Maldives, tracking down his old girlfriend Keeley…because he couldn’t take much more of Bibi and her incessant demands.

He was beginning to think that sharing a cell with a bloke named Johnny Muscles might be preferable to spending the rest of his life shackled to this blonde-haired, wedding-obsessed harpy.

‘Well?’ Bibi demanded. ‘Did you get us a table? And make sure it’s a good one, mind. You’re a celebrity, after all.’

Yes, Dominic reflected grimly as he rang the restaurant, the quiet routine of prison life was looking better and better…

…especially if one considered the tall, blonde alternative.


Chapter 38

After enduring two cancellations, an eleven-hour flight, lost luggage, and a ten-minute, nausea-inducing boat trip, Gemma finally arrived in the Maldives late Wednesday afternoon.

A small outboard boat, sent by the resort, carried her from Gan airport to the tiny island atoll where she was staying. Despite the arduous trip and her semi-dodgy stomach, she was awestruck by the beauty surrounding her.

The Indian Ocean, its waters jewel-toned shades of azure and emerald, lapped at sparkling, sugar-white beaches as the runabout drew closer to land. The breeze was as warm and gentle as a lover’s caress.

Thatched huts on stilts were strung out along the length of the atolls. Fish of silver and deep blue and yellow darted past as the boatman cut the engine and jumped out to guide the runabout to land. Palm trees bent low over the sand, as if paying homage to the ocean. Gemma was enchanted.

The Addu atoll, its beaches and lush vegetation surrounded by the broad spine of the barrier reefs, glittered like a jewel.

After regaining solid ground, her stomach began to feel marginally better. The boatman assured her that her luggage would be delivered to her hut as soon as it turned up.

At the reservations desk, she leaned wearily against the counter. ‘Hello. I’m Gemma Astley, I’ve reserved a villa.’

‘Welcome to the Maldives.’ The dark-skinned man’s smile was a flash of white against his face. He tapped his fingers on a computer keyboard; a moment later, he handed her a keycard. ‘Here you are, Ms Astley. This young man will take you to your villa.’ He nodded at a young boy who smiled up at her. ‘The airport called to say that your luggage will be sent along shortly. Enjoy your stay.’

‘Thank you.’ She paused. ‘Can you tell me if Keeley – the pop singer – is here? I’d like to leave a message for her. It’s rather important.’

His smile remained, but was tinged with regret. ‘I’m sorry, I cannot say. We must respect our guests’ privacy. But in the event that she is here, I’ll see she gets your message.’

‘Thank you.’ He handed her a pen and a pad with the resort’s logo printed at the top. Gemma scrawled a quick message, asking Keeley to please contact her at her earliest convenience, and scribbled her mobile number underneath.

‘I’ll ensure she receives your note,’ the clerk promised.

After the boy took her to the appropriate hut and carried in her train case – the only piece of luggage the airline hadn’t lost – Gemma gave him a generous tip. He grinned and murmured his thanks. She shut the door after him and leaned against it, exhausted. She ought to ring Dominic to let him know she’d arrived safely.

But it wasn’t yet five a.m. in London, and she’d only wake him up. Besides, the king-sized bed was too inviting to resist. Gemma kicked off her shoes and lay down. She closed her eyes and, within minutes, fell into a deep, jet-lagged sleep.

There were eight messages from Dominic on her mobile when she woke late the following afternoon. After calling and leaving a message, Gemma rang off. She was absolutely ravenous.

After showering and dressing in a poppy-print sheath and rope-soled wedges, Gemma dialled the resort’s main reception.

‘Yes, hallo,’ she said briskly when the receptionist picked up, ‘can you recommend a restaurant?’

Ten minutes later she entered Javvu, the thatched-roof dining room the desk clerk had suggested. The glass-enclosed restaurant was lovely, with white-upholstered chairs ranged around tables set for dinner. There were no tablecloths; everything was simple, yet elegant, and except for a lone male diner, she had the restaurant to herself.

He smiled politely as she was led to a nearby table. Gemma nodded but did not return his smile. Once seated, however, she couldn’t resist casting a surreptitious glance his way. Blimey, but he was film-star handsome, with sun-streaked brown hair and the dark, smouldering eyes of a sheik…or a pirate.

After forcing her attention back to the menu and deciding on the roasted grouper – she had to keep her calories in check, even here in paradise – Gemma handed the menu back to the waiter.

‘Can you tell me if Keeley’s dined here recently?’

He hesitated. ‘I cannot say, madam.’

Gemma let out an exasperated breath. ‘Oh, come on! I don’t want her room number or her autograph… I just want to know if she’s here. Surely you can tell me that?’

Again, he hesitated. He glanced over his shoulder and leaned forward to murmur, ‘I’m sorry, miss, but Keeley left Shangri-La yesterday. You did not hear this from me,’ he added severely. He took her menu and hurried away.

Gemma stared after him in dismay. Shit. She’d come halfway around the world, endured an eleven-hour flight from hell, and braved seasickness on her trip to the atoll in a miserable little Ty-D-Bol boat, only to learn that Keeley was gone?

 This was beyond a disaster. She signalled for another waiter. ‘Tell me – when is the next flight back to London?’

He considered. ‘Well, normally you could fly back tomorrow, but–’ he shrugged apologetically ‘–there’s unrest on Gan, and also in Malé. There’s rioting in the streets, and rumours of a possible political coup. All commercial flights have been suspended until further notice.’

‘Oh, great,’ Gemma groaned. ‘That’s just effing fabulous!’

‘Perhaps I can be of assistance.’

Gemma looked up, startled. The dark-eyed gentleman – for his expensive suit and Patek Philippe wristwatch attested unequivocally that he was a man of substance – stood at her table, a half-finished whisky in his hand.

‘May I?’ he asked, indicating the chair opposite her.

Gemma shrugged in resignation. ‘Why not?’

‘I couldn’t help but overhear,’ he said, in perfect, unaccented English. He sat down and crossed one leg over the other. ‘You have a dilemma. I might be able to help.’

‘Well,’ Gemma said bitterly, pausing as the waiter reappeared and set a drink with skewered chunks of pineapple and coconut down in front of her, ‘unless you have a plane to fly me out of here, you can’t possibly help me.’

‘But I do, and it’s at your disposal.’ He extended his hand. ‘Jack Hawkins.’

She eyed him sceptically as she took his hand. ‘Gemma Astley.’ His grip was firm and warm. ‘Do you really have your own plane, Mr Hawkins? It’s probably one of those wonky little Cessnas.’

‘Call me Jack, please. And no, it’s a Hawker Beechcraft 800XP. And it’s completely at your disposal.’

‘But…that’s a private jet!’ Gemma narrowed her eyes. ‘Private jets cost a fortune! You’re not some sort of sheik, are you,’ she demanded, ‘planning to spirit me off to your harem, or sell me into white slavery, or something?’

Amusement danced in his dark eyes. ‘If I were, do you honestly think I’d tell you?’

She laughed and relaxed against her chair. ‘No, I suppose not. You’d be a bloody stupid sheik if you did. Besides,’ she took a sip of her drink, ‘I’m involved with someone. And he has a private jet, too…a Lear.’

‘I see.’ Jack sighed. ‘And I was trying so hard to impress you.’

Gemma smiled. ‘I’m hard to impress, at any rate. Now,’ she added as the waiter brought her food and set it down, ‘tell me what you do that enables you to afford a private jet and a vacation here in the Maldives.’

‘I’m not on vacation. I’m here on business.’ He paused. ‘What brings you here to bask in this very warm, very expensive, sunshine?’

‘Believe me, I couldn’t afford a trip like this on my own.’ She took a bite of grouper. ‘My boyfriend, Dominic, is footing the bill. Dominic Heath. I’m trying to track down Keeley, the pop singer. But I just missed her.’

‘You did,’ he confirmed. ‘She left yesterday afternoon. Is it important that you reach her?’

Gemma nodded. ‘Very. She’s the only person in the world who might be able to help Dominic prove his innocence.’

‘Yes, I read about his troubles in the papers.’ Jack leaned back. ‘He’s been accused of sexual assault by a British woman with a multi-hyphenated name, hasn’t he?’

‘Her name,’ Gemma confirmed tersely, ‘is Bibi Matchington-Alcester, and she’s an evil cow. It’s all lies. Dominic hasn’t done anything wrong.’

Jack raised a brow. ‘Are you sure about that?’

‘Of course I am!’ Gemma retorted. ‘I’ve known Dominic far longer than she has, and he’d never, ever force himself on a woman. He’s not that sort of man…and doesn’t need to be. Women throw themselves at Dominic all the time.’

‘I suppose she’s promised to drop the charges if he agrees to pay her off.’

‘She wants him to marry her.’ Gemma pushed her plate away. ‘And he’ll have to do it, unless I can prove she’s lying.’

‘Then we need to get you back to London as soon as possible.’ Jack finished his drink and stood up. ‘Can you be packed and ready to go first thing in the morning?’

Her eyes widened. ‘Yes, of course! But I can’t ask you to fly me all the way back to London in your personal jet!’

‘Why not?’ he said, and shrugged. ‘I have to go back myself, at any rate. I’ll send a dhoni round to fetch you in the morning.’ His dark eyes met hers. ‘And I solemnly swear not to spirit you off to my harem or sell you into white slavery.’ He paused and added, ‘At least, not this time.’

With a smile and a polite tip of his head, he turned away and left the restaurant.

Gemma stared after him, then blinked and gestured for the waiter. ‘I’ll have the bill, please.’

‘Oh, but your bill has been settled, Miss Astley. It was paid by the gentleman in the suit.’

As she thanked him and rose to leave, it occurred to Gemma that Jack Hawkins had very deftly deflected her questions. She knew only that he was here, not on vacation, but business…

…whatever that business might be.


Chapter 39

Alex and Holly drove to Mansfield Hall on Saturday morning. On the way, they sang along to cheesy 80s songs on Alex’s car radio and had a huge, greasy, calorie-laden breakfast at a Little Chef.

‘This is so much fun,’ Holly confided to Alex as they returned to the car, ‘that I almost hate to get to Mansfield.’

They arrived in the Warwickshire village of Locksley Close an hour later and parked the car. The main road was closed to traffic, and booths lined both sides of the streets. Pennants fluttered everywhere. Delicious smells from the food vendors’ stalls assaulted their noses as they joined the crowds of locals and went off in search of Lady Mary and the kissing booth.

‘I wonder if Jamie’s here yet,’ Holly wondered idly as she glanced around. ‘He said he’d have a booth for Gordon Scots.’

Alex came to a stop and lifted her hand to his lips. ‘Tell me, James…how much does a kiss cost?’

‘Five pounds, I think.’

He raised his brow. ‘That’s outrageous. It’s a good thing I can get them for free whenever I want, then.’

She laughed. ‘You’re such a cheapskate.’

They found the kissing booth – hard to miss, decorated as it was with giant red lips and cut-out hearts – a short time later, and Lady Mary greeted them warmly.

‘Holly, I’m so glad you’re here!’ She leaned forward and pecked Holly’s cheek. ‘And this must be Alex.’

Introductions were made and pleasantries exchanged. Already there were two lines in front of the booth, one for Bibi Matchington-Alcester and a much longer one for Dominic Heath.

‘Why don’t you both run along to the house and get settled,’ Lady Mary suggested. ‘After you’ve had lunch, Holly, you can relieve Bibi and take over for the afternoon.’ Her eyes twinkled as she added, ‘Get your lips ready, my dear.’

At Mansfield Hall, they followed Mrs Sutton’s broad back up the stairs to the Green Room and set their weekend bags down. ‘I must say,’ Alex murmured as he shut the door and took Holly in his arms, ‘I think coming here was a great idea.’ He nuzzled her neck and began to undo the buttons at the back of her dress.

Holly pushed him away. ‘There’s no time for that,’ she scolded. ‘You heard Mrs Sutton. Lunch is served in twenty minutes.’

‘Twenty minutes,’ Alex promised as he pulled her close and began to nibble at her ear, ‘is all I’ll need.’

After lunch, flushed with food and lovemaking, Alex drove them back to Locksley Close. At the entrance to the fête, they got out of the car and parted ways, promising to meet up later in the afternoon.

Holly headed for the kissing booth. She glimpsed Jamie’s stall on a side street, tucked alongside the food vendors, and paused to wave at him. He grinned and waved back.

‘On your way to the kissing booth?’ he called out. When she nodded, he winked and added, ‘Save a couple for me.’

Holly blushed and promised she would.

When she arrived, Dominic was gone and Bibi was getting ready to leave. She held out a slim hand. ‘Hello, I’m Bibi. You must be Holly.’

Holly nodded. ‘How are your lips holding up?’

‘I’ve kissed a lot of farmers, a couple of dirty old men, and lots of blushing schoolboys. But we’ve made tons of money.’

‘Great.’ Holly smiled and glanced at the diamond rock glittering on Bibi’s finger. ‘So you and Dominic Heath are engaged now, is that right?’

Bibi nodded. ‘We’re making the official announcement tonight, at the benefit ball. There’s bottled water in the cooler, help yourself. The cash box is there. Ciao!’

And with a smile and a waggle of her fingers, Bibi left.

Holly’s afternoon in the kissing booth passed quickly. From the moment she sat down, she had a steady stream of male customers. Most, as Bibi predicted, were local farmers, awkwardly turning their hats in their hands; the rest were teen boys with spotty faces and self-conscious grins.

Two hours later, Holly paused to take a sip from her water bottle. All that kissing had left her lips feeling a bit dry and her throat parched. At least she’d had the foresight to bring a tube of lip balm along…

As she slicked on a fresh coat of balm, Holly looked up with a smile to greet her next customer. ‘Welcome to the kissing booth, that’ll be five quid, please.’

‘Right,’ Jamie Gordon said, and grinned. He held out two five-pound notes. ‘I’m here to buy myself a kiss…or two.’

She took his money, her hands unsteady as she added the notes to the cash box. ‘How’s business at your booth today?’

‘Surprisingly good,’ he answered. ‘The mini chocolate whiskey cakes are a hit. We’ve run out already.’

‘I’m not surprised. Your cakes are amazing.’ Why did she suddenly feel tongue-tied and self-conscious around him? She never had before. Was it because he looked exceptionally yummy today, in a blue polo shirt that emphasized his sexy blue eyes?

Or was it simply because she wanted him to kiss her?

Holly didn’t have time to ponder the question further. Jamie leaned forward, his eyes on hers, his hands flat on the table, and kissed her…

… and her thoughts spun completely out of control the moment his lips touched hers. She’d forgotten how warmly persuasive his kiss could be, how his mouth turned her knees wobbly and made everything else around her recede.

He drew back, his mouth inches from hers. ‘I believe I get one more,’ he murmured, ‘don’t I?’

Before she could answer, he was kissing her again. The sounds of the fête faded as he explored her mouth with a thoroughness and skill that left her reeling. Her hands found their way to his shoulders; she felt the ripple of muscle and the softness of his shirt beneath her fingers.

Jamie’s hand was tangled in her hair, and the scent of him – Imperial Leather soap – filled her senses. She could hear the ticking of his diver’s watch near her ear.

A soft sigh escaped her as she parted her lips beneath his.

‘Holly? Jamie? What the devil’s going on here?’

The sound of Alex’s voice was like a splash of cold water over them. Holly and Jamie pulled apart, guilt plain on their faces. Alex, his face flushed red with outrage, scowled at her.

‘We were kissing,’ she said, defensive. ‘This is a kissing booth, after all. Jamie paid his five pounds—’

‘I’ll just bet he did,’ Alex snapped. ‘And did he get his money’s worth?’

‘Look, mate,’ Jamie began, ‘you’re overreacting.’

‘You’ve been kissing her for five bloody minutes! Is that how it works – five pounds buys five minutes? Are you charging a pound a minute?’ he demanded as he rounded on Holly.

‘You’re being ridiculous.’ She glared at him. ‘This is for charity, Alex. It’s a way to help the children’s hospital ward. That’s all.’

‘It looked like a bit more than a charity snog to me.’

A small crowd had begun to gather.

‘Alex,’ Holly began, ‘you’ve got it wrong—’

‘Get your things,’ Alex cut in. ‘I’m not doing this here. We’re leaving.’

She blinked. ‘What?’

‘I said we’re leaving. I’ll meet you back at the car.’ He turned to go.

‘But I can’t just leave,’ she protested. ‘I promised Lady Mary I’d stay in the booth.’

‘Of course you can leave. You simply take the cash box and walk away, and you leave the money for Lady Mary at the house.’ He slanted a cold glance at Jamie. ‘Or perhaps your partner in crime will stay behind and mind the booth.’

‘You know, Alex,’ Jamie said, his words undercut with steel, ‘you and I never liked each other. And I never really gave a shit. But you’re acting like a fucking knob right now.’

Alex’s fist shot out and caught Jamie under the chin, connecting with a loud crack that sent him reeling backwards. With a grunt, Jamie regained his balance and lunged forward, punching Alex in the mouth. Soon the two men were grappling, rolling together in the street like a pair of angry schoolboys.

Holly gasped as Alex staggered to his feet, blood oozing from the corner of his mouth, and shoved Jamie backwards over the counter, sending him crashing into the kissing booth.

‘Jamie!’ Holly cried, and rushed around to help him up. ‘Oh my God, are you all right? Alex, how could you!’

‘Are you coming along or staying here?’ Alex demanded, his chest rising and falling, his eyes on Holly’s.

‘I’m staying here with Jamie,’ she flung back.

‘Fine, then. Perhaps I’ll see you back at the house before I leave – or not.’ And he turned and stalked off. Reluctantly, the crowd began to disperse; the show was over.

‘Sorry, Hols,’ Jamie said as he regained his feet. An ugly blue-and-purple bruise discoloured his jaw, and blood trickled from his mouth. ‘I didn’t mean to cause any trouble.’

‘You didn’t,’ she assured him as she grabbed a cold bottle of water and wrapped it in a dishtowel. ‘Here, hold this to your chin. Alex was spoiling for a fight.’

‘Why? What the hell is wrong with him?’

‘Not “what”,’ she corrected him grimly, ‘“who”. Her name is Camilla, and things haven’t been the same between us since she strode into his life.’

‘Who is she, then?’

‘Who isn’t she? She’s a barrister, an MP, a feminist, a crack horsewoman, and an annoying, supercilious cow.’

Jamie grinned, then winced. ‘She sounds perfect for Alex.’

‘She is, actually. They were made for each other.’

‘Alex was right about one thing.’ Jamie lowered the towel-wrapped bottle from his jaw. ‘That kiss was more than a quick snog. It was…’ His eyes lingered on her mouth, ‘bloody amazing.’

She blushed. ‘It was, wasn’t it?’

‘Holly,’ he said, his words halting, ‘we’ve got something, you and I. We always have. The question is,’ he reached out and touched her lightly on the cheek, ‘What do you want to do about it?’

‘I don’t know!’ Anguish filled her eyes. ‘I care about you, Jamie; but I care about Alex, too.’

‘You have to decide,’ Jamie told her finally. ‘It’s not fair on either of us – not me, not Alex – for you to keep waffling back and forth. I can’t do it any more, Holly.’ He let go of her and fixed a troubled gaze on her. ‘It’s too hard.’

She nodded, miserable. ‘I know. I’m sorry.’

‘I’ve got to get back to my booth.’

She rose up and pressed her lips, very gently, against his. ‘I’m sorry, too, Jamie,’ she said again. ‘Alex is an ass. Are you staying for the benefit ball tonight?’

‘Do you want me to?’ His eyes, so blue and intense, searched hers.

‘I do,’ Holly murmured, and squeezed his hand. ‘Besides – I’ll need a ride back home tomorrow.’

‘The truth comes out,’ he said as he lowered his mouth once again to her lips. ‘You only want me for my van.’

When Holly got back to Mansfield Hall and returned to the Green Room, Alex was slamming drawers and flinging clothes into his opened suitcase.

She came to a stop in the doorway. ‘You’re not really leaving?’

‘I am.’

Carefully, she pulled the door shut behind her. ‘How am I to get back to London?’

‘I’m sure Jamie will be more than happy to take you.’

‘You’re being ridiculous.’

‘So you keep telling me.’ He threw a pair of socks and a tie onto the bed.

‘Alex, it was only a kiss, you’re blowing this entire thing out of proportion!’

He stopped. ‘Holly, I was there. I could plainly see that it was more than a kiss.’ He stalked to the dresser and threw open another drawer. ‘You’ve always had a thing for Jamie.’

She didn’t answer. She couldn’t deny it, not really.

‘So I’ll go, shall I, and leave the way free and clear for you and your Scottish chef.’

‘If you hurry,’ Holly pointed out coolly, ‘you can make it back in time to have dinner with Camilla.’

That got his attention.

He turned around and fixed her with a scowl. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘Oh, come on, Alex! That what’s this is all about, isn’t it? You’re manufacturing a row so you can rush back to London, full of righteous indignation, straight into Camilla’s arms, without any guilt whatsoever.’

‘That’s absurd.’

‘Is it?’ Holly didn’t wait for his answer, but sat down on the bed next to his suitcase. ‘You’ve both been in each other’s pockets since you met.’

‘We work together,’ he said tersely, ‘and we’re friends.’

‘It used to drive me crazy,’ she went on as if he hadn’t spoken, ‘you and Camilla and your shared conversations. I always felt left out. And then I realized that we have nothing in common, Alex. We don’t like one another’s friends; we don’t share the same interests; we don’t even like the same television shows. The only thing we ever shared–’ she flushed ‘–was great sex. And it was enough. But…it’s not enough any more.’

A tear tracked, warm and slow and salty, down her face, then another.

Alex abandoned the suitcase and came and took her in his arms and held her. ‘Don’t cry, James. I can’t stand to see you cry. We can still make it work,’ he murmured into her hair, ‘if you want to. We needn’t let a silly kiss come between us.’

She closed her eyes, painfully aware of the soft cotton of his polo shirt against her cheek and the familiar smell of his aftershave. Alex was the first man she’d truly loved. She’d never forget the first time she saw him, swinging his office door open and looking at her with that quizzical half-smile.

He was the most breathtakingly gorgeous man she’d ever seen. He still was.

But Jamie – and her very real, very complicated feelings for him – had changed things.

‘It’s no good, Alex,’ Holly said as she pulled away. ‘It all started to go wrong when Camilla came along. You two have far more in common than us. You know it’s true.’

‘Just like you and Jamie?’

‘Yes,’ she admitted. ‘And it’s not fair on either of you – or on Camilla, for that matter – for us to carry on seeing each other when we’re only together out of…of mutual inertia.’

Alex finished packing and shut his suitcase. ‘I suppose you have a point, James.’ He paused. ‘I’m sorry, though. I really am. I never meant to hurt you…or embarrass you.’

‘You could never embarrass me. Infuriate me, yes…’ Holly looked at him, her eyes luminous. ‘We nearly made it work, didn’t we?’

‘We were good together.’

‘We were, until Camilla showed up,’ Holly said bluntly. ‘But you both share the same interests, the same backgrounds. She made me see that the two of you belong together. And honestly, I’m okay with that.’

And, Holly realized to her surprise, that it was true. She really was okay with it.

‘You can still ride back to London with me, you know,’ he offered. ‘I don’t want to leave you stranded.’

‘It’s all right. I’ll come back with Jamie tomorrow. He’s staying on for the benefit ball tonight.’

He picked up his suitcase. ‘Well, I guess this is goodbye, then.’ He hesitated. ‘Take care, Holly. I’m sure I’ll see you around.’

They both knew it wasn’t likely; they ran in completely different circles.

But, ‘I’m sure we will,’ Holly agreed.

Alex leaned forward to brush his lips briefly against her cheek. ‘Take care, James.’

‘You, too, Alex. Have a safe trip back.’

He hesitated, as if to say something more; but thinking the better of it, he nodded, opened the door, and left.


Chapter 40

A hand gently shook Gemma awake.

‘We’re in London, Miss Astley,’ Jack said. ‘It’s Saturday afternoon, and we’ve just landed.’

‘We have?’ She lifted her head from the headrest and looked out the window. Sure enough, the Beechcraft had taxied to a stop on the Tarmac at Heathrow.

Gemma unbuckled her seat belt and stood up, aware as she did that her legs felt a bit unsteady. Jack had retrieved her luggage and taken it outside.

If not for Jack Hawkins, she’d still be stuck in the Maldives waiting to get a flight out.

She made her way to the top of the exit stairs and paused. A black Bentley waited nearby, its motor running; a uniformed driver was stowing the last of her luggage into the boot.

Jack glanced up. ‘My car will drop you wherever you like.’

‘Thanks. I left my Skoda in the Long Stay car park in Terminal 5, if you wouldn’t mind dropping me there?’

‘Of course not,’ he said, and indicated the open rear door. ‘Please, get in.’

After relaying her direction to the driver and sliding in next to her, Jack closed the door, and the Bentley glided forward.

‘I can’t thank you enough for getting me out of the Maldives and back home in one piece. It was quite an adventure.’

‘Yes, it was, wasn’t it?’ he agreed.

As he busied himself with his mobile phone, Gemma lapsed into silence and studied him. He was an incredibly handsome, sexy enigma of a man. Under other circumstances, she’d be very tempted to get to know him better.

But, she reminded herself firmly, Dominic was waiting at home for her. He was depending on her to clear his name and save him from Bibi Matchington-Alcester’s clutches. And she would do, just as soon as she tracked down Keeley…

A few minutes later, the car drew to a stop.

‘Here we are,’ Jack said. ‘Are you off to find Keeley?’

Gemma nodded. ‘I’m going straight to see her when I leave Heathrow. I hope she can help Dominic.’

‘I hope so too. I don’t like to see you upset.’

She looked over at him. His eyes, so dark and unreadable, gave nothing away. ‘Thank you, Jack,’ she murmured. ‘You’ve been a star, truly. I hope to see you again someday.’

He shrugged and smiled. ‘Perhaps. One never knows.’ He reached into his pocket and withdrew a slim silver case. ‘If you ever need me, call.’

‘Thanks.’ She took the card, careful not to touch him. She knew she’d be lost if she did. ‘Perhaps I will, one day.’ She tucked it away and added, ‘One never knows.’

A short time later, Gemma left the airport and drove immediately to Primrose Hill. She parked behind a cream-colored Bentley, marched up the steps to Keeley’s townhouse, and rapped sharply on the front door. There was no answer.

‘Are you looking for Keeley?’

Gemma turned around to see a chauffeur, a toothpick in his mouth, leaning back against the hood of the Bentley. ‘Yes. It’s urgent. Is she here?’

He shook his head and withdrew the toothpick. ‘e He sShe went to a charity thing, a benefit. She won’t be back until tomorrow.’

Disappointment, sharp and strong, swept through her. She’d travelled halfway round the world and back, yet she still had nothing, no information to prove Bibi was lying, no way to help poor Dominic. ‘I don’t suppose you know where this benefit is.’

He regarded her thoughtfully. ‘I do, actually.’

‘You do?’ Her heartbeat quickened. ‘Where is it, then?’

He smiled and returned the toothpick to his mouth. ‘That’s for me to know and you to find out.’

‘You jackass,’ Gemma snapped, ‘I’m not in the mood for games! I have serious jet lag, and it’s the wrong time of the month to mess me about.’

‘I’m quaking in my boots, I am.’

Something inside Gemma snapped. ‘Tell me where she went, you toothpick-chewing pea brain,’ she snarled, ‘or I swear I’ll take this bottle–’ she bent down to grab an empty glass bottle from the pavement and smashed the lower half against the railing ‘–and I’ll scratch the shit out of that Bentley. Then you can explain to Keeley why her car needs a new paint job.’

‘You’re crazy, you are,’ he muttered, his amusement gone.

‘Just tell me where she is, and the car doesn’t get hurt.’

‘Warwickshire,’ he said finally, and scowled. ‘A place called Mansfield Hall. There’s to be a benefit ball tonight. That’s all I know.’ He added, ‘You crazy cow.’

‘It’s a perfect night for the ball, don’t you think?’

The sky was an inky black glittering with stars, and the breeze that stirred the curtains was warm and inviting.

Lady Mary turned away from the bedroom window to see her husband fiddling with his tie before the mirror. ‘Isn’t it perfect, darling?’ she asked again as she came forward to adjust his bow tie.

Charles grunted but made no reply.

‘Absolutely everyone who’s anyone in Warwickshire has accepted our invitation to the ball tonight,’ she enthused. ‘And I’m happy to say that Mansfield Hall is more than ready.’

It was true. The house sparkled, from the white fairy lights that lined the drive and decorated the rear gardens to the lavishly lit interiors of the ballroom and dining room.

A small army of local girls had arrived two days before to polish, clean, scrub, and wax every surface until the floors and furnishings gleamed. Decorators had swathed the windows in cream satin; faded rugs and sofas were replaced, and the walls expertly stripped and re-papered.

It was, Lady Mary observed with satisfaction, quite the fastest and most extraordinary transformation she’d ever seen.

‘Bibi promises we’ll be equally amazed tonight at the transformation in our son Rupert,’ she added as she brushed a speck of lint from her husband’s shoulder.

‘I imagine that’s what Dr Frankenstein said before he unleashed his monster on the world,’ Lord Locksley said dourly.

‘Do try and behave, Charles,’ Lady Mary scolded. ‘After all, it’s a wonderful thing that Rupert’s doing. Thanks to him, the Locksley family will donate a sizable contribution to the children’s hospital ward fund. And tonight, everyone will finally be properly introduced to our son – not that dreadful rock star he’s become.’

Charles held out his arm to inspect his sleeve. ‘You know what they say about dog faeces and pretty wrapping, I presume. I’ve no doubt that the same adage will apply to Rupert.’

So saying, he extended his arm and escorted Lady Mary downstairs, his expression every bit as grim as his outlook.

‘It’s a beautiful night for the ball,’ Holly murmured, ‘isn’t it?’

Jamie Gordon, standing beside her on the terrace overlooking the back lawns, nodded. ‘Beautiful,’ he agreed.

She looked up to see his eyes on hers. She was glad the fairy-lit darkness hid the blush that heated her cheeks.

Like all the male guests, he wore a black tux and a white shirtfront, a white tie at his neck. But unlike the others, the sight of Jamie left her tongue-tied and weak in the knees. She’d never seen him kitted out in evening attire before.

The sight of him now was a revelation.

His broad shoulders filled out the jacket, and the cummerbund defined his trim waist and flat stomach. His thick brown hair was combed into submission, and he’d slapped on some sort of divine-smelling aftershave.

Holly could scarcely keep from reaching out to touch him.

‘Thanks. You look gorgeous tonight, Holly.’ His eyes moved with appreciation over her chocolate-brown silk cocktail dress and strappy silver heels. ‘Not that you don’t always look gorgeous,’ he hastened to add. ‘But tonight, you look…really beautiful.’

Before she could find words to reply, Jamie leaned closer. ‘I’ve wanted to do this all evening,’ he said in a low, husky voice as he brushed a strand of hair gently away from her face. ‘May I?’

Holly nodded, and he kissed her then, and everything else – the warm breeze, the stone balustrade resting against her hip, the stars winking overhead – receded into unimportance. Kissing Jamie was like coming home again.

It was right, and real, and perfect. And she was exactly where she belonged…

…in Jamie’s arms.


Chapter 41

When Gemma returned to Mansfield Hall that evening, the house blazed with light. Dozens of cars lined the drive. Couples dressed in black tie and evening dress made their way to the entrance to surrender their invitations to the doorman.

Dazed, Gemma left the Skoda with a valet and made her way up the front steps.

Mansfield Hall had never looked more beautiful.

She gave her name, and after checking the list, a liveried doorman let her inside. Relieved to see that the foyer was empty and the guests had assembled in the dining room, Gemma darted across the tiled floor to slip upstairs and change.

‘Gemma! When did you get back?’

She turned to see Rhys Gordon, resplendent in white tie, coming towards her.

‘Rhys! What are you doing here?’

‘Lady Mary invited Natalie “and guest”.’ He smiled wryly. ‘Were it up to Dominic, I most certainly wouldn’t be here.’

‘Where is he? I really need to talk to him.’

‘I haven’t seen him. He’s having his big debut as Rupert Locksley later on.’

‘Poor Dominic,’ Gemma murmured. ‘He must be a wreck.’

‘Never mind that – how the devil did you manage to get out of the Maldives? Last I heard, all flights were cancelled.’

‘A very nice man flew me back in his private jet,’ she replied.

‘Oh? And what was the name of this very nice man?’ Rhys asked, curious.

‘Jack Hawkins.’

Rhys stared at her, thunderstruck. ‘Jack Hawkins? Do you have any idea who he is?’

‘He’s an American businessman,’ Gemma said, and shrugged. ‘There’s nothing so unusual about that.’

‘Gemma, that “American businessman” is an international arms dealer. And the arms he so recently provided to insurgents in the Maldives fuelled the unrest…the very same unrest that prevented you from leaving in the first place.’

It was her turn to stare. ‘What?’

Before Gemma could process this latest bombshell, Natalie rushed in. ‘Rhys, there you are!’ she scolded. ‘It’s nearly time for dinner. Gemma, you’re back! How’d it go?’

‘Not well,’ she replied. ‘I missed Keeley by a day. But she’s supposed to be here at the benefit tonight.’

‘Oh! Talk about ironic…well, I haven’t seen her yet.’

‘I’m sure she’ll turn up later. Now, if you’ll excuse me,’ Gemma added, ‘I need to go up and change. I’ll see you soon.’

She went upstairs and let herself into the Green Room. There was no sign of Dominic, only a pile of his discarded clothes on the floor. A bath, Gemma decided, and yawned; that’s what she needed.

She went into the connecting bathroom and turned on the taps, then stretched across the bed, just for a moment. She’d have herself a nap. Just a teeny, tiny, lovely little nap…

Gemma woke with a start. Where was she? What time was it? It felt as though she’d slept for days.

But when she looked at the clock, only half an hour had passed. ‘Oh, shit – the bath!’ she gasped, and jumped up to run into the bathroom. Water cascaded over the antique footed tub and covered the floor. The bathmat was soggy beneath her feet as she reached out to turn off the taps.

‘Bloody hell,’ she muttered. ‘As if Lady Mary didn’t hate me enough already—’

‘Gemma? I didn’t know you were back.’

She looked up, her arm dripping water, to see Dominic – was it really him? – standing just inside the bathroom doorway. She couldn’t do more than stand and gawp at him.

It wasn’t just the tuxedo or white tie he wore that gave her pause; it was his hair, combed neatly back from his face; it was the expensive watch gleaming on his wrist, and the custom leather shoes on his feet, that marked him out as different from the man she knew so well.

This wasn’t Dominic. This handsomely attired stranger was unquestionably Rupert Locksley, incumbent heir to the earldom of Locksley Close.

Before, Gemma would have thrown herself headlong into his arms, wrapped her legs around his waist, and had mad, passionate sex with him straight away, right up against the wall.

Now, she could only stare.

‘Dominic?’ she finally said. ‘Is that really you?’

‘It’s me.’ He, too, seemed at a loss for words. ‘I’ve been fitted for new clothes and shoes.’ His smile was wan. ‘I’m about to go downstairs to make my debut as Rupert Locksley. I missed you.’

‘I missed you, too.’

He stepped forward and wrapped her tightly in his arms ‘I’m glad you’re back, Gemma,’ he murmured into her hair.

‘Not half as glad as I am,’ she told him. ‘It was an awful trip from beginning to end.’

‘So tell me,’ he said as he drew back, ‘did you talk to Keeley?’

‘No,’ she admitted. ‘I never even saw her.’

He stared at her, uncomprehending. ‘What? But you said she’d be there, you said that you’d talk to her.’

‘She was there, and I would’ve talked to her,’ Gemma said in frustration, ‘but I missed her by one day. One day!’

‘But you’ve been gone for almost a week.’

‘Well, there was unrest on the island, and no flights out, so I couldn’t leave. You wouldn’t believe what I had to go through to get back here.’

‘How did you get back here?’

Briefly she explained about Jack and his private jet. She didn’t add that he was an international arms dealer or that the arms he provided to insurgents on the island had caused the cancellation of her flight.

Some things were better left unsaid.

‘So you didn’t see Keeley, and you didn’t get the proof I need to get Bibi off my back,’ he muttered, and released her.

‘No,’ she admitted, ‘not yet.’

‘We have to find her,’ he said determinedly, ‘right now.’

‘Wait.’ Gemma caught his hand. ‘She’ll be here tonight. Lady Mary’s invited her to the ball.’

He stared at her in consternation. ‘What? So you’re telling me you travelled halfway round the world and back, only to find out that Keeley’s coming to Mansfield tonight?’

She nodded. ‘It’s crazy, I know. I’m sorry.’

‘Sorry?’ he echoed, incredulous. He began to pace around the room in agitation. ‘Believe me, you’re not half as sorry as I am. I’m the one who has to stand alongside Bibi tonight and announce this bloody farce of an engagement. I really hoped it wouldn’t be necessary.’

‘The minute Keeley gets here,’ Gemma promised, ‘I’ll talk to her, and we’ll straighten it all out. Don’t worry.’

‘Don’t worry? I can’t help but worry!’ he erupted as he rounded on her. ‘If we don’t find Keeley soon, in a week I’ll be shackled for life to Bibi, or languishing behind bars in an orange jumpsuit… and there’s not one bloody thing I can do to stop it.’

‘Dominic—’

‘I was counting on you to do that,’ he ground out. ‘My God, Gemma – I’ve never asked you for anything, not once. I asked you to do this one thing for me, and you failed. You’ve let me down. It’s on you if that blonde bulldog gets her way.’

He gave her a black look and turned on his heel, and left.

‘Thank you all for coming tonight,’ Lady Mary said to the assembled crowd, ‘and thank you in particular for your generosity. I’m happy to say that your donations tonight have made it possible for the hospital to begin construction of the new children’s ward next week!’

Amidst enthusiastic clapping and cheers, Gemma slipped into her seat at Natalie and Rhys’s table and pasted a smile on her face.

She’d searched everywhere, but Keeley was nowhere to be found.

‘Is everything all right?’ Natalie whispered as she leaned forward, concern plain on her face.

Gemma shook her head. She didn’t trust herself to speak.

‘Don’t worry,’ Natalie assured her as she patted Gemma’s hand. ‘Keeley will turn up soon.’

‘I hope so.’

‘And now, ladies and gentlemen, I give you my husband, Lord Charles, the Earl Locksley.’ Lady Mary smiled and handed the microphone to her husband.

Charles, looking every inch the earl, swept his gaze over the crowd. ‘Good evening. As some of you may be aware, my eldest son, Rupert, has recently returned home after a lengthy absence.’

A murmur rippled through the guests.

‘His return is a momentous occasion,’ Charles continued, ‘as Rupert is my eldest son and thus, heir to the title of Earl of Locksley.’

Gemma glanced at Liam, seated at a table with Joss and Rory. His face was a mask of stone.

‘When the time comes,’ the earl went on, ‘that is to say, when I finally pop my clogs–’ he paused as laughter rippled through the crowd ‘–Rupert will take on the responsibility for Mansfield Hall and all that entails. It’s a very great responsibility; one that is both a burden, and an honour. Without further ado, I present my son, Rupert Malcolm Locksley.’

Rupert took the stage to the sound of warm applause. ‘Thank you, Father,’ he said smoothly, and paused. ‘Let’s hope you don’t pop those clogs just yet.’

As laughter rippled once again across the room, Bibi, stunning in a diaphanous silver gown, strode confidently across the stage to join him.

‘I have an announcement of my own,’ Rupert added. He slid his arm around Bibi’s shoulders. ‘I’m pleased to say that this lovely lady, Bibi Matchington-Alcester–’ he smiled over at her ‘–has done me the very great honour of accepting my proposal of marriage.’ He lifted her hand to display the three-carat diamond glittering on her finger. ‘We’re officially engaged.’

Gemma felt her throat tighten as cheers and whistles erupted all around them. She knew the announcement wasn’t real, she knew it…yet his words swept her with devastation. The sight of Bibi and Rupert, smiling and embracing one another, sharing a congratulatory kiss, was more than she could bear.

She knew him only as Dominic, with his tight trousers and attitude, and his disdain for exactly this sort of thing. But seeing him now, so at ease in his aristocratic surroundings, made her realize that this was the world he was truly meant for – not the crazy, iconoclastic world of rock.

Rupert had come home. Dominic was gone.

I asked you to do this one thing for me, and you failed. You’ve let me down.

Perhaps it was best if he married Bibi, Gemma realized. She was of his class, after all. Gemma never would be; she’d grown up over a doner kebab shop in Essex, and nothing would ever change that fact. She wasn’t one of these people. She didn’t belong.

Gemma thrust back her chair and stood up. ‘I have to go,’ she choked out as Natalie and Rhys looked up, startled.

She turned away and plunged into the glittering crowd.


Chapter 42

‘Here, watch where you’re going!’

The woman Gemma had just run headlong into glared at her, her arm dripping with champagne.

Gemma opened her mouth to apologize. ‘Oh, I’m so sorry—’ she began. Her eyes widened. ‘Keeley? You’re here!’

‘Yes,’ the diminutive pop star said irritably. ‘I’m not signing autographs tonight, sorry.’

‘I don’t want your autograph.’ Gemma clutched her hand. ‘I want to talk to you. It’s terribly important.’

‘Call my publicist and set up an interview,’ she retorted, and turned away.

Gemma caught at her arm. ‘Please, wait! I’m Gemma Astley,’ she said in a rush, ‘Dominic Heath’s girlfriend.’

‘Gemma?’ Keeley eyed her, and recognition dawned. ‘Yes, of course, I know who you are! You posed for those topless photos in Ladz magazine, didn’t you?’

She blushed. ‘Yes. But never mind that, Dominic desperately needs your help.’

Keeley listened with a doubtful expression as Gemma said, ‘Two weeks ago, Dominic went to Agent Provocateur with a blonde woman. The sale assistant saw you there, buying lingerie for a trip to the Maldives. Do you remember seeing them?’

Keeley frowned. ‘Two weeks ago? No, I don’t…oh, but wait a minute! I do remember. Is she tall, long blonde hair, legs up to there?’

Gemma nodded, scarcely daring to breathe.

‘She was in the dressing room next to mine. I was trying on a few things for my trip, and I was in a hurry. I was headed to the airport afterwards, to catch my flight to the Maldives.’

‘Did you see or hear anything?’

‘No, of course not,’ she said, offended. ‘I’ve no interest in spying on Dominic.’ She paused. ‘But I couldn’t help but overhear an argument the two of them had in the dressing room.’

‘An argument?’ Gemma echoed, her heart accelerating. ‘Do you remember what it was about? It’s terribly important.’

‘Why?’ Keeley asked, baffled. ‘Is Dominic in trouble?’

Gemma frowned. ‘Haven’t you heard? He’s been charged with sexual assault by that blonde Amazon. She says he attacked her in the dressing room and tried to force her to have sex.’

Keeley’s eyes widened. ‘What? But that’s ridiculous! I just got back, so I haven’t seen the news.’

‘Dominic is in the shit,’ Gemma said succinctly. ‘Bibi’s forcing him to marry her. If he refuses, she’ll press charges, and he’ll go to jail. His career will be ruined.’

‘Well, I’ve no love lost for Dominic,’ Keeley said firmly, ‘but I know what happened in that dressing room. And I don’t mind telling you the entire, sordid story.’

‘Where’s Dominic?’ Gemma asked Natalie when she returned to their table a short time later. ‘I don’t see him anywhere.’

‘Oh, erm… I’m not sure,’ Natalie said evasively. ‘Have you tried the devilled prawns? They’re quite good!’

‘Where is he, Nat?’ Gemma demanded. ‘It’s important.’

Natalie and Rhys exchanged glances. ‘He and Bibi left,’ Rhys said. Reluctantly he added, ‘They were headed to Mahiki to celebrate the engagement.’

A fresh tsunami of hurt washed over Gemma at this news, followed rapidly by fury. After all she’d done for Dominic, travelling halfway around the world and back, taking time off from her job to chase down Keeley, what did Dominic do?

He swanned off with Bibi to drink Tiki-Coladas at Mahiki.

Screw the little sod! He deserves to be shackled for life to that blonde bitch, Gemma thought darkly. She was done. Done!

She said goodnight to Nat and Rhys and made her way back upstairs to the room she shared with Dominic. She crawled into bed, wondering as she did what he and Bibi were doing at that exact moment, and cried until she fell into an exhausted sleep.

‘This is fabulous, isn’t it?’ Bibi shouted.

Over the din of house music and conversation at Mahiki, the popular London nightspot, Dominic lifted his drink morosely. ‘Fabulous.’

‘Ooh, I see a friend of mine! Jen!’ Bibi trilled as she rushed off, ‘have you seen my engagement ring?’

Dominic took another sip of his Tiki-Colada and scowled. Being engaged to Bibi, even if only for a week, was more than he could stand. Johnny Muscles was looking better and better.

‘Dominic? I thought that was you.’

He looked up to see Trevor Wilde. A brunette with pneumatic cleavage was draped on his arm, and he was smirking.

‘Sorry you lost the Dissolute contract, mate.’ Trevor flashed him an insincere grin. ‘But you know how it goes.’

‘Yeah, I know how it goes,’ Dominic shot back. ‘I know you’re the flavour of the moment. But next month, or next week, it’ll be someone else, and guess what? Your photos on the front page of the tabs will end up covered with budgie shit in the bottom of a bird cage somewhere.’

Trevor’s lifted his brow. ‘Bitterness doesn’t suit you, Dominic. Or I guess I should say…Rupert.’

‘Why don’t you say goodbye? I’d like that best of all.’

‘I have to hand it to you, mate.’ Trevor leaned forward conspiratorially. ‘Getting engaged to a classy girl like Bibi was clever. Just what that sagging career of yours needs, eh?’

Dominic was just about to slide out of the booth and introduce Trevor Wilde to his fist when Bibi returned.

‘Hello, Trevor,’ Bibi gushed as she arrived back at their table and extended her hand. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Rupert’s fiancée, Bibi.’

The footballer smiled politely as he took her hand. ‘Then you have my congratulations,’ he said. Casting a dark look at Dominic, he added, ‘and my condolences.’

‘What was that all about?’ Bibi demanded as Trevor and the redhead departed.

‘What’s it all about?’ Dominic asked. ‘I’ll tell you what it’s all about,’ he added as she slid in next to him. ‘I’m through, Beebs. I can’t do this any more.’

Her eyes narrowed. ‘You can’t do what any more?’

‘I can’t be engaged to you, not for one more minute. It’s over. We’re through.’

‘You can’t break our engagement!’ she hissed. ‘We had a deal, or did you forget? If you refuse to marry me, Dominic, I’ll reinstate the assault charges against you, tonight – and you’ll go straight to jail!’

‘Do your worst.’ He fixed her with a determined stare. ‘Call the police, throw me in jail. Ruin my career. I don’t care. I might have nothing left,’ he said as he slid out of the booth and stood up, ‘but I’ll have Gemma. And she’s all that matters.’

‘Gemma?’ Bibi surged to her feet. ‘Do you mean to say you’d throw away everything you’ve worked so hard for…your music career, your reputation – for that little Essex tart?’

‘Yes. I would.’ He smiled. ‘So bring it on, Beebs. I’ll see you in court. When the time comes, and I’m ready to tie the knot, I’ll marry the woman I choose…the woman I love. And it sure as hell won’t be you.’ He paused. ‘Oh, and you can keep the ring. It’s ostentatious and over the top. Like you.’

And with that, he left.

‘Gemma? Gemma! Babes, wake up.’

With great difficulty, as though she were swimming up from the bottommost depths of the ocean, Gemma struggled awake. She raised herself up on one arm and blinked groggily in the dimness. ‘Dominic?’ she mumbled.

‘Yeah, it’s me, babes.’ He sat next to her on the edge of the bed.

‘Where’ve you been? It’s–’ she squinted at the digital alarm clock ‘–three-fifteen in the morning.’

‘I’ve been alone, mostly. Walking. Thinking.’ He reached out to take her hand. ‘Missing you.’

‘I thought you were with Bibi. Rhys said you left to go out and celebrate.’ Hurt coloured her words.

‘Yeah, she dragged me to Mahiki so she could show off her ring. I stayed long enough to have a couple of drinks, and then I left. And I told her it was over.’

Gemma blinked, stunned. ‘You broke the engagement? But, Dominic – she’ll have you thrown in jail!’

‘I don’t care.’ His voice was steely. ‘If it means I’m free of her, it’s worth it. I can’t be with that woman, even if it’s only for a week, even if it’s fake.’

‘What did she say? She must’ve been furious.’

He nodded. ‘She was. She threw around a lot of threats and sputtered like a toaster in a puddle of water.’

‘Oh, Dominic – they’re not just threats – she’ll do it! She’ll call the police and reinstate the charges…if she hasn’t already.’

‘I’ll take the chance. I’m sorry, Gem,’ he added, and his hand tightened on hers. ‘I didn’t mean any of that stuff I said earlier. I was pissed off and I took it out on you.’

‘It’s okay.’ She sat up. ‘I have some news, too. I found Keeley.’

‘You did?’ He leaned forward. ‘That’s great! What did she say?’

‘She confirmed everything you said. She was in the dressing room next to Bibi’s, and she heard it all – how she came on to you, and how you turned her down flat.’

‘Is she willing to go public with it?’ Dominic asked.

‘Yes. She’s put me in touch with her journalist boyfriend, and she’s telling him everything. After her story hits the news tomorrow, you’ll be free of Bibi Matchington-Alcester for good.’

‘I can’t believe it!’ he exclaimed. ‘Not only am I free of Beebs; I won’t be thrown in jail for something I didn’t do.’ He stood up and grabbed Gemma and spun her around.

Laughing, Gemma twined her arms around his neck. ‘Keeley told me that even you didn’t deserve to be blackmailed into marriage like that.’

‘Nice of her.’

‘And she said you were a “good bloke”.’

‘Did she? The surprises never end.’

Gemma’s face clouded. ‘When I saw you up there on the stage, standing next to her, I realized how wrong I am for you. You and Bibi share the same background, after all, and you come from the same world. No matter how hard I try, I’ll never be a blue blood like Bibi. I can buy all the designer clothes and handbags in the world, but it won’t change who I am – a working-class plumber’s daughter from Essex.’

‘But, babes – that’s why I love you! You’re you, Gemma Astley, with no apologies. I turned my back on all this upper-class crap when I left home, eleven years ago. And guess what? I found someone who’s real, and honest, and true. I found you.’

They kissed, and groped desperately at one another’s clothing, until they lay, spent and tangled and slightly out of breath, in the middle of the bed.

‘Wow,’ Gemma breathed, ‘we need to break up more often.’

Dominic kissed her brow. ‘When I get married,’ he told her firmly, ‘it’ll be to a woman of my own choosing. A woman I love. And it sure as hell won’t be Bibi.’


Chapter 43

Squeak, bang. Squeak, bang.

Squeak bang, squeak bang, squeak-bang squeakbang-squeakbang…

‘Shit, shit, shit!’ Liam pulled the pillow more tightly over his head. No sleep again tonight, he reflected grimly, not with Rupert and Gemma going at it like a pair of sex-obsessed honey badgers in their room. They’d been enthusiastically (and noisily) making love since three-thirty in the morning…

…and they were still bloody at it.

Good thing Rupert – correction, Dominic – was returning to London and his new career as a solo artist after Natalie’s wedding next week.

Maybe then, Liam reasoned with a scowl as he turned over and yanked the blankets over his head, I might get a decent night’s rest.

Keeley’s interview made the front pages of Sunday morning’s newspapers and red tops – ‘Pop Star Keeley Refutes Charges Against Dominic Heath’, along with several paparazzi shots of Bibi, looking hunted, ducking out of Bruce Oldfield with a Burberry trench thrown over her head.

‘Will you press charges?’ Lady Mary asked her son that afternoon. She, Rupert and Gemma were seated in her study, having tea at the pedestal table in front of the window overlooking the rose garden.

Dominic took a bite of his egg and cress sandwich. ‘I don’t think so. Not that I don’t want to, mind,’ he added with a scowl, ‘but I’d rather just put the whole thing behind me.’

‘Very sensible,’ his mother agreed. ‘Don’t give that dreadful young woman another thought, darling.’ She turned her attention to Gemma, who was pouring herself more tea. ‘I’m so grateful to you, dear, for tracking Keeley down and putting a stop to all this nonsense. That was very intrepid – and quite brave – of you.’

‘I couldn’t let her trash Dominic’s life,’ Gemma replied, and set the teapot down. She added smugly, ‘It looks like Bibi won’t be getting fitted for her Bruce Oldfield wedding gown, after all.’

‘Indeed not,’ Lady Mary agreed. She clasped her hands together and rested them in her lap. ‘Gemma, I owe you an apology. We got off on the wrong foot, you and I, and I’ve been rather…well, rather awful to you, to be honest. I truly thought you were—’

‘A gold-digger?’ Gemma supplied, and shrugged. ‘You were protecting your son. It’s okay, I understand.’

‘No, Gemma, it’s most assuredly not “okay”,’ Lady Mary insisted. ‘I was out of order to make such snobbish assumptions about you. I thought that breeding and money made Bibi a better match for Rupert than you. How very wrong I was.’ She reached out a hand and patted Gemma on the knee. ‘You really love my son,’ she said firmly, ‘and you’ve more than proven it by going to such lengths to help him.’

Dominic leaned over to kiss Gemma. ‘Yeah, I agree, babes. I love you.’ He leaned back. ‘Now hurry up and finish your tea. You and I are going to London to celebrate.’

Gemma set her cup down. ‘I’m for that! Let’s go.’

‘You know,’ Dominic said as they pushed back their chairs, ‘there’s another reason I want to go to London.’

‘Oh? What’s that?’ she asked as she took his outstretched hand and followed him to the door.

‘To get out of this wedding preparations hell, that’s why. Come on, babes, let’s get out of here.’

Perry Kemp and his partner John arrived at Mansfield Hall the following Friday, bringing along enough luggage to stock a department store…

…and a pair of black Chinese pugs with Louis Vuitton scarves tied jauntily around their necks.

Unfortunately, Lady Mary’s terriers did not take well to these unwelcome interlopers. ‘No, no, no!’ Perry fretted as the pugs strained at their leashes, growling and snorting at the terriers. ‘Somebody do something about these dreadful dogs!’

‘I suggest you remove them from my house,’ Lady Mary observed as she descended the stairs.

Perry glared up at her. ‘I was referring to your dreadful dogs, madam.’ He drew himself up self-importantly. ‘I never travel anywhere without Puggles and Boo.’

‘Well, I can assure you, unless Puggles and Boo are house-trained, they won’t be sharing your accommodation in Mansfield Hall, Mr Kemp.’

‘Of course they’re house-trained,’ the man standing next to Perry sniffed. ‘They have better manners than most people,’ he added pointedly.

‘What the devil’s going on here?’ Charles snapped as he emerged from the library at the end of the hall. He came to a stop as he saw the two men and their pugs standing in the foyer. ‘Good God. Who are these men, and why are they standing in my foyer with a mountain of luggage and two wheezing pugs?’

‘This,’ Lady Mary told him, fixing her husband with a warning glare, ‘is Perry Kemp, the famous photographer, and his…friend, John…?’

‘Betancourt.’

‘It’s a pleasure, Mr Betancourt, Mr Kemp. I’m Lady Mary and this is my husband, Earl Locksley. Welcome to Mansfield Hall.’

‘Thank you,’ Perry said. He glanced around with interest. ‘Where is the wedding to take place?’

‘Wedding? What wedding?’ Charles barked.

Lady Mary took his arm. ‘Natalie Dashwood’s wedding, of course, darling. She’s to be married here on Sunday.’

‘Why in God’s name is she getting married here?’ he demanded. ‘We’re a private residence, not a bloody church! Hasn’t she a home of her own?’

‘I’ll explain it all later,’ she murmured. She turned to the housekeeper, who’d just appeared. ‘Mrs Sutton, would you show these gentlemen to their rooms, please?’

As Perry and John and the pugs followed Mrs Sutton up the stairs, Lady Mary turned back to her husband and hissed, ‘Please be polite to Mr Kemp and his guest, Charles. I must ask that you show he and his,’ she hesitated, ‘partner the respect they deserve.’

Charles snorted. ‘That Perry chap’s had more Botox than Lady Anne. And the other fellow was sporting a fake tan and a yellow ascot, for God’s sake!’

‘Mr Kemp is a famous photographer, and we’re very fortunate that he’s agreed to take Natalie’s wedding photos.’

‘Why is she having her wedding here? Please enlighten me.’

‘Charles, you know as well as I that we’ve got to keep Mansfield Hall afloat. To do so takes a great deal of money. We’ve let the place out to Natalie for her wedding on Sunday, and for a very handsome fee, I might add!’

In fact, Lady Mary reflected with satisfaction, Natalie and Rhys’s cheque had paid for the plasterwork repair in the dining room and the entrance hall, not to mention the refurbishment of the antique Oriental rugs downstairs.

‘Well, see that none of this wedding nonsense disturbs me. Weddings! Romance! Overrated claptrap!’ So saying, Charles stalked back down the hall into the library and slammed the door.


Chapter 44

Liam whistled for the dogs and made his way back across the pasture to Mansfield Hall. It was a beautiful Friday afternoon; the clouds, as fluffy and white as the stray sheep he and Joss had just been rounding up, skimmed across a perfect June sky.

‘Come on, Joss,’ he called over his shoulder as the terriers bounded up to him, tails wagging. ‘What’re you doing back there?’

‘Sorry.’ She drew nearer, her cheeks pink and her forehead glistening with a fine sheen of perspiration. ‘I found a bird’s nest in one of the larches. I had to stop and take a look.’

Liam waited for her to catch up and draped an arm loosely around her shoulder. ‘You remind me of Dickon, and the secret garden. All you need’s a squirrel on your shoulder.’

‘A Secret Garden was my favourite book, growing up.’ Joss replied. ‘I’ll read it to my own kids when they’re old enough.’

‘Kids, is it?’ Liam looked over at her quizzically. ‘So you’ve got things all figured out, have you?’

She slid her arm around his waist. ‘I might do.’

Joss had never been happier. With Julia engaged to Sebastian, she and Liam spent every spare moment together. He’d proven to be a quick learner when it came to caring for the sheep; even Rory was impressed.

She blushed. She and Rory might have taught Liam a thing or two about animal husbandry; but Liam had taught her plenty more about the pleasure one person could give to another. And she felt more for him than just physical desire.

Joss was in love.

She’d gone out with Adesh a couple of times, and they’d had a laugh; but Joss spent the entire time thinking about Liam. She and Desh had agreed to remain friends, and left it at that.

So it was with dismay that Joss glanced up as they neared the house and saw Julia’s Fiat in the drive.

‘What’s she doing here?’ she wondered, her heart sinking.

‘I don’t know.’ Liam frowned and dropped his arm from her shoulder. ‘I’d best go and see what’s up.’

‘Okay. I should be going, anyway. I promised Dad I’d visit today.’ She kissed Liam and turned away. As she walked past Julia’s car, she tried to tell herself not to worry.

After all, Julia and Liam were through, weren’t they? So there was nothing to be concerned about.

Nothing at all.

Julia was standing in front of the French doors when Liam came into the drawing room. She turned around when she heard him, and he saw at once that she’d been crying.

‘Julia? What’s wrong?’ he asked. ‘What’s happened?’

‘Oh, Liam! I’ve been so stupid!’

She went, sobbing, into his arms. ‘Shh,’ he murmured into her hair as he patted her awkwardly on the back, ‘it’s okay. Tell me what happened.’

Haltingly, her story came out. ‘I went to see Sophie – Sophie Bastable,’ she added, her blue eyes glistening with tears, ‘my best friend. The housekeeper didn’t think she was in, but told me to go upstairs to see, if I liked. So I did.’

She paused to take the tissues Liam produced and held out to her. ‘Someone was talking in a low voice inside her room, and the door was ajar. I-I thought Sophie was on the phone.’

Liam led her to one of the matched pair of Louis XV loveseats – practically the only antiques left in the house that hadn’t been sold – and gestured for her to sit down.

‘I pushed the door open a bit, to say hello,’ Julia went on. She glanced at Liam and away again, her expression bitter. ‘But Sophie wasn’t on the phone. And the voice I’d heard wasn’t hers. It was…her mother’s.’

Liam frowned. ‘What was Lady Anne doing in Sophie’s room?’

‘She-’ Julia caught her breath raggedly and lifted her gaze, swimming with tears, to his ‘she was in bed, Liam. She was naked, in Sophie’s bed…with Sebastian.’

A fresh onslaught of tears followed, and Liam once again drew her against him and put his arms around her. He felt a wave of protectiveness for Julia, and a surge of rage at Sebastian so violent that it startled him.

‘I did try to warn you,’ he said finally. He took no joy in saying it. ‘Those rumours about Sebastian, Julia – they’re all true. He’s been carrying on with Lady Anne for quite some time, so I’ve heard – and with her daughter Sophie, as well.’

Julia pulled away, distraught. ‘It was almost as though… as though they wanted to be caught!’ she exclaimed. ‘Lady Anne had to know that anyone – her husband, Sophie, a servant – might have opened that door and seen them!’ She stood up, her face contorted with anger and revulsion.

‘I’m glad it happened.’ Liam spoke firmly, and met Julia’s outraged glare. ‘What if you hadn’t found out until after you married that bastard? It’s better you learn the truth now, when you can still call the engagement off.’

Julia was silent.

‘You are going to call it off, aren’t you?’ Liam demanded.

‘Of course I am!’ Julia snapped. ‘It’s just – oh, it’s all such a bloody mess.’

‘You didn’t sleep with him, I hope.’

She caught her lip between her teeth. ‘Yes, I did,’ she admitted, ‘once. It…it was my first time.’

‘You’re not pregnant, are you?’

She flushed, deeply embarrassed. ‘No, thank God, I’m not. Sebastian took precautions.’

I’ll just bet he did, Liam thought grimly. ‘God, Julia, I’m sorry,’ he said, and meant it. ‘You don’t deserve any of this. But,’ he hesitated ‘I don’t understand why you came here. Of course I’m sorry that you had to go through all this, but it’s really nothing to do with me.’

Julia sighed. ‘I’ve been so stupid, Liam. I should’ve listened to you! But I was so flattered that someone like Sebastian was attracted to me, I-I let all my good judgment go sailing right out the window.’ She started to cry again. ‘We were engaged, Liam, so I thought it would be all right! I thought…I thought he loved me.’

Liam’s face darkened. Sebastian had probably engineered the entire thing just to get in Julia’s knickers, with no intention of actually marrying her. ‘Oh, Julia, I’m sorry, I am.’ He took her hands and said reassuringly, ‘But it’s not the end of the world. You learned a hard lesson, that’s all.’

‘I don’t suppose you’d be willing to give us another try?’ she ventured, her voice tremulous. ‘I miss talking with you, and walking across the fields together, and I even miss hearing you complain about your brother.’ She smiled through her tears and whispered, ‘I miss you.’

Liam didn’t know what to say. He’d once longed to hear Julia say exactly these words. He would’ve given anything to hear her say she wanted to be with him. But now…

…now, he didn’t want to be Julia’s second choice. He suddenly understood what Joss meant when she told him he needed to make up his mind, that she wouldn’t be the one he made do with while he waited for someone else.

‘Liam?’ Julia prodded softly.

‘I’m sorry, Julia,’ he said again, his words tinged with regret as he let go of her hands. ‘But I’m seeing Joss.’

She stared at him, uncomprehending. ‘Joss? The sheep farmer’s daughter?’ she asked, amazed. ‘You can’t be serious.’

‘I am. We have a lot in common, Joss and I.’

‘I see.’ Julia crossed her arms loosely against her chest. ‘I’m too late, then.’

‘We’ll always be friends, you and I—’

‘Please don’t give me platitudes about friendship,’ she said acidly. ‘I have to go. I’m sorry if I bothered you.’

Liam caught her by the shoulder. ‘Don’t be like that. I’ll always be here, if you need to talk, or if you just want a bit of advice. I wish I could offer you more, but just now…I can’t.’

‘If you tell me I’m young and have my whole life before me, I’ll scream.’ Julia glared at him, and saw only concern on his face. Her own face crumpled. ‘Oh, God, I’m sorry, Liam. I’m a mess right now. You’re a good friend.’ She flung her arms around him. ‘I don’t deserve you. Thanks for listening, but,’ she sniffled and drew away ‘I’ve really got to go now. I’ve a million things to do – invitations to cancel, the florists’ and the caterers to call – so I’d better get cracking. I haven’t even told my parents the news, yet.’

‘You’ll be okay, Julia,’ Liam assured her. ‘You may not think so now, but it’ll get better. And you really will meet someone else…someone who deserves and appreciates what a super girl you are.’

‘Do you know, I thought that person might be you.’ She shrugged and attempted a smile. ‘Oh well. My fault. Goodbye, Liam.’

‘Goodbye, Julia.’

As she left the drawing room and walked out the front door, Liam instinctively knew he’d not see Julia again. Whatever they’d shared, friendship, and the tentative beginnings of something more, at least on his part, was over.

And while he felt bad for Julia, he realized he was all right with moving on…because he’d be moving on with Joss.


Chapter 45

Lord Locksley regarded his Sunday morning breakfast plate with a raised eyebrow. ‘What,’ he demanded, ‘is this?’

Lady Mary poured milk in her tea. ‘It’s your breakfast, Charles.’

‘But where are my eggs? Where are my grilled tomatoes? All I see before me is burned toast and a bowl of what one presumes is porridge.’ He took a cautious taste of the porridge and dropped his spoon back in the bowl with a sharp clink. ‘It’s lumpy. And cold.’

‘I’m sure it’s not, darling.’

Dominic pushed his plate away. ‘It is, Mum. Mrs Sutton!’ he bellowed.

The housekeeper trundled into the dining room. ‘If it’s about the breakfast,’ she began menacingly, one hand perched on her hip, ‘I’ve got my hands full this morning with the wedding preparations.’

‘But this is crap, Mrs S! The French toast is so cold and rubbery that the Frogs would be ashamed to call it French,’ Dominic complained. ‘The porridge tastes like spackle. And the tea’s barely warm. It simply won’t do.’

Mrs Sutton drew herself up. ‘I’m far too busy with all this wedding nonsense to be expected to make breakfast as well,’ she snapped. ‘If you don’t like it,’ the housekeeper added as she turned away, ‘you can make your own damned eggs!’

She stormed out of the dining room.

‘Bit of a drama queen,’ Perry Kemp observed mildly.

‘It’s the wedding,’ Lady Mary sighed. ‘It’s got everyone on edge. I’ll be glad when this day is over.’

A series of high-pitched barks in the foyer brought Perry to his feet. ‘Puggles?’ he called out. ‘Boo? What are you making such a fuss about, you naughty boys?’

Gemma edged into the dining room, with the pair of pugs leaping and darting at her heels. ‘Keep away, you little beasts!’ she hissed, not bothering to mask her loathing of the four-legged creatures. ‘You’ll scratch my legs!’

‘They like you,’ Perry observed, and it was plain from his tone that he couldn’t imagine why. He bent down and offered the dogs some toast, and they abandoned Gemma to scamper over. However, after sniffing the burned bread, they turned away in disdain and heaved themselves, panting, onto the rug.

‘Even the dogs won’t eat this crap,’ Dominic said, and pushed back his chair. ‘Come on, Gemma, let’s go to the tea shop in the village and get ourselves a nice, greasy fry-up.’

‘That sounds perfect!’ Perry turned expectantly to John. ‘Shall we do the same?’

‘Oh dear,’ Lady Mary murmured as everyone made their excuses and trooped off to greasier pastures. ‘It looks as though it’s just you and I, Charles.’

‘I’m afraid not.’ The earl thrust his chair back and flung down his napkin. ‘I just recalled I have an ancient Dairy Milk in my desk drawer. I far prefer that–’ his gaze swept over the table in contempt ‘–to this.’

And he left.

After pushing away his plate with its remnants of grease-puddled egg and bits of sliced mushroom, Dominic leaned back in his chair. ‘Good thing we’re not eating again until after the wedding,’ he groaned. ‘I’m done for.’

‘You shouldn’t have eaten so much,’ Gemma observed.

‘Sorry, but I can’t make do with a boiled egg and a piece of dry toast,’ he retorted. ‘We blokes need a bit of grease from time to time. I expend a lot of energy when I’m onstage, you know. I’ll burn it all off this afternoon when we play at Nat’s wedding reception.’

‘So you’ve patched things up with the band?’

‘Temporarily,’ he said. ‘We’re not getting back together, mind, but we’re doing one last show today, at Nat’s wedding.’

‘Poor Rhys.’ Gemma traced her finger around the rim of her cup. ‘I bet he’s a nervous, miserable sod right now.’

‘He’s a miserable sod all the time,’ Dominic snorted. ‘Why should today be any different? Nat’s the one who should be miserable, shackling herself for life to that plonker—’

‘Are you sorry that you let her go?’ Gemma asked, and narrowed her eyes. ‘Are you sorry it’s not you waiting at the end of the aisle to marry Natalie Dashwood this afternoon?’

‘Of course I’m not!’ Dominic leaned forward and took Gemma’s hand. ‘Look, I know Nat and I were together for a couple of years before I met you, and I know I took it hard when she and I first broke up—’

‘“Broke up?”’ Gemma echoed. ‘You dumped her, Dominic! Right in front of a roomful of people at a very well-attended party, I might add,’ she added. ‘But you did her a favour, in the end, because she met Rhys that night.’

‘Don’t remind me,’ he said darkly. He brought her hand to his mouth and kissed it. ‘But it doesn’t matter, anyway. The past is the past. I love you, babes, and only you.’

‘Are you sure about that?’

‘Yeah, I am.’ He let go of her hand and reached into his pocket, and after a moment’s groping about, he held out something small and shiny.

Gemma’s eyes widened. ‘But, Dominic…that’s…a ring!’

‘It’s my mum’s engagement ring,’ he said, and looked down at the intricate white-gold band set with pave diamonds. ‘It’s been in my father’s family for – oh shit, I don’t know – a long bloody time. She…and I…wanted you to have it.’

‘Oh, Dominic.’ Gemma stared across the table at him, her eyes huge with emotion. ‘Are you…is this—?’

‘I’m asking you to marry me, Gemma.’ He eyed the floor doubtfully and added, ‘I’ll get down on one knee if you like, but–’ he winced at a splotch of what looked like HP Sauce on the floor nearby ‘I’d really rather not, if you don’t mind.’

‘No. You needn’t get your trousers dirty on my account.’ She looked at him uncertainly. ‘Are you sure about this, then?’

‘Yeah, of course I’m sure!’ Dominic frowned down at the ring in his hand. ‘I’ve realized a couple of things,’ he admitted. ‘One, I’m starting to see that when the old man natters on about family heritage and stewardship and whatnot, it’s not the past that matters, as he seems to think, or a bunch of mouldering ancestors and antique furniture; it’s me, and Liam, and our kids, and their kids’ kids. It’s the future that matters, and keeping Mansfield Hall in the family for all the Locksleys yet to come.’

Gemma nodded. ‘And what else have you realized?’

He raised his gaze to hers. ‘I’ve realized,’ he murmured, ‘that I don’t want to live the rest of my life without you, babes. After all, you stuck up for me against Bibi; you put up with that maddening camera crew, and you weathered my mum’s snobbishness and her rudeness to you. I knew she’d come round eventually to love you, though…just like I do.’

Gemma dropped her gaze and toyed with her egg-yolk encrusted spoon, her expression unreadable. The murmur of the other diners and the sound of the till were the only sounds.

‘Well?’ Dominic prodded, feeling suddenly nervous and a bit foolish as she gazed back up at him. ‘What do you say, babes? Will you marry me?’

Gemma put her napkin aside, leaned forward and, over the grease-spotted plates and half-empty coffee cups, with the smell of bacon in the air, she kissed him, long and lingeringly.

‘Of course I’ll marry you, Dominic,’ she breathed, her eyes shining. ‘You just try and stop me.’

As the joyful strains of Mendelssohn’s ‘Wedding March’ rang out on the organ, Natalie and Rhys joined hands as man and wife and came back down the aisle, their faces wreathed in smiles.

Lady Mary dabbed at her eye with a handkerchief as they passed by. Natalie was radiant in her wedding gown, and Rhys had never looked handsomer than he did in his morning suit.

She was happy for them both, truly. It was just such a shame that Natalie and Rupert hadn’t ended up together…

As she closed her hymnal, she caught Celia Dashwood’s eye from across the aisle, and inclined her head. Natalie’s mother returned a queenly nod. Soon, Lady Mary reflected as she turned back to gather up her purse and her copy of the wedding programme, it would be her oldest son Rupert waiting at the end of that aisle, for Gemma.

And, Lady Mary decided thoughtfully as she joined the throng of people heading out of the chapel to the reception, she was fine with that.

In the end, Rupert had chosen well.


Chapter 46

Dominic Heath tossed aside his cigarette – he liked a smoke before he went onstage – and ground it out into the grass. He glanced up at Mansfield Hall, its windows reflecting the late-afternoon sun, and for the first time since he’d come back, he was proud of the family pile.

Gone was the crumbling flight of stairs to the front door and the tarnished brass knocker; the steps, minus their previous cracks and sags, swept up to an entryway flanked by a pair of potted bay trees, and the brass knocker shone with the polished brilliance of a new pound coin.

The lawns, so recently choked with weeds and neglect, now stretched out in a green and velvety expanse to a copse of limes and larches in the front, and to the gardens behind. Order and beauty, so painfully absent when he’d first arrived, had been successfully restored.

Dominic surveyed the house’s façade with pleasure. Thanks to the money from his telly show, Mansfield Hall’s interior was equally impressive. The Robert Adam ceiling was once again intact; the water stains and leaks were gone, vanquished by the skill of artisan plasterers and Milo Astley, respectively.

Even the vase he and Liam had broken had been replaced.

He made his way around the house to the stage erected on the south lawn. Natalie waved and he waved back, pointedly ignoring Rhys, who pointedly ignored him back. He smiled at Nat’s grandfather, Sir Richard. Gemma, wearing a slinky bridesmaid’s dress of moss-green silk, was deep in conversation with a bloke he’d never seen before.

Dominic paused. The stranger had dark hair, and sunglasses hid his eyes. He took Gemma’s hand in his and leaned forward to press his lips briefly to her cheek.

Who the hell did this bloke think he was? Dominic bristled. If he didn’t have to get onstage right now, he’d go over and clock the bastard right on his chiselled sodding chin—

‘Come on, mate!’ Mick, the Destroyers’ bass player, called out impatiently. He drained his lager and set the empty plastic cup down atop his amp. ‘It’s time we got started, innit? It’s our last show together – we’ve gotta make it a good one.’

‘Right, I’m coming.’ After casting another glare at the mystery bloke with Gemma, Dominic abandoned the murderous direction of his thoughts and threaded his way through the crowd to the stage. He’d apologized to the band, told them of his solo plans, and convinced them to reunite for one final show.

And Dominic vowed to make their final performance the best ever, for Natalie’s sake; God knows he owed her that much on this, her wedding day.

Besides, there’d be plenty of time afterwards to introduce Gemma’s new-found admirer to the end of his fist.

‘Hello, Gemma.’

She whirled around. ‘Jack! I didn’t think you’d come.’

‘I nearly didn’t. I know you only extended the invitation out of politeness.’ Jack Hawkins raised a brow as his eyes flickered approvingly over her. ‘You look lovely.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Congratulations, by the way.’ He extended his hand. ‘I understand that you’re engaged to Rupert Locksley.’

‘Yes.’ Jack’s grip was firm and warm, and when he leaned forward to kiss her cheek, she flushed. ‘But how did you know that?’

‘Lady Mary told me,’ he replied. ‘I introduced myself and told her I’m the one who got you safely out of the Maldives.’

Gemma lifted a brow. ‘Did you mention that your arms dealing caused the unrest you so conveniently ‘saved’ me from?’

‘No, I left that bit out.’ He smiled briefly. ‘So you know what it is that I do, then.’

‘I know you’re an international arms dealer,’ she retorted, ‘and I know you’re wanted for questioning by Interpol—’

‘A minor misunderstanding,’ he said, unperturbed, ‘easily resolved with a quick chat. May I see your ring?’ he asked. Without waiting for her response, he lifted her hand for a closer inspection. ‘Ah, a family heirloom, unless I miss my guess. It’s unique…and beautiful.’ He paused. ‘Like you.’

‘Jack,’ she warned him as she drew her hand away, ‘please don’t. This is hardly the time or place for… for—’ she stopped as wild applause and whistles erupted behind them; Dominic and The Destroyers had just bounded onto the stage.

He shrugged. ‘Well, that’s the problem with us, isn’t it? The timing is always off.’

‘There is no “us”.’

‘Not yet,’ he amended. ‘You don’t belong with him, Gemma. You belong with me. You’ll see that, eventually.’

Thankfully, Gemma was spared a reply to this outrageous – and arrogant – statement when Dominic struck the opening chords for ‘I Got Mine’, the Destroyers’ biggest hit.

‘Hello, Warwickshire!’ he shouted as he grabbed the microphone. ‘Are you ready to rock this wedding?’

The reception was winding down and the last guests made their way across the lawn to their cars as Dominic found Gemma.

He kissed her. ‘Had a good time, babes?’

She nodded. ‘You were brilliant, Dominic, everyone said so. Natalie was thrilled.’

‘Thanks. I did it for her. I put her through so much shit when we were together, I owed her.’ He paused and regarded her with a small frown. ‘Who was the dark-haired bloke I saw you talking to earlier?’

‘No one,’ Gemma said firmly as she linked her arm through his and fell into step beside him. ‘No one at all.’

When the last guest left Mansfield Hall, including Perry and John and the pugs (each sporting tiny black bow ties in honour of the wedding), Dominic made his way to his father’s study to have a whisky before bed. Everyone else had already turned in. His after-concert buzz had worn off and he suppressed a yawn as he neared his father’s study.

Bloody hell, but I must be getting old, he reflected glumly as he reached the end of the hall. Once, he could’ve stayed up, drinking (and doing whatever else) until dawn…

He heard a load groan from behind the closed study doors.

Dominic let out an irritated breath. There was probably a couple of drunken, amorously inclined guests sequestered inside, going at it in his father’s study.

He pushed the doors open, ready to throw the interlopers out, and came to an abrupt stop. His father knelt on the floor beside his desk, surrounded by papers and groping about on the rug in a state of bewilderment.

‘It’s ruined,’ he whispered, stricken. ‘It’s all ruined.’

Cautiously, Dominic came a few paces forward. ‘What’s ruined? What are you doing?’

‘My notes,’ the earl groaned, ‘all the notes I made, months of work, researching and detailing every aspect of our family history – in one afternoon, they’ve been destroyed. Utterly ruined!’

‘How?’ Dominic asked him gently. ‘Who’s ruined them?’

Charles’ face, so bewildered and lost a moment before, darkened. ‘It was those damned pugs,’ he spat out. ‘Puggles and Boo. Somehow they got in here while I was at the wedding, and they chewed and capered and pissed…all over my notes!’ He let out another anguished groan.

Shit. Or, more accurately, piss, Dominic silently amended. Bloody dogs… He’d never seen his father as upset as he was at this moment, and that was saying a lot.

‘Here, let me help.’ Dominic knelt down beside his father and began picking up the papers strewn all over the rug. Some of the pages were indeed chewed, or torn; and on some, the writing had run into indecipherable rubbish as a result of the recent – and strong-smelling – application of dog wee. Dominic wrinkled his nose in distaste.

‘Don’t bother.’ Charles did not look up, but continued to snatch up his papers with a grim expression. ‘I can manage on my own. I don’t want nor need your help, Rupert.’

Dominic paused. ‘I can help you gather everything up—’

‘It’ll go much better,’ his father snapped, ‘if you leave. This is all your fault. All of it! If you hadn’t brought all these bloody people to our home – camera crews and wedding guests, plumbers and homosexuals – this would never have happened!’

Dominic stared at him. Any vestige of sympathy he’d felt for his father – the old man had looked truly gutted – evaporated. ‘I brought all those bloody people here,’ he ground out, ‘to try and save Mansfield Hall. I earned enough money from the reality show to repair the roof, and fix the plasterwork, and keep the house in the family for another generation. This is my inheritance, after all—’

‘Your inheritance?’ the earl echoed, and stood up. ‘Do you honestly think I have the remotest intention of handing Mansfield Hall over to you? I don’t.’

‘But…at the benefit ball, you told everyone…you welcomed me back—’

‘I let sentiment overcome me. Make no mistake, Rupert,’ Charles ground out, ‘you didn’t do any of this for Mansfield. Everything you’ve done, you’ve done for your own self-glorification.’

Dominic could only stare at him. ‘What?’

‘You know my feelings on the subject of your inheritance of Mansfield, Rupert. And,’ he added scathingly as he turned away, ‘you know the reason why.’

‘No, I don’t. Indulge me.’ Dominic reached out and grabbed his father by the arm. ‘Tell me again why you won’t let me have my rightful inheritance. I want to hear you say it.’

Charles shook his hand angrily away. ‘We won’t dredge this unpleasant business up again—’

‘Yes, we will,’ Dominic said grimly. ‘Tell me again, Dad–’ he inflected the word with sarcasm ‘–what you told me all those years ago. Tell me why I’ll never inherit the fucking title. I want to hear you say it. Tell me!’

‘You won’t inherit, Rupert,’ Charles thundered, his voice ringing out in the stillness of the study, ‘because you’re not my son!’


Chapter 47

‘Charles?’ Lady Mary appeared in the doorway, her face white with shock. ‘I heard shouting. What’s going on?’

‘Bad enough I had to raise you as my own all these years,’ the earl went on, as if his wife hadn’t spoken, ‘bad enough I had to feed you, and shelter you under my roof, and pay for your bloody schooling, when all the time, I knew you were his’—

‘Whose?’ Dominic’s voice was quiet. ‘Whose son am I, then, if I’m not yours?’

Charles slanted a glance at his wife. ‘Perhaps you should ask your mother that question.’

‘How dare you,’ Lady Mary whispered, her face suffused with humiliation and anger. ‘Rupert is your son, you mule-headed fool! That you could think otherwise, after all these years…’ her voice choked and trailed off. ‘That’s why Rupert left, Charles, isn’t it? You ran him off when he was seventeen, with your horrible accusations!’

‘Are you denying that you and Bastable were lovers?’

Dominic stared at him. Richard Bastable, Lady’s Anne’s husband, was his father?

‘No, of course I’m not denying it,’ Lady Mary cried. ‘It was a terrible, stupid, ill-advised thing to do. I let my head be turned by the flattery of an older, and I assumed – wrongly, as it turned out – wiser man.’ Tears streaked unbidden down her face. ‘But we’ve been through all that, Charles, so many years ago, and you forgave me.’ She paused and groped in her pocket for a handkerchief. ‘Or at least I thought you had. I broke it off with him—’

‘Yes, you did – and you fell pregnant scarcely a week later!’ Charles said, his face set in hard lines. ‘I couldn’t face the scandal of a divorce, not with you carrying Bastable’s child and everyone knowing it. I’d have been the laughing stock of the home counties! What other choice did I have?’

‘You could have chosen to believe me.’ His wife’s voice shook with fury. ‘Rupert is your son, Charles. How can you deny it? He’s the image of you, and your father!’

‘It doesn’t matter, Mum.’ Dominic thrust his hands in his pockets. ‘I’m not the son he wanted. I never was. I’m a disappointment on pretty much every level, aren’t I, Dad?’

‘Yes,’ Charles thundered, ‘yes, you are! And do you know why? You took everything I stand for – this house, the title, our family’s long, illustrious history – and threw it back in my face. It meant nothing to you. Nothing!’

‘I was seventeen years old,’ Dominic shouted. ‘I didn’t know what the fuck I wanted. I just knew I didn’t want this!’ He swept his arm out to encompass the house. ‘I needed to strike out on my own, see the world, pursue my music—’

‘Ah, yes, your music!’ his father echoed, his face etched with scorn. ‘Writing and singing rude songs, flaunting everything that’s good and decent—’

‘At least it got me away from your contempt and your constant bloody judgment! You were always on at me about something. Always! I wasn’t good enough, smart enough, I didn’t sit a horse properly or shoot worth a damn—’

‘You never made the effort to excel.’

‘Why bother, when it was never good enough to suit you?’ Dominic demanded.

‘Yes, how typical,’ Charles observed icily. ‘Blame your failings on me.’

‘One thing I didn’t fail at, Father,’ Dominic said, his face suffused with anger, ‘was my music career. I’ve made a real success of myself, no thanks to you.’ He shook his mother’s hand from his arm. ‘Go ahead, give all of it – the title, the house, the family crest – to Liam. You and he can figure out how you’ll pay the bills going forward, because I promise you this – you’ll not get another fucking penny from me.’

He was halfway out the door when his mother let out a cry of alarm. ‘Charles? Oh my God, Charles! Rupert, call the emergency services!’

Dominic turned around and froze. His father had gone ashen and collapsed onto the rug. ‘What’s happened?’

‘I don’t know, but I think he might be having a heart attack.’ Lady Mary knelt beside her husband. Frantically she added, ‘Call for help, Rupert, please!’

Dominic groped in his pocket for his mobile with unsteady hands and rang 999. ‘Yes, right, thanks,’ he said after a moment. ‘They’ll be here soon,’ he told his mother as he rang off. He knelt beside his father and checked his pulse.

‘What…what are you doing?’ Lady Mary asked anxiously.

‘Checking his heart rate,’ Dominic answered. ‘It’s weak, and his breathing’s shallow. The bloke on the phone said I’m to give him CPR until emergency services get here. Go and watch the drive.’

‘No, I’m not leaving Charles! And where on earth did you learn to do CPR?’

Dominic pressed the heel of his hand firmly against his father’s chest and began rapid compressions. ‘My bass player, Mick, passed out from too much drink at least once every other fortnight… I had to learn how to resuscitate him,’ he added grimly, ‘or we’d have been without a bass player. And Mick’s the best – no one’s better…except maybe Flea.’

Lady Mary didn’t ask who Flea was; she didn’t want to know. She only wanted her husband to pull through. He’d staggered forward and collapsed, complaining of chest pain, and now he’d gone so pale it frightened her.

‘What’s going on?’ Liam, his face smudged with sleep, stood in the doorway. ‘I heard you shouting all the way upstairs.’

‘We think your father’s having a heart attack,’ Lady Mary said.

‘What?’ He stared at his father, sprawled on the floor, and rounded on his brother in fury. ‘You brought this on, didn’t you? You upset him, with your camera crews and your artisan bloody plasterers, turning everything in this house upside down from the minute you arrived—’

‘Stop it, Liam,’ his mother said tiredly. ‘This isn’t the time or the place. Rupert’s actions have probably saved your father’s life.’

‘Right, after he brought on the bloody heart attack in the first place!’ Liam snapped.

He didn’t get a chance to continue, because the emergency medical services team arrived just then, and Lady Mary rose and hurried down the hall to let them in. The earl’s study became a blur of activity as he was examined and lifted carefully onto a stretcher and carried outside to a waiting ambulance. The earl’s wife insisted on going along and was handed up into the back of the vehicle.

Dominic stood watching in the doorway, his face tired and drawn in the garish flash of the lights, until the rear doors slammed shut and the ambulance pulled away.

‘Proud of yourself?’ Liam asked behind him. ‘Got what you wanted? Was that your plan all along, to cause the old man a heart attack and clear the way to your inheritance a bit early?’

‘I ought to beat the shit out of you for even suggesting such a thing,’ Dominic said finally, rounding on him. ‘But the sad fact is, I just don’t care any more. I’m done justifying myself to you – to the lot of you. Tell Mum goodbye for me.’

‘Why? Where are you going? What about Dad?’

‘I’m going back to London with Gemma in the morning,’ Dominic answered, and made his way to the stairs. ‘I should’ve never come here.’ He paused in front of Liam and added, ‘You win, bruv. It’s all yours – lock, stock and fucking barrel. Just one problem,’ he added. ‘You and your father will need to figure out how to pay for everything. Good luck with that.’

Dominic brushed past Liam without another word, back up the stairs to pack his bags and leave Mansfield Hall for good.


Chapter 48

The next morning, Dominic and Gemma loaded the last of their luggage into the Maserati when a black Mercedes glided to a stop behind them. A tall, thickset man, his dark hair greying at the temples, emerged from the back seat and slammed the door.

‘Rupert?’ he called out uncertainly as he approached.

Dominic paused and turned around, Gemma’s train case in his hand. ‘Ah, Mr Bastable, isn’t it?’ he said, his voice neutral.

‘Yes. Good morning. Lady Mary called and told me about the earl’s heart attack last night. Is she here?’

‘No. She spent the night at the hospital.’

‘I see. Dreadful business,’ he murmured. ‘I’m so sorry. If there’s anything at all I can do…’ he hesitated. ‘I hope Charles recovers.’

Dominic eyed him. ‘I’m sure he will. Thanks for your concern… Dad.’

Bastable went as pale as a wheel of Stilton. ‘I’m sorry?’

‘I understand we’re related. You’ll forgive me for all the missed birthdays and Christmases and such – of course, that goes both ways, doesn’t it? – but I only found out last night that you’re my father.’

‘Your… father?’ Richard repeated, dumbfounded. Confusion clouded his face. ‘I’m sorry, Rupert, but I’m afraid I don’t understand.’

Dominic shrugged. ‘It’s simple biology, really; nothing much to understand. You and my mum had an affair, and you slept together, and you got her pregnant…and she had me.’

‘But, but that’s simply not possible!’ Bastable sputtered. ‘Who told you this – this nonsense?’

‘My mother,’ Dominic said coldly. ‘I hardly think she’d lie about something like that.’

There was an awkward pause. ‘I admit we had an affair, your mother and I…years ago. And while I’d be very proud to call you my son, Rupert – I’ve always wanted a son, you know – I regret that I can’t take that particular credit.’

Dominic frowned. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean,’ Richard said, obviously deeply embarrassed, ‘that I’m unable to…father a child. Medically impossible, you see.’

‘But you have a daughter, Sophie.’ Dominic snorted. ‘Or was she an immaculate conception?’

Bastable’s complexion went from overripe Stilton to red-waxed cheddar. ‘Yes, well. As to that, she’s… the fact is, you see – Sophie isn’t my daughter.’

‘Of course she is,’ Dominic scoffed. ‘How can you say she’s not yours, when she’s your own flesh and blood…’ His voice trailed away and he looked at the senior Tory with dawning comprehension. ‘Oh.’

‘Yes, “oh” sums it up rather nicely.’ His smile was tight. ‘My wife was having an affair at the same time as myself. Not the best example of a happily married couple, Anne and I. At any rate, Sophie isn’t mine. But for the sake of my political career – and to avoid a scandal – I agreed to raise her as my own and, in exchange, Anne promised to be discreet. A promise she’s more or less kept, until recently,’ he added grimly.

‘But this is wonderful!’ Gemma, who’d been standing by the car listening, exclaimed. ‘This means Lord Locksley really is your father, Dominic.’

‘It doesn’t matter.’ Dominic threw the train case in the boot and slammed the lid. ‘I’m still going back to London.’

‘But you should at least go and see him!’ Gemma protested. ‘He just had a heart attack, after all.’

‘I know, and I’m sorry.’ He nodded briefly to Richard Bastable and flung open the car door. ‘But I’m done with grovelling and placating and kissing his arse. He doesn’t care if I live or die. Why should I care if he lives or dies?’

His mobile shrilled. Dominic frowned and picked it up. Mum. ‘Shit,’ he muttered. ‘Yeah, Mum, what’s going on?’

‘It’s Charles!’ she wailed, and between a series of sobs, she choked out, ‘He’s not doing well – running a lot of tests – may be stress-related – or possibly dodgy prawns – the doctor called it cardiomyo – myo – oh, I can’t bloody pronounce it!’ And she burst into fresh floods of tears.

‘It’s okay, Mum,’ Dominic said, his heart sinking. ‘Don’t worry.’ He knew what this meant. He’d have to go to the sodding hospital and visit his sodding father, even though that’s the last thing he wanted to do. ‘Tell me the name of the hospital and the room number. Okay. Yes, okay, I’ve got it. Gemma and I are on our way.’

Shit. There was no way around it. He and Gemma said hurried goodbyes to Richard Bastable, got in the car, and zoomed off in a cloud of exhaust to South Warwickshire and the hospital.


Chapter 49

‘Your father has stress cardiomyopathy.’

Dominic frowned at the doctor, a very capable Asian woman named Dr Sung. ‘And what, exactly, is stress cardio…myo…whatsit?’ he asked. ‘Is it the same thing as a heart attack?’

‘Very similar, sudden chest pain, but it’s not a heart attack, no. It’s a temporary condition, usually brought on by stress. Lord Locksley presented classic symptoms,’ Dr Sung added, ‘It seems he had a bad case of indigestion, as well.’

Dominic glanced at his mother in dawning comprehension. ‘That’s why you mentioned dodgy prawns! I wondered what the hell you were on about.’

‘It wasn’t the prawns at Natalie’s wedding reception,’ Lady Mary assured him, ‘so you needn’t worry. When you and Gemma went off to London on Saturday, Charles and I had Chinese takeaway for dinner. You know how he loves his sesame prawn toast.’

Dominic didn’t know; come to that, he didn’t know much of anything about his father. He turned back to the doctor. ‘So he’s not going to die?’ He was surprised to feel a wave of relief at the thought. All right, it was a smallish wave, but he was relieved, nonetheless.

‘No. Not today, at any rate.’ Dr Sung made a notation on the chart in her hand and looked up. ‘We’ll treat him, feed him plenty of bland, unseasoned food, and have him home again in a few days’ time.’

Dominic managed a smile. ‘I imagine he won’t be eating sesame prawn toast again anytime soon.’

‘No,’ she agreed, and smiled back. ‘Two of you can go in to see him now, if you like. But keep the visit short.’ Dr Sung tucked the chart under her arm and departed.

Lady Mary rose to her feet. ‘I do hope you didn’t take all that nonsense Charles said last night to heart, Rupert. He is your father, you know, regardless of what he said.’

‘Yeah, I know.’ Dominic thrust his hands down inside his pockets. ‘I talked to Richard Bastable this morning.’

‘Oh?’ Lady Mary asked, surprised. ‘And what did he say? I rang last night to tell him about Charles. I shouldn’t have done, I suppose, but I was too distraught to think straight.’

‘He said if there was anything he could do to help, to let him know. He seemed sincere.’ Dominic paused. ‘And he said sorry, but he’s not my father…and he told me why.’

Lady Mary sighed. ‘Poor Richard! He was always terribly ashamed of his infertility,’ she murmured. ‘So ashamed, in fact, that he acknowledged Sophie as his own for all these years. He made me swear never to tell, and I never did. But when Charles made those dreadful accusations last night, well…I told Richard you deserved to know the truth, his male pride be damned. Of course Charles is your father. But when he collapsed, all I could think about was to get him help. I thought he was dying, Rupert.’

She began to weep, and Dominic wrapped his arms around her and made soothing, shushing noises. He nodded over her shoulder to Gemma, who nodded back and went down the hall to fetch Lady Mary a cup of tea from the hospital coffee shop.

When she’d regained her composure, Dominic followed his mother into the earl’s room. He paused just inside the doorway, taken aback by how still and pale his father looked against the pillows, how frail. For the first time, Dominic noticed his papery skin, the watery depths of his eyes, the brown spots on his hands, his…age.

His father was old. The notion had never occurred to him before; yet it hit him now like a fist to the gut. So much time had passed already. This man, he realized suddenly, this man who’d given him life and taught him to launch a kite and drive a car, was virtually unknown to him now; a stranger.

So much time they’d both wasted. What a bloody shame.

Dominic came to stand beside the bed. ‘Dad,’ he said, his voice low but steady, ‘you gave us a real scare. Dr Sung says you’ll be all right, though.’ He paused and added with a slight smile, ‘More’s the pity.’

Charles regarded him without expression. ‘I should imagine,’ he said gruffly, ‘that you were disappointed to hear it.’

‘Oh, I was.’ There was a chair next to the bed; Dominic sat down. ‘I had plans to sell Mansfield Hall and turn it into a mediaeval theme park, you know.’

‘Did you indeed?’ The earl looked up as one of the ward nurses came in and began to take his vitals.

‘I did. I thought perhaps a castle, jousting, meat on a stick and bumper cars. And a water park, of course.’

Charles grunted. ‘How reassuring to know that Mansfield Hall will live on, forever peopled with overweight, camera-toting day-trippers and their sticky offspring, were it up to you.’

‘I need to take your blood pressure,’ the nurse announced.

Lord Locksley glared up at the stout, grey-haired nurse as she leaned over him and rolled up the sleeve of his thin cotton gown. ‘Haven’t you lot poked and prodded me enough for one day?’ he grumbled.

‘No,’ she replied, and wrapped the cuff snugly around his arm. ‘In actuality, I get my jollies this way, your lordship.’

‘Bloody cheek,’ Charles muttered, but a small smile tugged at his lips.

‘We should be going,’ Lady Mary said to Dominic as she stood up from her chair and moved towards the door. ‘Let your father rest. We don’t want to tire him out.’

‘Wait,’ the earl said.

Dominic and his mother both paused halfway to the door. ‘Yes, Charles?’ Lady Mary said expectantly.

‘I want to speak with Rupert for a moment. Alone,’ he added, and waited as the nurse removed the cuff from his arm, made a notation on his chart, and departed.

Dominic hesitated. ‘Mum’s right. You should rest now.’

‘I have the remainder of my life to rest,’ Charles snapped. ‘Come here. There’s something I must say to you, and it needs to be said now, before that blasted nurse comes to jab me with another needle.’

‘I’ll save you the trouble.’ Dominic regarded his father warily. ‘I already know what you’re going to say.’

‘Do you, indeed?’

‘Yes. You’ll say I’m not the son you wanted…that I’ve no respect for tradition and no interest in stewardship of the family heritage…that you’ll die before you ever leave Mansfield Hall to me… and that I’m a massive disappointment. Does that about sum it up?’

‘Spare me the self-pity, Rupert, it doesn’t suit you.’ The earl held up his hand as Dominic bristled. ‘You remember the photograph of yourself standing next to the queen, the one you found on the table in my study?’

‘Yes. The picture that you said Mum put there.’

Charles lifted his eyes, watery but still shrewd, to his son’s. ‘I told you an untruth, Rupert. I put that picture there. Not your mother.’

Dominic could only regard him in confusion. ‘But the handwriting said “my son, Rupert”, on the back. You couldn’t possibly have written that. You didn’t – don’t – believe I’m your son.’

‘Are you calling me a liar?’

‘Yes,’ Dominic shot back. ‘You just admitted it yourself.’

His father sighed. ‘So I did. And so I was. I lied to myself for many years. But I always knew, deep down – and especially after you came back – that you were mine,’ Charles admitted. ‘There was no denying it. You had my stubbornness, and my temper, and the Locksley implacability; those qualities brought you your current fame and fortune, after all.’

‘I worked bloody hard to get where I am,’ Dominic said sharply. ‘You have no idea.’

‘Oh, I think I have some small inkling.’ He paused. ‘But the fact remains, Rupert, that Dominic Heath isn’t who you are, not really. You’re my son. You proved it when you saved Mansfield Hall from becoming a footnote in the Warwickshire history books. Or, God forbid, a medieval amusement park.’

‘It’s my home, too, Dad.’ Dominic’s words were quiet but firm. ‘I never forgot this place when I left, or any of you lot. There were nights in the beginning, sleeping in the van, living on Pot Noodles and playing in the worst shit-holes you can imagine, when I wanted to give up and come back home. But I couldn’t, not the way we left things.’ He gave a lopsided smile. ‘So in a way, I owe my success to you. I would’ve given up long ago and slunk back home if I could’ve. I’d probably be married to someone like Bibi by now.’

‘Well, then, I’m glad you didn’t come back. I can’t abide that dreadful girl, or her mother. Horrid woman.’ He added gruffly, ‘And I still hate your music.’

Dominic shrugged. ‘Fair enough. At least you’re honest. And I don’t really care. I’m just glad we can have an actual conversation without shouting.’

His father leaned his head back against the pillows. ‘I’m feeling a bit tired,’ he murmured. ‘Think I’ll take a short nap, if you don’t object.’

‘Of course I don’t.’ Dominic stood up. ‘You should rest. I’ll…I’ll see you later,’ he hesitated ‘Dad.’

‘Yes. Come back and visit again this evening. And mind you close the door on your way out; those hallways are noisy.’

Dominic nodded. As he reached out to pull the door closed behind him, his father cleared his throat.

‘Rupert?’

‘Yes?’

‘I’m proud of you, son. Immensely proud… in case you had any doubts.’

Dominic felt his throat close up. The things he longed to say – that he was proud to be his father’s son, that he was sorry for all the years they’d wasted – wouldn’t come. He’d say them later.

‘Thanks, Dad,’ he said. ‘I love you. I’m glad you’re okay.’

There was an awkward pause. ‘I love you, too, Rupert,’ the earl said, his words gruff. ‘Now run along. And mind that you shut the door.’


Epilogue

As the red Maserati purred down the A4, back to London, Gemma stretched luxuriously in the passenger’s seat and glanced over at Dominic.

‘So, what’s the plan?’ she asked him.

‘Plan?’ he echoed, his eyes hidden behind tinted Cartier sunglasses. ‘What plan?’

‘I mean,’ Gemma said patiently, ‘what about us? Now that your dad’s okay and the two of you have mended your fences, you and I need to set a wedding date.’

‘Oh. Well, yeah,’ he hedged, ‘of course we do.’

‘I was thinking perhaps a winter wedding. You know, with the bridesmaids dressed in silk tartan gowns, and white roses everywhere, and a procession of horse-drawn sleighs to and from the church – with tartan blankets on the horses, and footmen in white satin frockcoats…’ Her voice trailed off as she lost herself in a snowy, tartan-and-silk reverie.

Dominic slanted her a glance of alarm. ‘Footmen in white satin frockcoats? Horse-drawn sleighs? I don’t know about that, babes. Nothing romantic about great steaming piles of horse crap in the snow, is there?’

‘That’s revolting!’ she snapped.

‘Sorry. But it’s what horses do. And what if it doesn’t snow on the day? What then?’

‘Then we’ll get married someplace where it’s sure to snow. Like Scotland, for instance.’

‘Scotland? You mean, at my estate in Inverness?’

‘Yes!’ She turned to face him, her face suffused with excitement. ‘It’d be perfect! We could hold the reception in the dining hall, with dinner at that ginormous table. And we can put the band up in the minstrel’s galley. Do you think The Destroyers would get back together again…for us?’

He snorted. ‘Not bloody likely.’

‘They did for Nat and Rhys.’

‘That was different. Nat hung out with the band for two years when we were together. She was like one of the guys, like a…an honorary member of the band.’

‘They’d do it,’ she murmured as she leaned over to run her finger playfully along his arm, ‘for you.’

‘Trust me, babes, they won’t. The band wants no part of me. I’ve got a new record deal and a new career, and they don’t.’ His glance strayed to her bare ring finger. ‘By the way, where’s your engagement ring? You’re not wearing it.’

‘Oh. That.’ Gemma shrugged and sat back. ‘I didn’t want to risk losing it, did I, or having it stolen while we’re in London. So I put it away for safekeeping.’

‘You did? Right. Good thinking. Where’d you put it?’

‘I put it away in a biscuit tin.’

He nearly wrecked the car. ‘You put it away in a biscuit tin?’ Horror suffused his face. ‘That ring is a priceless family heirloom, Gemma! It belongs in a museum! And you put it in a bloody biscuit tin?’

‘What’s wrong with that?’ she said defensively. ‘It’s perfectly safe. If a burglar breaks into our room at Mansfield Hall, he’ll never think to look in a biscuit tin, will he?’

‘He will, if he’s hungry!’ Dominic snapped. ‘“Crikey,” he mimicked the burglar, “I’m feelin’ a bit peckish. All this breaking and entering makes a bloke hungry, it does! I’ll just nip over ’ere and ’ave a nice biscuit or two before I rob the place blind. Cor blimey – would you look at that! It’s a bleedin’ priceless engagement ring, in the biscuit tin! Beats a fucking Hobnob any day!”’

‘Oh, do shut up.’ Gemma scowled and crossed her arms against her chest. ‘The ring is fine, and perfectly safe. The question is,’ she added as she cast him a suspicious glare, ‘when are we getting married? We need to set a date!’

Dominic sighed. As much as he’d loved chasing (and shagging) all of those random, sexy women over the years, and as much as he’d relished his freedom, he was done with all that. He’d found something – someone – much more worthy of his attention and his time in Gemma Astley.

He’d found someone to love, someone who loved him back.

‘Well?’ Gemma prodded.

Dominic reached over and took her hand in his, squeezed it, and lifted it to his lips. ‘Whenever you like, babes. We’ll get married whenever you like.’




THE END
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