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CHAPTER 1

EVER HAD A dream come true?

I have. Four times, and this evening, I was hoping for a fifth.

“More champagne, miss?” a waiter asked.

“Yes, please.” 

I held out my glass. Tonight, of all nights, I needed the courage it gave me. Or, as my mother would argue if she found out what I’d been doing for these past few months, the stupidity.

All around me, partygoers danced and chatted, their faces covered by masks ranging from plain to ornate while they noshed on canapés and knocked back the free booze. At the back of the ballroom, I spotted my mother stumbling into Sir Arnold Hall, inventor of a revolutionary...uh, I forgot. Something to do with aeroplanes. Of course, the masquerade ball had been her brainchild—she’d use any excuse for a party and tonight, celebrating the launch of her daughter’s latest romance novel, she’d certainly pushed the boat out. We even had a flipping orchestra in the corner.

There was a slight flaw in her plan, in that few of the guests would recognise the author herself, but Mother didn’t concern herself with such trivialities. If I were a gambling woman, I’d bet most of the partygoers hadn’t read the book and didn’t care that it even existed.

Emphasis on most. One of the regular attendees certainly had read Sapphire Duvall’s offerings, or at least her previous release, and he was the only man who mattered to me tonight.

Was he here?

I pulled my phone out of my clutch bag and checked the screen for a message—the hundredth time I’d done so in the last hour, even though I’d have felt the vibration if one arrived.

Please, say he’s here. Mr. Midnight, the object of every one of my dirty dreams for the last month. He hadn’t promised to come—he’d never promised anything—but during Mother’s last four shindigs, he’d texted me by ten. 

My twin sister Angelica waltzed up, resplendent in a red ball gown quite at odds with my dark blue one. She revelled in the attention whereas I’d deliberately matched my dress to the curtains in a desperate attempt to fade into the background.

“Enjoying yourself?” she asked.

“Not really.” 

But she clearly was. A glass in her hand, a man on her arm, and those who recognised her under the jewel-trimmed mask congratulating her on yet another bestseller.

“Lighten up, Gus,” she said. “Won’t be long until you can go back to your own world.”

She didn’t mean to sound cruel—she never did—but tact wasn’t her strongest suit. Her words stung, a harsh reminder that I didn’t fit in here. As if I needed one. 

I mustered up a smile. “Two hours and counting.”

Angelica drained her glass and whispered something to the man at her elbow, lifting his wrist with delicate fingers to check the time. He wore a Patek Phillippe watch. Expensive. His mask covered most of his face, but I didn’t miss the curve of his lips or the heat he exuded. Clearly, he liked whatever suggestion my sister had just made. 

“See you in the morning,” she said, giving me a little wave. 

Three guesses as to what she planned to do for the rest of the night. Once, I’d have been depressed and maybe even slightly jealous over yet another of her conquests, but tonight I forgot her almost instantly as I snatched my phone out of my bag again. Nothing.

Had he got bored with our game already?
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Three months ago, Midnight’s first message had come out of the blue as I pretended to enjoy my mother’s St. David’s Day party. No, nobody in my family was Welsh, and we lived in rural Oxfordshire not Wales, but little things like that never stopped her. When I said she’d use any excuse for a party, I meant it.

Unknown: Meet me at midnight. The summerhouse by the pond.

At first, I thought the message was a joke. It had to be. Because Meet Me at Midnight was the title of Sapphire Duvall’s latest bestseller, a bodice-ripper set in Victorian England where the object of Lady Anne’s affections asked her to—you’ve guessed it—meet him at midnight. First in the summerhouse, then behind the chapel in the grounds of her family’s country manor, even in the stables.

And what they got up to made my mother splutter her tea and hastily flip the pages until Anne was safely laced into her corset once again.

Augusta: Surely you’re not serious?

Ten rather sweaty minutes later, as I stood with my mother and sister pretending to listen to their conversation, the mystery man replied.

Unknown: Only one way to find out...

No, I couldn’t. I mean, the idea was preposterous. Yes, Lady Anne had gone, but Anne was a fictional character, not to mention a lot braver than me. Back in her day, the world wasn’t full of serial killers and murderers like England nowadays. Okay, so Jack the Ripper lived in the nineteenth century. And Burke and Hare. But that was completely different.

I poured myself another glass of garish yellow fruit punch from a daffodil-patterned jug and sighed. Angelica would go, but Angelica had more courage than I did. People always expressed surprise when they found out we were twins, seeing as we weren’t identical, and I quite understood why—I was the mouse to her lioness, the water to her fire.

The “other” daughter. The one without fame and all the trappings that went with it.

The one who’d never stepped out of the box I’d carefully constructed around myself as a schoolgirl.

“Angelica,” my mother bleated, interrupting my thoughts. “You simply must tell Petronella about your new book. And, Augusta, be a dear and bring us another bottle of rosé.”

Fine, so I was the waitress to Angelica’s lioness.

Why did Mother make me go to her flipping parties? I hated every second of them. And at a quarter to midnight, while Angelica dissected the plot of Sapphire Duvall’s debut novel and got several key points wrong, I was sent to the wine cellar for my sixth trip that evening. And that time I kept walking. Right out of the house, across the lawn, past the swimming pool and the tennis court, through the rose garden, and as far as the pond. 

I hadn’t planned to go there. I hadn’t even thought about it. Okay, so I had thought about it, but not seriously. I mean, the whole idea was crazy, right?

 But my feet walked me across the estate until the summerhouse I’d played in for hours as a child stood in front of me. Of course, since my mother had a hand in the design, it wasn’t simply a wooden hut. No, its hand-finished oak walls had been built by a master carpenter, and a sought-after designer had furnished the roomy interior. Three or four times a year, Mother would sit there and read a book for a morning before she got bored. Not one of Sapphire’s—Mother preferred memoirs.

The rest of the year it lay empty, except when I borrowed it in the warmer months. Or possibly this evening. Did Mr. Midnight really exist?

Before I could slap myself over how insanely stupid the whole idea was, I tapped in the combination to open the door, and the creaking hinges reminded me how little use the place got. 

Now what? 

A minute ticked past, and my toes began to get a little chilly. I still had time to leave. But the part of me that actually believed in Sapphire’s stories kept my feet planted next to the floral chaise longue, my whole body trembling in the dark.

At least, until the nearby screech of an owl brought me back to reality. Had I lost my mind?

Lady Anne might have found love on her foolhardy jaunts, but that was hardly realistic, was it? In my twenty-seven years, I’d been touched by love twice—the childhood crush I’d never quite grown out of and my husband. And look how both of those episodes ended. The boy I used to sit next to at school moved to a different county, and my husband died.

I desperately wanted to believe it would be third time lucky, but the realist in me came to the fore, and my feet finally came unstuck. What was I thinking? I should have been heading for bed with a mug of hot chocolate, not hanging around wishing for fantasy sex with a stranger.

Oh, but it had been a really, really long dry spell. Seven years. Seven long, long years.

Halfway to the door, the soft crunch of footsteps on the gravel path outside stopped me dead in my tracks. Was it him?

Lady Anne grabbed the back of the chaise longue, and her knuckles turned white as her heart beat so hard it threatened to burst from her corset.

“Identify yourself,” she said. “Who goes there?”

Me? My knuckles turned white, all right, but I choked on my words, and when I did force them out, the high-pitched squeak was plain embarrassing. “Hello? Is someone there?”

A silhouette appeared in the doorway, lit from behind by a sliver of crescent moon. I squinted in a bid to identify the man, but the darkness veiling his face gave me nothing.

“You know who it is,” he said, voice low.

“I’m quite sure I don’t.”

He stepped forward, closer, closer, until I felt the puff of breath on my cheek. “Turn around.”

“Why? What are you going to do?”

“You know that too.”

Lady Anne gasped as her mysterious suitor trailed a finger along her cheek, a light touch, but not an innocent one. That single digit promised forbidden delights, sweetness and scandal if she did not stop him that instant. She reached up to bat his hand away but instead pressed his palm against her cheek.

“Sir, what are your intentions?”

The scoundrel clutched her skirts in one hand and lifted them slowly, oh so slowly. Only the thin cotton of her bloomers stood between the lady and her honour. Her breath came in short pants, bosom heaving as his hand rested on her thigh.

“We should not be doing this,” she whispered.

“Then I bid you to walk away.”

Walk away? Her knees trembled so much she could barely stand. Instead, she bent from the waist over the chaise longue, lost in ecstasy as the stranger had his wicked way.

Was that what Mr. Midnight wanted to do? Have me bend myself over the furniture while he got his rocks off? Talk about forward. Because the idea was...it was...uh, kind of hot, actually. 

Augusta!

No!

I didn’t know who the man was, anything about him, or worse, where he’d been. But hang on, wasn’t that the whole point of surprise, illicit sex?

He trailed one finger down my jaw, and according to the script, sorry, the book, I should have clasped his hand to my cheek. But instead, I turned my head so his finger slipped into my mouth, then sucked. Heat shot through me, right from my eyeballs to my hoohah. Or my velvet glove, as Sapphire would have called it.

Say something, Augusta. Tell him to stop. Tell him this is totally inappropriate and you need to get the wine from the damn cellar and go back to being bored out of your mind at the party. 

His other hand slowly lifted my silk skirt, leaving a burning path along my thigh as it got higher, higher...

“I don’t have a clue what I’m doing,” I blurted.

Oh, way to go, Gus. You sure do have a knack with words.

He answered with a throaty chuckle as one finger slid under my knickers. Not bloomers but boring white cotton bikini pants, ten pounds for a pack of five from Marks and Spencer. Tomorrow, I’d burn every pair I owned.

“Miss Fordham, your body knows exactly what it’s doing.”

Really? I’d had sex precisely twice in my life, both times with my husband and neither could be described as awe-inspiring. Romance novels spoke of shattering into a thousand pieces, of fainting with sheer pleasure, but when Rupert rolled off to the side, I wasn’t even sure whether he’d come or not. I certainly hadn’t.

“My body’s lying.”

“No, your mouth is lying.”

Dammit, he was right. You could have fried an egg on me, such was the heat coursing through my veins. I’d probably scorched him.

“Do you... Do you have protection?”

I felt rather than saw his smile. “I came prepared.”

Well, at least one of us did.

Before I could back out, he nudged me forwards over the padded chintz, and I grabbed onto the edge of the chaise longue. The hand under my dress continued its lazy exploration while his other arm wrapped under my breasts, lifting them upwards in a way no bra ever could. Soft lips kissed their way up the side of my neck until I twisted around to meet them with my own.

He tasted faintly of mint with a hint of wine over the top. Had he drunk it for courage like I did? There was certainly no way I’d have been in that position sober.

A thousand sensations washed through me, from fear to euphoria, from heat to goosebumps, but when he pushed my knickers to one side and gave me all of him, I got the strangest feeling of...of rightness. Like my entire life—every thought, every decision, every success, and every tragedy—had conspired to lead me to this moment. With him. A perfect stranger.

“So fucking tight,” he whispered.

There was a good reason for that, but I managed to refrain from letting it slip out. 

Instead, I bit my tongue as he showed me that each love scene I’d imagined and each lover I’d dreamed of could all roll into one and come true with the right man beside me. Or rather, inside me.

“Why did you send me that message?” I whispered when he slid out of me and smoothed my dress down.

“Because it was written in the book.”

“But why me? Why not my sister?” After all, she made no secret of the fact she moonlighted as Sapphire Duvall.

He leaned in closer, nuzzling me with his lips. “Because your sister didn’t write that story. You did.”

I stiffened in his arms. How the hell did he guess that? Only three people knew my secret—me, my sister, and our accountant. Even my parents didn’t have a clue who was really behind Sapphire’s novels. 

“You’re mistaken,” I tried, but even to my own ears, my words sounded hollow.

“Again, your body tells me otherwise. Was it everything you hoped?”

And more, so much more, but I didn’t want to stroke his ego. “You missed the part where he teased her with freshly picked strawberries.”

His muscular arms dropped away, leaving me bereft. “We need to save something for next time.”

“Next time?”

He paused halfway to the door. “What? After tasting your sweetness, you didn’t think I’d abandon you to some scoundrel, did you?”

“Uh, I... I don’t... I didn’t think...”

Two seconds, and he’d closed the distance between us again, but this time he picked up my hand and pressed his lips to the back of it in a chaste kiss. “Until we meet again, fair lady.”

As his feet crunched away on the path, I gathered up my scattered sanity. Next time? 

Would I be crazy enough to do this twice?

Who was I kidding? Of course I would.


























CHAPTER 2

CLICK. CLICK. CLICK. Ten hours after Mr. Midnight left me speechless in the summerhouse, Angie snapped her fingers in front of my face. 

“What’s up? I know you daydream a lot, but you’ve been staring at the same spot on the wall for half an hour. That’s weird, even for you.”

She wasn’t wrong, but I’d never been taken from behind by a stranger in the early hours of the morning before. That sweet spot between my legs still ached as a reminder. “Just pondering a new plot line.”

Or even an old one—the way my impetuousness had combined with alcohol and a sexy stranger to bring one of my scenes to life. At least, he’d felt sexy. For all I knew, he could have looked like Frankenstein’s monster crossed with an Orc. It wasn’t as if I saw his face. What on earth had I been thinking? Oh, that’s right, I hadn’t.

“Well, ponder faster. I need you to take a look at cover designs for The Dark Night, help me with some interview questions, and take a few photos of me for Sapphire’s blog. And don’t forget Mother’s expecting you for lunch at one.”

“She is?”

“I put it in your diary last week and reminded you yesterday and the day before.” 

She motioned to my MacBook, sitting on the desk opposite hers. My calendar stared back at me, filled with all the appointments I tried to ignore in favour of my precious writing time.

“What’s she got planned? Tell me she hasn’t brought that colour lady back again.”

Three weeks ago, my mother had asked me to join her for afternoon tea, only for an overly enthusiastic lady who looked like a packet of Skittles had thrown up over her to try and force her dubious fashion choices upon me over scones and crustless sandwiches. Apparently, Mother thought the jeans and jumpers I tended to live in weren’t appropriate for a lady.

“She was a bit cagey about the reason, but she said you need to dress up.”

“Are you coming too?”

“No, I told her I had to go out.”

“Couldn’t you have said I needed to go with you?”

“I tried, but she gave me that look. You know, the one where she summons Satan and channels him through her eyes.”

“Yes, I know it.”

Somehow, Angelica got away with more than I did. Her exuberant personality combined with the way Mother favoured her firstborn meant she’d always been granted more leeway. As the second twin, the one who’d popped out by surprise after a trainee midwife missed me on the ultrasound, I’d been playing catch-up to my mother’s expectations my whole life.

Father, on the other hand, adopted a more hands-off approach to parenting. As long as we didn’t bother him, he mostly left us alone. I say mostly, because it was he who’d decreed that any children of his would work for a living no matter how much money we happened to have.

The day after his colleague’s daughter maxed out her credit card and threw a tantrum at the office when it got declined in Harvey Nichols, he’d sat Angie and me down for a little chat.

“No child of mine is going to sit on her backside while the rest of the world slaves away. You both need to get jobs.”

It was a fair point, seeing as we’d graduated from university six months ago, but Angie acted like Father had ordered her to become a cat food tester or a shark wrangler.

“But, Daddy, I’m so busy. I’ve got tennis lessons, and lunches to attend, and I promised Mariella Huffington I’d help organise her wedding.”

“And all those things cost money. Who pays for them?”

“You do, Daddy.” She plastered on the smile that usually got her anything. “And I’ve always been grateful for that.”

“So grateful you almost got thrown out of university for turning up drunk to your lectures. No, you’ve got to get a job. Full time, part time—I don’t care, but you need to learn some responsibility.”

“But—”

“No excuses. You’ve got three months, and then I’m turning the bloody tap off.”

When he strode out of the living room, Angie sat down on the couch and groaned. “This is the worst idea he’s ever had. Is he trying to ruin my life?”

“He’s kind of right. And besides, we might find something we enjoy.”

Even as the words left my mouth, I crossed my fingers at the lie. Not only did I hate having to speak to strangers, which meant the mere thought of most careers sent me into a panic, the writing time I’d grown to appreciate after university would vanish. Three months. I had three months to finish my book before it became ten times more difficult.

So, the next morning, I set to work.

“What are you doing?” Angie asked two weeks later. “You’ve done nothing but type for the last fortnight.”

“Uh, filling out job applications?”

“What kind of jobs?” 

She sidled around my desk, and I grabbed at the mouse to minimise chapter thirty-seven of He Called My Name, but instead of switching to the copy of my CV I’d knocked together, I accidentally played a rather dirty video of Michael Douglas in Basic Instinct.

Angie hooted with laughter. “You filthy woman!”

“It’s not what it looks like. This is...er...research.”

“Research? Into what? Are you finally going to try dating again?”

“No!”

“Don’t sound so shocked. It’s a reasonable question.” She crouched beside me, and her voice softened. “It’s been two years since Rupert died.”

“I know, but that’s not it.”

“What, then?” 

How did I explain my worries that any man I found wouldn’t live up to the ideals I’d created in my head? “I’m just not ready; that’s all.”

“So you’re using Mr. Douglas as a substitute? You know, to...? Because I’m not usually one to judge, but in the middle of the day with your sister in the room...” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “I can get you something to take care of that problem.”

Could I go any redder? “I told you; it’s research.” 

I had fingers, thank you very much, and I knew how to use them.

“Research for what?”

“I’m writing a book, okay?”

“On what? Porn?”

“If you must know, it’s a historical romance. I was just watching for...uh...pointers. Since it’s been so long, as you kindly reminded me.”

“A book?”

“That’s what I said.”

“I know; it’s just... I guess I’m surprised.”

“I did spend the last six years studying English.”

“Do Mother and Father know what you’re doing?”

I stifled a laugh. “Of course not.” 

My father only read non-fiction, while Mother stuck with women’s magazines and the occasional memoir. The idea of them reading the naughty bits and realising they came from my head? Yes, I’d rather walk across glowing coals.

“Come on then, let me have a look.”

The mouthful of tea I’d just taken almost flew across the keyboard, but I managed to choke on it instead. Angie thumped me on the back until the coughing subsided.

“What was that all about? Me reading your book? What’s the point in writing it otherwise?”

“I guess I figured the only people who might read it wouldn’t know me. That I could stay anonymous.”

“Are you planning to publish it?”

“At the moment, I’m just trying to finish it.”

“But then what?”

“I haven’t thought that far ahead, okay? The bit I enjoy is the writing.”

Angie sat down at her own computer in the little lounge we shared upstairs, the one that had been our playroom as kids, and I thought she’d lost interest. But the next day, she dumped a huge pile of print-outs on my old walnut desk.

“What’s all this?”

“More research.”

I stared at her, then glanced at the pile, expecting to see a picture of a stripper after my excuse yesterday, but the top page was filled with tiny print.

“Research on what?”

“Publishing. I did it for you.” She shrugged. “Sure beat ringing around friends and begging for a job to keep Daddy happy.”

“Uh, I’m not sure...” 

Truth be told, the idea of publishing scared the crap out of me. Sure, I had the goal of finishing this book, but I’d poured my heart into those pages, and I didn’t want my nearest and dearest to see inside.

“What’s not to be sure about? You’ve written a book; now it’s time for other people to read it. Two options—get an agent and a traditional publishing deal, or go the DIY route. Personally, I think that one looks more fun. Nobody telling us what to do, and we can sort out all the publicity ourselves.”

“Publicity?” My heart sank at the thought. “And what’s this ‘we’ business?”

Angie shoved the papers aside and perched on the edge of the desk. Her smile worried me, and that gleam in her eyes? She only got that when she came up with one of her brilliant ideas—the ones that always ended in disaster, apologies, and when we were a few years younger, getting grounded. Like the time when we were ten, and she wanted a puppy. Mother said no, dogs were dangerous, so Angie decided we’d prove otherwise by borrowing our old caretaker’s Great Dane and taking it for a walk. It knocked Angie over, then I got my hand tangled in its lead while it rampaged through Mother’s rose garden. After that, we weren’t allowed so much as a goldfish.

And now her grin grew wider. 

“Daddy wants us to get jobs, right?”

“Right.”

“So, you become a writer, and I’ll be your assistant. Daddy’s always harping on about how important it is to have a good grasp of the English language. It’s perfect.”

No, no, no, no, no. A thousand times no. “No way. I mean, most writers don’t even make money.”

“Augusta, Augusta, Augusta.” She placed both hands on my shoulders. “This isn’t about earning money. It’s about keeping access to the money we already have. Just think about it—you get to carry on doing what you love, and I’ll... Well, I can post stuff on social media for you. Answer your emails, that sort of thing.”

My heart gave a little flutter. In a way, her crazy plan made sense, and the thought of being able to write all day rather than actually speak to people filled me with a sense of relief. Apart from... “I don’t want people knowing that story came from me.”

“Why? Aren’t you proud of it?”

After two rewrites and the mountain of advice I’d got from the editor I secretly hired? “Well, yes, but...” I lowered my voice to a whisper. “It’s got sex in it. Mother would look at me all funny.”

Angie giggled. “It’s not like you’re a virgin. You were married, for crying out loud.”

For all of three days. “That’s different.”

Angie rolled her eyes, suggesting the difficulties were all in my head. “Okay, new plan. We’ll tell her I wrote the book, and you’re my assistant. She already spends her life moaning about my serial dating habit, so she’d totally believe it.”

“But what about everyone in the village? Your friends?”

“My friends will love the idea of me being a writer. I can sign books for them and stuff. And the people in the village talk behind their hands every time I walk into the pub, so what’s new? You never know—one of the old biddies might read your smut and have a heart attack.”

“It’s not smut!”

She waved at the screen. “Really? Michael’s naked backside?”

“I toned it down a bit.”

“Come on, if we’re going to do this, you have to let me read it.”

Okay, so it wasn’t the worst idea she’d ever had. No, that honour went to the time seventeen-year-old Angie snuck out to a party late one Saturday evening with the lead singer of a local band Mother had banned her from seeing. I’d got a panicked phone call the next morning, whereupon I had to drive a hundred and fifty miles to pick her and her tattooed beau up from Manchester, still drunk. Mother caught us sneaking in, with Angie dressed up as the Green Absinthe Fairy complete with half a bottle of the vile green concoction, and we both got grounded for a month.

A tiny white lie regarding the true origins of He Called Her Name seemed tame in comparison. Besides, it wasn’t like I’d sell many copies, would I? If nothing else, I was a realist about my chances of success.

Only it didn’t quite turn out that way.

Fast forward five years, and twenty-seven-year-old me still hadn’t found herself a boyfriend, but I, or rather Sapphire Duvall, had become a bestseller nine times over. It turned out sex really did sell.

Too bad I still wasn’t having any, apart from that one glorious night with Mr. Midnight. Mother kept attempting to meddle in my love life, just as she always had, and Angie had never stopped chasing anything with two well-muscled legs and a six-pack.

And now Mother expected me for lunch. If it was just the two of us, I’d be amazed. 

“Are you sure you don’t want to join us?” I asked, no, begged Angie.

“Sorry. I’m meeting the events planning guy for the launch of The Dark Night. You know, for the masquerade ball?”

A sigh escaped. “I forgot.” 

“I’ll be back by five. We can catch up before my date this evening.”

“Another date?”

“So many hot guys, so little time.”


























CHAPTER 3

I MADE THE effort and put on a frock for lunch, not because I wanted to impress whoever Mother wanted me to meet, but because it simply wasn’t worth the earache she’d give me otherwise. Knee-length and floral, if I was lucky, I’d blend into the Laura Ashley sofa.

Mother looked pointedly at her slim gold watch as I walked into the garden room, and she checked the clock on the wall behind her for good measure. Only a minute late, for goodness’ sake, and Dorothy hadn’t even served the bread rolls yet.

Rather than eating in the formal dining room, Mother always preferred to have lunch overlooking the back lawn, presumably so she could check the gardener was doing his job properly. Despite having a beautiful garden designed by a gold medal winner from the Chelsea Flower Show, she barely set foot outside. I glanced over at the table—four places. Who were they for? 

“Didn’t Angelica give you the message about dressing up?” she asked.

I risked a look at myself. Yes, I was still wearing Cath Kidston’s finest with a pale pink cardigan and my late grandmother’s pearls. 

“I did.”

Her sigh said it all: where did I go wrong with this one?

I held in my own exhalation as she motioned me to take a pew next to her. Chilly air from the open French windows wafted up my skirt, but it did nothing to cool the fire still burning in my core from last night’s encounter with Mr. M. I crossed my legs and forced myself to breathe as I waited for Mother to explain who we were expecting for lunch.

“Mrs. Fitzgerald from the tennis club will be joining us shortly,” she informed me.

Mrs. Fitzgerald... Mrs. Fitzgerald... Which one was she? All the ladies from the Sandlebury Lawn Tennis Association looked the same to me—perfectly coiffed hair, a touch of Botox, white skirts more suited to a woman half their age, and enough jewellery to dazzle their opponents to distraction. Angie still kept up a membership, but I’d cancelled mine years ago. On the rare occasions I still picked up a racket, I played against my sister on our own court.

“Lovely.” I forced a smile. “Is she bringing a friend?”

“Her son. You remember Gregory? He attended the fencing club with you until he went away to boarding school.”

Ah, fencing—something else I wasn’t very good at. Ben, the boy I’d sat next to in English and French, convinced me to start classes, but he was far better at it than me. I only went along because Mother said I had to go to ballet otherwise, an activity I took to with the grace of a grasshopper and the enthusiasm of a sloth.

And yes, I did remember Gregory, particularly the time he’d laughed at me when I put my fencing jacket on the wrong way around. Even though Gregory was two years older than us, I’d still had to stop Ben from doing something unsportsmanlike with his épée.

And now Gregory was expected for lunch. Hurrah. “Yes, I remember him. But why is he coming here?”

I had a horrible feeling I knew the answer.

Mother rose from the sofa with an elegance I’d never mastered and glided over to the table. “Where’s Dorothy?” she muttered. “I’ll need to have a word about her timekeeping.”

“Mother, why is Gregory coming?”

A tiny frown creased her forehead, then she smiled. Her expression told me I wouldn’t like what she had to say.

“Gregory’s just moved back from California, and his mother says he’s ready to try dating after his divorce. Of course, I thought of you. It’s about time you made the effort again.”

“Effort to what?”

She gave her head a little shake. “To get married, of course.”

“Mother, I don’t want to get married again.” 

Truth be told, I hadn’t wanted to walk down the aisle in the first place, but I’d given in to the pressure—from her, from Rupert, from his family. And after last night, emulating Angie and her penchant for no-strings sex held a certain appeal.

“Nonsense, darling. You’re almost thirty, and your biological clock is ticking away.”

“So is Angie’s.”

“Yes, but at least she dates. It’s not her fault it’s so difficult to hold down a high-pressured job as well as finding an eligible bachelor.”

I wanted to scream at the injustice of it all. Angie didn’t date; she just had a whole series of one-night stands. And that high-flying career? That was my bloody job. Angie spent most of her working life on social media, which although necessary for Sapphire’s reputation, wasn’t exactly taxing.

“Please, Mother, I’m not—”

“Here they are now.” She pricked her ears at the sound of the doorbell. “Smile, Augusta. You look as if you’re about to eat lunch at a homeless shelter.”

Quite frankly, I’d have preferred that. I’d also have preferred if my mother stopped being so judgemental—I’d volunteered at a shelter last Christmas and met some really lovely people. But that was my mother. She’d go to the grave criticising the vicar’s choice of footwear.

Dorothy showed Mrs. Fitzgerald in, then scurried off as Mother tapped her watch. I wished I could have followed her.

“Sandra, how lovely to see you,” Mother cooed.

Air kisses followed while I stared awkwardly at Gregory. “Uh, hi.”

This was why I preferred to write all my words rather than speak them. My tongue tied itself in knots, and I never knew what to say. Except with Midnight. Words had been unnecessary, but my tongue sure had loosened in his mouth. Since my encounter with him last night, I’d checked my phone over and over for another message, but he’d been the silent one.

“Good to see you,” Gregory said, leaning in to kiss me on the cheek. “It’s been a long time.”

His tan spoke of warmer climes than England, but when he got close, I gave a subtle sniff and stifled my giggle. Yes, that delicate bronze colour came from a spray booth rather than the sun. I’d smelled the same strange aroma on Angelica. At least I could eliminate the possibility of him being Mr. Midnight—his sexy musk had been all man.

“Yes, it has been a long time. Fifteen years?” More than half my life. Honestly, what was Mother thinking?

“So kind of you to invite us around today.” He placed a hand on my arm. “Although next time, you don’t need to send your mother with your invite. I won’t bite.”

Ouch. His overly white teeth hurt my eyes when he grinned, and I clenched my own together. Mother told him this was my idea?

“I’ll remember that.”

“Anyway, how have you been? Have you stayed in Sandlebury all this time?”

Of course. I wasn’t brave enough to escape its clutches. “Yes, I still live at home. Angie and I share the annex. How about you? Mother said you lived in California?”

“Since I finished medical school. Met a girl from LA in my final year, and we moved there when we graduated.”

He’d become a doctor? That surprised me—he’d never seemed the altruistic type as a child. “I didn’t realise you’d gone into medicine. Which field?”

“Cosmetic surgery.” He showed me those teeth again. “Always happy to offer a discount to old friends.”

Well, that was generous of... Hang on. “You think I need work done?”

A little of his colour faded, from burnt umber to a disturbing shade of orange. “So sorry, I didn’t mean it the way it came out.” He ran his eyes up and down my body, and I wished I’d never asked the question. “No, you’re absolutely fine as you are.”

Fine? Fine? Last night, Mr. Midnight had made me feel desirable, sexy even, but Gregory had undone all that with one sentence. Still, Mother was watching me, so I swallowed the remains of my pride. 

“That’s good to hear.”

Mrs. Fitzgerald clasped my hands in hers. “So nice to see you again, Augusta.”

“And you.” 

Please, palms, stop sweating.

“I hear you’re working as your sister’s secretary.”

“Something like that.”

“Wonderful, wonderful. Not all girls are career-driven, you know, and that’s the way it should be. Far better to work for a few years and then stay home with the children while your husband climbs the ladder.” She pinched Gregory on the cheek, and he rolled his eyes. “Luckily, my Gregory has a good job.”

“Mother, stop scaring Augusta. We’re only having lunch.”

I shot him a grateful glance, but his comment rolled off her.

“Nonsense. The two of you aren’t getting any younger. Now, why don’t you sit next to each other while we eat?”

My mother flashed a smile and slid into a chair opposite. “What a wonderful idea.”

Gregory pulled my chair out before settling next to me, and to give him credit, he looked about as comfortable with the situation as I felt.

“How long ago did my mother extend the invite for this little get-together?” I whispered to him after the main course. 

Both of our mothers were ignoring us in favour of a discussion on flower arranging, and we’d more-or-less exhausted the small talk on current affairs and the weather.

“She suggested it a couple of weeks back, but I’m afraid I’ve been too busy with my job up until now.”

He’d told me all about his new position at the private hospital in the next town, specialising in breast augmentation. I’ll admit the thought of dating a man who spent every day with his hands on other women’s boobs made me cringe.

“Well, today was the first I heard about it.”

“Oh dear. I was under the impression you were rather keen, just a bit shy.”

“Not exactly.”

An awkward silence followed as Dorothy cleared the plates away. After the slightly uncomfortable start, Gregory had proven to be less unpleasant than I feared, and a far cry from the bratty boy I’d detested. With fifteen years having passed, I guess he’d changed, even if I still felt like a ten-year-old child intimidated by his proximity.

“With all the time I spent overseas, I forgot how meddlesome Mother could be. Until I went to university, she was forever trying to run my life.”

“I sort of wish I’d gone away to university, but as I attended Oxford, I was close enough to catch the train into town each day.”

“I didn’t realise you were an Oxford girl. Congratulations. Went to Cambridge myself. We probably shouldn’t be speaking after your boys thrashed us in the boat race this year.”

A giggle bubbled up before I could stop it. “Mainly because your team’s boat nearly sank. The wind was terrible. I’m so glad I only watched on television.”

“I stood on the banks of the Thames one year, in the rain, but I don’t remember much about it due to the pub crawl afterwards.”

“Aren’t doctors supposed to act responsibly?”

“Ah, but I wasn’t a doctor then, merely a student.”

Chatting with Gregory came more easily over dessert, and when I glanced at the clock, I was amazed to find two hours had flown by, even if half of that time was taken up by me reliving last night with Mr. M while Gregory waffled on about a recent medical conference. I’d successfully wasted most of the day, and I needed to get some editing done if I was going to meet my next deadline.

“So sorry, but I’m afraid I need to excuse myself. I promised to update Angie on a few things before she goes out this evening.”

Mother dabbed at her mouth with a napkin and gave Mrs. Fitzgerald a knowing look. “So lovely to see you two getting along. It’s a good thing Gregory’s coming to my Black and Red party a week next Saturday.”

Gregory raised an eyebrow. “I am?”

His mother fixed him with a hard stare. “Yes, Carolyn invited us both last month. Don’t you remember?”

He turned to me and shrugged. “Looks like I’ll see you a week next Saturday, then.”

“Looks like you will.” 

Weirdly, I didn’t hate the idea as much as I thought I would.


























CHAPTER 4

A WEEK AND a half passed, and the frequency of my phone checks had waned to every two hours. Not a peep from Mr. Midnight, but someone had given Gregory Fitzgerald my number, and he’d messaged to say how much he was looking forward to the party this evening. Or at least, somebody using his phone had messaged me—I wouldn’t have put it past his mother to step in again.

“The hairdresser will be here in two hours,” Angie said. “How’s the editing?”

“Done. Finally.” I’d typed “The End” on The Dark Night, and usually that would free my mind to turn one of the hundreds of ideas floating around inside my brain into a tangible plot line. But not tonight. No, tonight all I could think of was how Mother’s last soirée ended—with me bent forward over a chair while Mr. Midnight ploughed into me from behind.

Angie mistook the flush of my cheeks for something else and smiled. “I heard you and Gregory Fitzgerald got on well at lunch the other day.”

“It was okay. He’s not as bad as I remembered.”

“Oh, don’t play coy. You’ve gone all pink.”

Yes, but Gregory couldn’t have been further from my mind. “It’s nothing.”

“Nothing to do with the fact that Gregory’s coming tonight?”

“No, honestly.”

She just laughed. “You don’t fool me.”

Well, as long as she thought my blushes were over Gregory, I could deal with that. Far better to believe I’d got the hots for a well-to-do doctor than a faceless hunk who’d shown up once to shag me senseless.

“Have you decided on a dress?” I asked, changing the subject.

Angie’s raised eyebrow told me she knew what I’d done, but she humoured me anyway and turned to the four possibles hanging from the wardrobe door, all bright red and all more risqué than I’d ever have dared to wear.

“I’m thinking the one on the left.” She looked me up and down. “Unless you want to borrow that one?”

“No!” 

While Angelica had been blessed with a naturally slim figure, every cake I ate went straight to my bottom, and I had to wear a bra at all times. I’d fall right out the top of that dress, and then there was the colour. Mother had decreed we wear either red or black to fit with her party theme, and my choice would most definitely be the latter. Long, dark, plain—I envied those ladies in the Middle East who got to wear a burka every day. 

“I’ve already chosen my outfit,” I said.

“Where?”

I pointed across the hallway, through the open door to my bedroom. “There.”

Angie squinted at my bed. “You do know this is a party, right? Not a funeral?”

“Yes, I’m well aware of that.” And I didn’t want to give Gregory the wrong idea, or anybody else either. Unless... Mr. Midnight had mentioned a “next time.” Was he being serious? I mean, I hadn’t heard a peep from him, but what if...?

No.

I mustn’t get my hopes up, and besides, now I’d had time to think about that night, I realised I must have been suffering from temporary insanity. Honestly, skipping off to meet a stranger for sex again would be a terrible idea.

Crazy. Awful. An idea so bad it made me ache between my thighs just considering it.

“You’ve got that look again,” Angie said. “Still daydreaming about Gregory?”

Damn my flipping face, betraying me like that. “I’m going to change.”

Her laughter followed me out of the door.

[image: Image]

“Can I get you another drink?” Gregory asked. 

He’d worn a tuxedo with a red bow tie as a nod to Mother’s theme.

I glanced at my champagne flute—half empty, but it was my third glass, and I was wearing heels. “Better not, but thank you for offering.”

The evening had turned out less painful than most of Mother’s parties, mainly because by hovering near Gregory’s elbow, I’d avoided duty as a glorified waitress. Plus, she hadn’t introduced me to any random strangers as her “other daughter, the one who doesn’t write the books.”

Gregory’s company had been...nice, I guess. It reminded me of the parties I used to attend with Rupert, in those years when every conversation didn’t start with, “Augusta, I was so sorry to hear about your husband.” I hadn’t needed sympathy; I’d needed to sit on my own and cry.

But now? Enough time had passed for people to forget that I’d been widowed at the age of twenty, and Gregory certainly commanded the respect of Mother’s social circle. He fitted in perfectly.

“Yes, I do believe I’m free next Sunday,” he said to Mother’s accountant. “Eighteen holes?”

“Nineteen, old chap. Can’t pass up on a drink afterwards.”

I stifled a yawn at the golf discussion, a favourite topic of that crowd, along with planning policy, British-made cars, and the state of the economy.

“Tired, Augusta?” Gregory asked.

“A little,” I admitted. 

Tired of small talk, tired of strangers, and tired of wearing shoes that made my feet ache.

“It’s carriages at midnight, so only two hours left.”

I pulled out my phone. No, two hours and nine minutes. Nine minutes that had the potential to stretch into eternity if that bloody accountant didn’t stop talking. I looked around, ready to play my usual game of making up stories about the party guests in my head, when my phone buzzed in my hand.

Instantly, I stiffened, then forced myself to relax as Gregory’s eyes cut my way.

“Okay?” he mouthed.

“Great. I just need to visit the powder room,” I muttered, then speed-walked out the door. Or rather, speed-tripped, but a passing waiter caught me. Damn those heels.

Safely locked in one of the downstairs cloakrooms, I looked down at my phone, praying it wasn’t just another one of those bloody sales messages from ambulance-chasing solicitors. “Have you had an accident, trip or fall?” No, not unless you count throwing my phone against the wall in annoyance.

Mr. M: Meet me at midnight. Behind the guest cottage.

Beads of sweat popped out on the back of my neck. Behind the guest cottage? Not inside it? Okay, so in my book Rufus met Lady Anne behind the chapel, and we didn’t have a chapel, but the idea of doing anything outside terrified me. What if a stray guest walked past? The cottage wasn’t that far from the main house, after all.
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