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Changing Grooms 
Wicked Games




For Phoebe

(but please don’t read this until you’re much, much older)




 Prologue

Ignoring the naked blonde making eyes at him from the four-poster, Judd Harrington strutted out of the bedroom. Barefoot with his made-to-measure Savile Row trousers loosely fastened around his muscle-packed midriff, Judd padded downstairs, his hard blue eyes taking in each pleasingly symmetrical room and perfectly restored sash window.

Brockett Hall was a lavish Georgian-style property with gleaming marble floors and Wedgwood-pastel walls. Judd loved the ostentatious moat that surrounded the property and the heated, oval swimming pool that lay in a conservatory beyond the sitting room. His eyes lingered on the pool momentarily, the turquoise water shimmering innocently at him as a torturous memory he’d buried long ago swam vividly to the surface. New Year’s Eve . . . 1984 . . .


He shrugged the memory off, reminding himself that this was a moment to be celebrated. After twenty-five years, he had finally reclaimed the Harrington family home and his nerve endings were virtually buzzing with anticipation at the thought of owning it once more. After all, it was about fucking time.

Judd stared out of the window moodily, barely noticing the rambling Chiltern Hills, chalk beds and famous beech trees. Situated close to London but still managing to offer a rural idyll  to commuters, Meadowbank was a pretty village in the area described as ‘leafy Bucks’. But Judd wasn’t interested in the undeniable charms of his childhood village. Fixing his gaze on a picturesque old house in the distance, he felt his stomach tighten as the old feelings of resentment and fury stirred inside him. There it was, he mused, larger than life and twice as beautiful as he remembered.

Pembleton, the Maguire family’s breathtaking Elizabethan house, with its terracotta bricks and romantic, turret-like chimneys, was set in acres of tangled woodland. Judd could practically smell the powdery aroma of the deep blue irises he knew sprang into life at this time of year and for a second his heart ached. The feeling was swiftly replaced by something else: a powerful desire for revenge. Revenge on the man responsible for making the Harrington family lose everything - their money, their home . . . their good name.

Not to mention the only woman Judd had ever loved, he thought bitterly, his fingers turning white as they gripped the window sill. He squinted as bright shafts of summer sunshine filtered through the clouds, drenching Pembleton in glorious technicolour. It was as if the house was taunting him, gleefully showing him everything he’d missed out on and reminding him brutally of everything he had lost. Suddenly, Judd’s life shifted sharply into focus.

‘So, what do you think of the house?’ Laura Preston, senior estate agent at Fulmark and Green, asked, sashaying up behind him in a rather grubby sheet she’d whipped from a decaying sofa. She slid her hands around Judd’s rock-hard stomach enticingly, pressing her ample breasts against his back.

Judd glanced over his shoulder at her, filled with distaste. She had been a good enough shag but he couldn’t be bothered with pleasantries, not now.

‘Get out,’ he snapped at her.

Laura reddened as she yanked her hands away. ‘Hey, there’s no need to be—’

‘Whatever,’ Judd interrupted her, his jaw tightening impatiently. ‘Look, I’ll wire you the money for the house in the morning and I’ll leave details of the decorators I’ll be using.’ He turned away. ‘I expect everything to be ready in six months’ time, is that understood?’

‘Will your wife and family be joining you from the States then?’ Laura tugged the sheet higher up under her chin in an attempt to regain some professional dignity. She knew he had a wife because he’d mentioned her in passing, but he didn’t wear a wedding ring . . . men like him rarely did. Judd didn’t answer her. He simply stared out across the hills as if he had forgotten she was even there.

Laura turned on her heel, sincerely regretting falling for Judd Harrington’s arrogant charms in the first place. Why on earth had she allowed him to sweet-talk her into bed - or, more accurately, bend her over the rickety old dresser in the upstairs box room? She didn’t even like redheads, for heaven’s sake!


Arrogant bastard, Laura thought sulkily as she retrieved her bra from a dusty lampshade. Judd Harrington might still have an attractive public-schoolboy accent in spite of all the years he had spent in America and a certain butch appeal, but she had never been treated so shabbily in her life! Thank God she’d nailed the sale. Houses like Brockett Hall didn’t come along every day and her commission on a house like this would more than make up for her wounded pride. Laura hurriedly pulled on her Jigsaw suit and left Judd to it, wondering what the hell was so bloody fascinating outside that window.

Lost in thought, Judd didn’t even register her departure. As an image of Lochlin Maguire’s ruggedly handsome face swam in front of his eyes, he clenched his fists at his sides. His nemesis was going to wonder what the hell had hit him. Oh yes, this time  next year, things were going to look very different for the Maguire family because from this point onwards, all Judd cared about was bringing Lochlin Maguire to his knees and taking everything from him. Everything.

And that, thought Judd, his body twitching with longing, included Tavvy.




 Chapter One

Six months later

 



Pulling the collar of her lumberjack shirt around her chin for warmth, Iris Maguire crunched through the remains of a harsh January frost. Her arms were almost yanked out of their sockets by the swarm of dogs straining to break free.

‘Get back here, Nutmeg!’ she shrieked, dragging a mischievous Beagle out of a rabbit hole. ‘Naughty thing,’ she scolded him affectionately as she led the dogs into the village. She spent her life with animals and loved every single one of her mother’s rescue dogs, however ugly or badly behaved they were. Nutmeg, with his battered nose and exuberant manner, unfortunately suffered from both afflictions. Tying him and the rest of the yelping dogs up outside the local store which still had Christmas lights twinkling in its windows, Iris headed inside, blowing on her fingers.

‘Did you get a good look at them?’ Mrs Meaden, the shop’s owner was asking eagerly.

Ian, the shop assistant-cum-delivery boy, shook his head with obvious regret. ‘Not really. But, judging by the cars and the clothes, I’d say they were loaded.’

‘Who?’ Iris asked, eyeing a shelf of chocolate bars longingly. With an effort, she strengthened her resolve; she’d eaten far too  many mince pies this Christmas and she had a very tight gown to wear in a few weeks’ time.

Ian leant on the counter and gazed at Iris adoringly. ‘The family who’ve moved into Brockett Hall - you know, the old Harrington residence.’

Even with her wild cloud of tawny-blond hair pulled into a messy ponytail and an oversized, tomboyish shirt pulled up to her nose, Iris was devastatingly attractive. Her thighs were slender and coltish in her skinny jeans and not even the chilly weather could diminish the rosy glow in her cheeks or the bee-stung lips that Ian felt begged to be kissed. He sighed blissfully, grateful to be mere metres away from the object of his unfulfilled fantasies.

‘What, that flashy house at the other end of the valley?’ Iris asked, fixing her sleepy amber eyes on his with interest, unaware she was making his knees go all quivery behind the counter.

‘That’s the one.’ Ian groaned inwardly, wishing Iris hadn’t snogged Ollie Ramshaw under the mistletoe in the Forgers Arms on Christmas Eve. A sickeningly handsome scrum-half, Ollie was, if rumours were to be believed, an arrogant womaniser and a fully paid-up member of the Twat Society, hardly worthy to kiss the ground Iris walked on. If only I had the courage to tell her how I feel about her, Ian thought dreamily.

Iris frowned. ‘The Harrington residence? There hasn’t been anyone in there for years, I don’t think. What’s the big mystery about them anyway?’ She was intrigued; the Harrington name was mud in her family, so much so that a mere mention of it could send her father into a black mood of epic proportions. Iris had no idea why because her parents always clammed up and changed the subject whenever Brockett Hall was mentioned.

Mrs Meaden averted her eyes and ignored the question. ‘Isn’t it exciting?’ she steamed on. ‘We’re all dying to know who our new neighbours are and Brockett Hall is such a grand residence.’  She nudged Ian, wishing he didn’t always end up looking like a lovesick fool every time Iris Maguire was in the vicinity. She was stunningly beautiful as well as talented but Mrs Meaden had a feeling Iris wouldn’t stick around in a village like Meadowbank for ever, not with a voice like hers.

‘Here’s the money for the papers.’ Iris smiled, pulling a twenty-pound note out of her purse. ‘Ooh, look, here’s Old Mrs Stafford, she’s bound to know something.’

They all perked up as the village gossip pushed her tartan trolley into the shop.

‘If you’re talking about the new people in the Harrington residence, I have nothing to report,’ Mrs Stafford said, her beady eyes surprisingly lacklustre. ‘I asked that tarty estate agent about them and she was most unforthcoming! Snapped something about an obnoxious American family and got very uppity indeed.’

‘Americans?’ echoed Mrs Meaden, somehow making the word sound as appealing as leprosy. ‘How . . . er . . . thrilling.’

Iris left them to it. Clearly no one had a clue about their new neighbours and she didn’t have time to hang around and find out. Rounding up the impatiently yapping dogs, she stared at a flashy vehicle with blacked-out windows that was parked at the side of the road. The sleek red sports car looked incongruous next to the mud-splattered Land Rovers; it was the kind of car Iris would have expected to see in Monaco, not Meadowbank. Spotting the trademark prancing stallion on the bonnet, Iris wondered what sort of tit drove a Ferrari down to the village store to buy their daily papers and pint of milk, and suppressed a grin.

Remembering she only had a few weeks before her big performance at the Valentines’ Ball, Iris strode past the car and started to sing. She didn’t notice the window of the Ferrari silently sliding down or the flash of red hair that appeared over  the top as her voice filled the air. The full, rich tones were unexpected from someone so slight and Iris gave it everything she had, her head flung back and her free arm spread wide as the ballad burst forth. Struggling to keep the dogs under control, Iris felt her stomach exploding with hope as she remembered her father promising to review her career again soon. He had assured her that he really was serious this time and had even talked about finally giving her a recording contract.

Iris hugged herself. She loved living at home and didn’t mind her job at the local vet’s, but singing was her dream and she could think about nothing else. She’d been knocked back twice by her father for being too young and unprepared for the harsh realities of the music business, so she’d gone out of her way to prove how much her career meant to her by practising in every spare moment she had. She’d studied the music industry by devouring magazines like NME and Q and had badgered her brother Shay, who worked for a music magazine, for information. Surely this time her dad would give her a chance. Iris sighed, despair washing over her for a second. What was the point of having a father who owned a record label if he wouldn’t give his own daughter a taste of the limelight? Realising high-spirited Nutmeg had got himself tangled up under the other dogs, she pulled the unruly gaggle to a standstill and dropped to her knees.

‘What do you think, old boy?’ Iris asked as she unwound Nutmeg’s lead from Mickey the Alsatian’s. ‘Is Dad finally going to give me a record deal?’ Nutmeg barked happily, hopeful for a biscuit and not in the least bit bothered about his mistress’s woes. Dad has to listen to me this time, Iris thought, rubbing Mickey’s silky black nose absent-mindedly. He has to . . . otherwise, what else could she do? Singing was her life - she needed it like she needed to breathe. Feeling depressed as she opened her mouth to practise her song once more, Iris headed home.

Emerging from his Ferrari and staring after Iris, Judd turned up the collar of his Armani overcoat thoughtfully. What a voice, he thought, absolutely staggered. He simply had to know who the girl was; he hadn’t heard a voice that incredible in a long time. And God, she reminded him of someone - achingly so! The cloud of wild blond hair, those unusual, cat-like amber eyes . . . Seeing old Mrs Stafford emerging from the village shop with a deep-filled steak and kidney pudding for one in her wizened hand, Judd stopped her by clutching her arm.

‘Ooooh, you scared me!’ she cried, looking up at Judd in awe. He must be at least six foot four, she thought, transfixed by his flinty blue eyes and short red-gold hair. He wasn’t handsome as such - he was too muscle-packed for that - but he had a charm of sorts. Dazzled by his perfectly aligned white teeth bared in a wolfish smile, she didn’t even realise she was patting her hair coquettishly like a groupie meeting Mick Jagger for the first time.

‘That girl who just left the shop . . . the one with all the dogs?’ Judd jerked his head towards the door as he watched the red and black lumberjack shirt disappearing into the distance. ‘Who is she?’

‘Iris?’ Mrs Stafford offered, squinting across the fields. ‘That’s Iris Maguire.’

‘Maguire?’

‘Lochlin Maguire’s daughter.’ She nodded, wondering why his eyes were suddenly gleaming like polished sapphires. Something occurred to her and she blinked excitedly. ‘You’re not . . . are you the new owner of Brockett Hall?’

Judd nodded, feeling adrenalin flooding through his veins. Brusquely thanking the old lady, he jumped into his Ferrari. His nemesis was about to find out exactly how much it hurt to have his family torn apart, Judd thought to himself savagely as he roared into the distance.
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In her much-loved mansion in LA, Kitty Harrington was reluctantly packing up the last of her belongings. She glanced round at the vast sitting room with a sinking heart, hating seeing it stripped of its pastel furnishings and lavish furniture. What on earth had possessed Judd to uproot the entire family and move them to the depths of the English countryside? Her grey eyes filled with tears and she dashed them away quickly before anyone saw.

‘I’m really gonna miss this place,’ Martha said, her usually timid voice echoing around the empty room. She plastered tape across the top of one of the boxes and wrote across it in shaky writing.

Kitty smiled tightly, doing her best to look enthusiastic. She knew exactly what her daughter-in-law meant. Leaving this house was going to be a huge wrench. She knew it was vulgar and ridiculously over the top - Judd wasn’t known for his discretion or his taste - but she couldn’t help being attached to it. It had been home for so long now.

‘I can’t believe Dad is making us leave,’ Sebastian said, kicking one of the boxes petulantly. He stuck his bottom lip out, looking more like a stroppy teenager than a twenty-four-year-old lawyer. ‘Why the hell would anyone in their right mind want to leave Los Angeles and move to fucking England?’

‘I haven’t the faintest idea, Seb,’ Kitty told her eldest son, her shoulders drooping wearily. ‘You know Judd makes the decisions around here. I don’t have a say in anything.’ If she did, she’d have pleaded with Judd not to uproot his entire family on a whim. Well, maybe it was a little more than a whim, she admitted to herself, knowing how much Judd’s childhood home meant to him. He had always intended to go back and reclaim it when the time was right; he had told her that from the start.

Elliot heaved the box Sebastian had shoved aside back against the wall with the others. ‘Dad’s bought a business and his old  family home over there,’ he said in a flat voice as he pushed his strawberry-blond hair out of his doe-like eyes. ‘So, as usual, we all have to follow him while he takes over the world, regardless of what we might be leaving behind.’

‘And what exactly are you leaving behind, little brother?’ Sebastian jeered, his chin tilted upwards. He enjoyed taunting his sixteen-year-old brother because he knew Elliot was far too gentle to shout back at him. ‘Your posh school and girly little friends? Boo hoo, poor Elliot. Some of us have our families here,’ he jerked his thumb belligerently in Martha’s direction, ‘and a business to attend to. Think yourself fucking lucky.’

Elliot said nothing. He was fully aware that his brother didn’t care one jot about his wife, and as for having a business to attend to, Sebastian was their father’s lawyer, a role he performed as lazily as possible. He had a job for life purely on the basis of nepotism and blithely took full advantage of the preferential position he held in his father’s multimillion-dollar businesses.

God, Sebastian was like Judd, Kitty thought, leaning against the wall as tiredness overtook her. He might be her eldest son and she loved him dearly but he was an arrogant bully and, at times, just like his father, he was rather difficult to like.

‘I’m off for a swim,’ Sebastian said abruptly, leaving them to it.

‘He’s so selfish,’ Elliot grumbled once his brother was safely out of earshot.

Out of the blue, Martha burst into tears and Kitty and Elliot rushed to comfort her.

‘Oh, honey, don’t cry,’ Kitty soothed. ‘I’m sure we’ll be all right in England once we’re settled.’

‘It’s not that.’ Martha snivelled into her sleeve, her mousy head bowed. ‘It’s Sebastian . . . he’s disappointed in me . . . again. I’m not pregnant,’ she explained in a woeful voice, lifting her big brown eyes to meet theirs. ‘Again.’

‘There, there,’ Elliot comforted her, offering his sleeve  gallantly. His sister-in-law was like a nervy colt and he simply couldn’t imagine what had prompted her to marry his idiot of a brother in the first place. He treated her like dirt and she deserved better. ‘Ignore him. Sebastian can just be a bit . . . domineering sometimes.’

Just like Judd, Kitty thought again. They all stared out of the window at the azure blue swimming pool and gently swaying trees. Why didn’t one of them have the guts to challenge Judd and tell him that leaving was out of the question? Kitty almost laughed at the mere thought; as if that would ever happen. She knew better than anyone what happened when Judd’s authority was questioned and, unconsciously, she lifted a hand to her left cheekbone which still felt tender after all this time. Deeply ashamed, she had never told a soul about it, although she suspected Elliot might have guessed. It had only happened once and even though Judd had been resolutely unapologetic afterwards, Kitty had realised that leaving him wasn’t an option. Judd held on to all of his possessions; it was a strange obsession of his.

LA was in the throes of a heat wave, even though it was January, and Kitty bleakly wondered how she was going to cope out of her comfort zone. She had grown up in Boston; indeed, she was one of the ‘Boston Delawares’, an incredibly wealthy family who owned several businesses and most of the city itself. But since marrying Judd at the tender age of eighteen, LA had been her home and her family were the most important thing in Kitty’s life.

‘Are you going to be all right, Mom?’ Elliot asked, staring at her in concern.

Kitty nodded, doing her best to look convincing. She was going to be all right - she had to be. Judd wasn’t the man she had married; he was charismatic, commanding a room like a film star and, like most Americans, she was still bowled over by his upper-class  English accent, but she had long ago faced up to the fact that Judd was also an unfaithful bully who had quite obviously married her for her money. At least she had her children, Kitty thought, wishing her middle son Ace could join them in England. His career as a NASCAR driver meant he had to stay in America but she hoped he’d be back in time from the racetrack to say goodbye to them all. Out of all the things she was going to miss about home, Ace was at the top of the list. Damn Judd for uprooting them all, Kitty thought as tears blurred the view of her beloved LA garden.

 



Feeling the adrenalin kick in like a cocaine high, Ace Harrington gripped the steering wheel of his beloved stock car and hit the gas hard. Taking the corner at high speed, he heard the tyres screech in protest but held his nerve and skilfully zipped past the other practising cars on the track, weaving in and out of the pack with ease.

Ace let out an excited whoop as the driver of a car alongside him spun off course and ended up back to front with smoke spiralling out of the engine. The cocky bastard had taken the corner too tight, Ace thought, spinning the steering wheel sharply to avoid a collision with a frantically zigzagging car. He’d ended up that way many a time in his NASCAR career but this year, things were going to be different. He knew he was seen as an irresponsible rich kid, with his father funding his team sponsorship as well as his swanky Bel Air apartment, and undeserving of his high profile on the NASCAR circuit. His love of danger and crazy addiction to speed had earned him the reputation of a wild child, someone who drove for the fun of it, rather than taking the sport seriously.

But, contrary to popular opinion, Ace wanted nothing more than to break free from his father’s iron grip by winning some of the million-dollar prize money up for grabs. More to the point,  he wanted to please his father and finally make him proud, a seemingly impossible task. In fact, Judd was demanding nothing less than perfection from him this year and he was unwilling to accept excuses of ‘bad form’, nor did he believe the spectacular crash Ace had suffered at the end of last year should stand in the way of his making it to the number one spot. Judd had bawled Ace out ferociously for his lack of concentration after the accident and Ace had chosen not to reveal the real reason behind the crash, knowing how unforgiving his father was.

He tightened his grip on the steering wheel and focused his grey eyes on the track. This year, he was determined to prove himself: to his team, to his fans - but most of all to his father. Hence driving an hour east of Los Angeles to practise repeatedly before the big races began and, for once, being one hundred per cent focused on driving without playing the fool.

God, he loved racing! Ace thought, nodding to his best friend and team mate Jerry, who was watching from the seating area. Charging down the final straight at breakneck speed, Ace felt elated and alive. As ever, the sense of danger sent the blood pumping madly through his veins and in exhilaration he shot over the finish line and slid to a halt in a swirl of dust.

Ace eased himself out of the car window. Tearing his helmet off to reveal dishevelled mahogany hair and a tanned face, he checked his tyres intently. They could withstand high temperatures and speeds but the way he drove his cars, they frequently needed replacing, much to the fury of Joe Wilson, his team boss. Finding a slight bald patch, Ace crouched down to inspect it.

‘Hey there!’ cooed a voice loudly.

He jumped up, clutching his chest. ‘Allegra! Jesus, you scared the fuck out of me.’ He was astonished to see his on-off girlfriend leaning over the barrier at the edge of the racetrack. He hadn’t expected to see her for another two weeks. An exotically beautiful  model with long, tanned legs and a mane of wavy chestnut hair that hung past her shoulder blades, Allegra was as sleek as a Siamese cat. She was also wearing a crotch-skimming turquoise dress that made the most of her sensational figure and she had clearly forgotten her underwear.

Ace raked his dark auburn hair out of his eyes tiredly. ‘What are you doing here? I thought you were in Milan being chased by randy Italians.’

‘I was in Rome, not Milan,’ she corrected him, frowning slightly. She pouted, meeting his sexy grey eyes. ‘But I missed you so much I flew back early to see you. You weren’t at the apartment so I guessed you’d be down here practising.’ She ran her eyes over him lasciviously, knowing that under his suit, Ace’s body was tanned all over and as well honed as a thoroughbred racehorse. ‘Isn’t it a wonderful surprise to see me?’

‘Wonderful,’ Ace murmured.

‘When’s your next race?’ Allegra asked, feigning interest in his career as she leant in towards him with her cleavage on display.

‘Not until February . . . Daytona.’

Hiding a smile, Ace unzipped his suit and climbed over the barrier. He was well aware Allegra didn’t understand the first thing about NASCAR racing; she simply saw his job as glamorous and dangerous. She didn’t have a clue that in terms of television ratings, it was one of the most viewed sports in the United States, second only to professional football.

Arriving at his prized car, a red Corvette C3, an original 1965 ‘Mako Shark II’ his father had bought him for his twenty-first birthday two years ago, Ace and Allegra found Jerry leaning against it. With his preppy blond hair and chiselled chin, Jerry, who also worked as a model to help pay his way, looked as if he’d just stepped off a photo shoot.

‘Good round?’ he asked Ace, giving Allegra a cool stare. ‘You picked up some impressive speed at the final stretch.’

‘I’m on good form, can’t wait for the Daytona. What about you?’ Ace was taken aback when Allegra gave him a juicy kiss in front of Jerry, obscuring his view.

Jerry rolled his eyes. ‘Not bad at all. Joe reckons I’ve got a good chance of really making my mark over the next couple of months if I keep practising.’ He grinned. ‘I can’t believe how much practice I have to put in compared to you.’

Ace protested. ‘Hey, I’m working really hard!’

‘Yeah, for once!’

Jerry had met Ace at the Los Angeles Kart Club when they were kids. Jerry had gone to longingly watch the other kids racing, unable to afford it but dreaming of one day becoming a NASCAR driver. Having dismissed Ace as one of the lazy rich kids he despised so much, Jerry had been taken aback when Ace had stepped in to defend him against some boys who bullied him for being a pretty boy from the wrong side of the tracks.

From a very early age, Ace had been told he was simply too charming to be annoyed with for long and he had carried that mindset into his teenage years. Humorously telling the bullies to fuck off and pick on someone ugly, he joked to Jerry that being poor, he needed to preserve his beautiful profile in order to make some money. He had then generously shared his kart at the racetrack so that Jerry could practise too and they had been firm friends ever since, now sharing Ace’s Bel Air apartment.

‘What are you doing here?’ Jerry narrowed his eyes at Allegra as she wound her sinewy body around Ace like a snake.

She gave him a withering stare. ‘Well, I’m not here to see you, that’s for sure.’ She turned to Ace. ‘I have my car. Shall I meet you back at the apartment?’

He nodded, watching her undulate away and climb into her flashy silver convertible. ‘You could be a bit nicer to her, Jez,’ Ace chided, giving his best friend an affable smile.

Jerry shuddered. ‘Allegra’s such a fucking pain in the ass! She’s like an irritating wasp, always turning up and spoiling everything when you’re having fun.’ Truthfully, he had other reasons for detesting Allegra but he wasn’t about to enlighten Ace about that. ‘Hey, aren’t you supposed to be saying goodbye to your folks before they fly to England tonight?’

Ace looked stricken. ‘Shit, Jerry, I totally forgot the time!’ Jumping into his car, he shot off in the direction of his parents’ LA mansion without a second thought.

Jerry stared after him, wondering how long Allegra would sit in Ace’s apartment before she realised she’d been stood up. Shrugging and knowing it was none of his business, Jerry jumped into his own car and headed for the nearest bar.

 



Savannah Summers climbed the fifth flight of stairs to her New York apartment, almost dropping the box she was struggling with. She groaned when she saw her mad old neighbour Rhea shuffling out of her doorway, clutching the grubby shopping bag that was as much a part of her outfit as her oversized puffa jacket and navy ankle boots. Savannah just wanted to be alone right now.

When Rhea caught sight of Savannah, her rheumy eyes softened in sympathy. ‘How’d it go, kid?’

‘I can safely say I’ve been to better funerals,’ Savannah replied. She wasn’t lying. Funerals were never a barrel of laughs but the cheap coffin, the absence of flowers and the small huddle of mourners had made this one the pits.

Rhea scratched her hairy chin. ‘Not much of a turnout?’

Savannah shrugged, her dark red hair hiding her eyes.

‘Poor thing,’ clucked Rhea, shaking her head. Savannah was a tough, sassy girl with an attitude the size of Manhattan but underneath it all, there was a big heart in there. She waggled her finger. ‘You should try and find that father of yours.’ She nodded  to emphasise her point. ‘He owes you. And let’s face it, kid, you don’t have anyone else now.’

Heading inside her apartment as Rhea traipsed downstairs mumbling under her breath, Savannah set the box down on the bed. It was full of her mother’s belongings - such as they were - and she peered into it dejectedly. A couple of tired-looking stage outfits with torn sequins and faded feathers, a bundle of photographs and the odd piece of cheap costume jewellery, the box was a sad collection of effects, a paltry representation of an otherwise colourful life.

Stamping angrily on a cockroach that had scuttled out from under the bed, Savannah stared out of her tiny window at the distant view of the Empire State Building. Rising majestically out of the misty New York skyline, it was lit up with twinkling red and yellow bulbs which provided a warm glow in the darkening sky.

She threw herself on her bed. What if she ended up like her mother? Alone and miserably drunk, Candi had barely known what day it was at the end. The mere idea chilled Savannah to the bone, particularly since it wasn’t impossible, the way she was carrying on. What had her mother ever achieved? Savannah wondered critically. A lifetime spent chasing a dream; always an ‘aspiring’ singer-dancer and never a successful one; disappointment, loneliness and poverty driving her to drink herself to death in dodgy strip clubs as she drunkenly peeled off her clothes in front of perverted losers. Not that Savannah had sunk that low . . . yet.

Tugging a torn photograph she’d never seen before out of the box, Savannah’s mouth tightened as she looked at the unsmiling, red-haired man she’d seen in other photos. She knew it was her father. Her mother had obviously kept some of the photos back for herself, no doubt mooning over them when she was drunk, wondering what might have been if they’d stayed together or some such romantic nonsense.


Daddy dearest, Savannah thought scornfully. What a useless asshole! She’d never met him, she didn’t know his name and she had never been remotely interested in making contact with the man she knew had dropped her mother when she was pregnant. About to rip the photo into shreds and toss it in the can with the rest of the rubbish, Savannah couldn’t help thinking of Rhea’s earlier words. ‘Find that father of yours . . .’ she had said sagely. ‘He owes you.’

Did he? Savannah supposed in some ways he did, especially after what her mother had sacrificed to bring her up. He had certainly had nothing to do with her for the past twenty-one years but she wasn’t sure how he would respond to her appearing in his life out of the blue. Would he refuse to see her? Deny her existence? She had no idea. Until now, she had never cared.

About to screw the photograph up, she noticed the name ‘J. Harrington, Bucks’ scrawled across the back of it. She paused. So that was his name, was it? But was he a Jack? A John? And what the hell was Bucks, anyway? Savannah had never known anything about him apart from what he looked like; to her irritation, his butch jaw and arrogant features were imprinted on her brain even though she had tried to obliterate him from her memory. And she could hardly ignore the red hair, she thought, touching a rueful hand to her own auburn tresses.

But now that she knew his name, Savannah was intrigued. Thoughtfully, she wound her mother’s favourite pink feather boa round her neck, finding the stench of cheap perfume strangely comforting as she inhaled it. Abruptly, she made a decision. She lived alone in her apartment with dirty cockroaches for company and the few friends she had were all in the same boat as her - waitressing to make ends meet while they attended endless auditions. Savannah realised she had nothing to lose - not now her mother was dead. Shocked to find a solitary tear trickling down her cheek, Savannah hastily wiped it away with the feather  boa and threw the pink fluffy thing back in the box.

Whacking another cockroach soundly with a book, she curled up on her bed and thought about what she would say to her good-for-nothing father when she met him. What did he do? she wondered. Knowing her luck, he was most likely a low-life on benefits but maybe he could throw her a few dollars . . . or maybe he lived in a slightly better part of the city and could offer her shelter. Or maybe ‘Bucks’ wasn’t even in New York City. It sounded faintly British but she was probably way off the mark.

Either way, he was her only living relative now and Rhea was right, Savannah decided grimly as she watched the bright lights of New York twinkle and glitter in the darkening sky. He owed  her.




 Chapter Two

In his spacious London office, Lochlin Maguire looked up as his efficient PA Erica strode towards his desk.

‘Thought you might want to see this,’ she said, handing him a printed announcement. She watched him scan through it, his jet-black hair falling forward as he concentrated. He was an incredibly handsome man, she thought neutrally, studying the discreetly expensive grey and white shirt that somehow brought out the green of his eyes.

Ruggedly Irish, she decided, the thinking woman’s crumpet, if you like, with a deliciously soft Irish accent that could melt the coldest of hearts. Not her cup of tea, naturally; he was in his mid-forties and she preferred her men rather more young and vibrant. Like Shay, Erica thought dreamily, staring at the family portrait on the wall and homing in on Lochlin’s good-looking son.

‘The Jett Record Corporation,’ Lochlin read, leaning back in his chair. He prided himself on knowing the client list and key staff of every other record company in existence but he had never heard of this corporation. He shrugged, his green eyes twinkling at her. ‘I can’t say I know anything about them.’

Erica tore her eyes away from Shay’s achingly perfect cheekbones with difficulty. ‘No one does. I’ve called all my contacts but none of them seem to have a clue.’ She consulted her notes. ‘My friend Marissa says that some sort of clandestine takeover  has taken place but there hasn’t been a formal announcement in the press yet.’

Lochlin glanced at the piece of paper again, deep in thought.  Jett, he thought tremulously, feeling a shiver go through him. That had been the childhood nickname of someone he would rather forget, someone whose memory lay deeply buried.

‘Would you like me to do some digging?’ Erica offered, wondering why Lochlin had turned pale.

Lochlin recovered himself and gave her a warm smile. ‘Can’t hurt,’ he said. What were the odds? he asked himself. Surely it was nothing to do with the past; it couldn’t be.

‘You have that meeting with Darcy Middleton in five minutes in the boardroom, remember.’ Erica paused by the door. ‘Oh, and Charlie Valentine called again.’

Lochlin groaned guiltily. ‘Oh God. Put him off for a bit longer, if you can, Erica. I really need to have a think about this.’ He sighed. ‘Charlie’s a great friend but his career has pretty much ground to a halt.’

‘I’m sure you’re aware but his contract is up shortly,’ Erica informed him helpfully as she withdrew. Frankly, she thought Lochlin was far too nice to Charlie Valentine. He might be a friend but his career was in the shitter. Still, that was Lochlin all over, loyal to a fault, even if it did occasionally affect his normally superb judgement, Erica mused wryly.

Lochlin stared at the imposing family portrait that dominated one wall of his mahogany-lined office, his knuckles turning white as they gripped the arms of his chair. His father Niall had moved the entire family from Dublin to Buckinghamshire to realise his dream thirty-five years ago and had built Shamrock, a successful record company, from scratch. Starting off by looking after a couple of incredible jazz artists he’d spotted in a dingy club in Soho, Niall had worked every hour of the day and sometimes the night, toiling away until he had created something he could be  proud of - something he could leave to his sons or, as it turned out, Lochlin thought despairingly, his only son. God, it had all been such a mess back then. And as for his mother . . . who knew it was possible to die of a broken heart?

Lochlin sighed and glanced at all the gold and platinum records in glass frames that took pride of place on the wall opposite the Maguire family portrait. He was so proud of Shamrock and everything it had achieved, both in his father’s lifetime and under his own direction. The company was doing fantastically well and he was about to sign up one of the hottest girl groups since the Spice Girls had strutted across stages in leopard skin and Union Jacks, as well as having his eye on a number of other undiscovered talents.

Including Iris, Lochlin thought tenderly, wondering if he would ever have the guts to send his stunningly beautiful, ferociously talented but rather vulnerable daughter out into the dangerous world of showbiz. After all, look what had happened to Tavvy all those years ago when she had fallen in with the wrong crowd . . .

Lochlin wondered if that was the reason he kept shooting home from his Kensington office earlier these days - a desire to spend more time with his family. Lochlin had always loved his job but recently, and with increasing frequency, he found himself thinking longingly of Tavvy’s warm, welcoming body and the safe, cosy sanctuary of Pembleton. He loved being at home and always had done; the rambling, overgrown garden and surrounding bluebell woods filled his heart with joy. But so did Shamrock . . . didn’t it?

Christ, what was wrong with him? Was he losing his touch? Frustrated at his whimsical thoughts, Lochlin pulled himself together. Darcy Middleton was waiting for him next door and he had to go and wow her with a dazzling pitch that would hopefully impress her enough to sign up with them for the year. She  was the most sought-after PR consultant in the music business, with a reputation for tough talking and shrewd business sense. Having already put a number of flagging businesses back on the top spot, Lochlin had no doubt Darcy could put Shamrock streets ahead of its competitors.

He cast his eyes down to the announcement about the Jett Record Corporation, then put it to one side. Gathering up his paperwork in preparation for his meeting with Darcy, he hoped to God for the first time in his life that his gut instincts were totally off the mark and that the Jett Record Corporation had nothing whatsoever to do with Judd Harrington.

 



At Brockett Hall, Kitty Harrington was freezing cold, and bundled up in several thick jumpers in a redundant attempt to recreate the warm glow of the LA sunshine. Sorting through her wardrobe despondently, she wondered if, along with her home and her heart, she had somehow left her favourite Caroline Herrera cocktail dress behind as well.

Kitty sank down on to the bed. She missed her bridge and coffee-morning friends more than she had imagined she would and suddenly realised how much she had relied on them to keep her sane. Now she felt like the proverbial fish out of water. Kitty knew it was February, but why was it so horribly dark here all the time?

Grey, shapeless clouds hung over Brockett Hall like harbingers of doom and a relentlessly dismal drizzle trickled down the windows and made Kitty want to dash around turning all the lights on, even though it was only ten o’clock in the morning. She caught sight of a ravishing house in the distance which managed to look warm and inviting in spite of the turgid weather, its russet bricks and slatted roof resembling something out of a Victorian novel. Kitty wondered who lived there. Someone terribly glamorous, she decided.

Kitty read the invitation again anxiously, wondering what the hell she was supposed to wear to a ball. The Valentines’ Ball, no less, hosted by Charlie and Susannah Valentine, who were, by all accounts, their neighbours. Kitty had no idea what the party-going etiquette was in the depths of the English countryside. Did the women dress up to the nines in glittery ball gowns and fur stoles or did they just throw on their tweed skirts and twinsets and rough it, corgis in tow? She cursed Judd for accepting the invite without even consulting her but guessed he had been impressed by the heavy ivory card with its scarlet edging and Gothic lettering.

As Kitty fretted over the minefield of potential social faux pas, she paused and thought about Ace, thousands of miles away in LA. Being born three months prematurely whilst Kitty was on a business trip in England with Judd, Ace had nearly died and the image of him curled up in his incubator as tubes breathed for him was imprinted on Kitty’s brain for ever. As a result, Ace had always been terribly spoilt but, being lovable by nature, it wasn’t exactly a hardship for any of them.

Kitty sighed. She missed Ace enormously already but she detested the way Judd showed his middle son such blatant favouritism. He showered Ace with cars and apartments and kept his NASCAR team up and running with sponsorship deals and donations. Still, even though Ace’s racy lifestyle and flagrant womanising delighted Judd, the critic in him still managed to find fault. Poor Ace’s attempts to impress his father seemed doomed to failure, Kitty thought sadly.

Taking some of her dresses downstairs to show Martha, Kitty wondered how her daughter-in-law was coping with the upheaval. It troubled Kitty that Sebastian made his wife’s life hell with his critical putdowns. Gentle Martha was too soft to tell him where to go, which was exactly what he needed. Mind you, she was a fine one to talk, Kitty reminded herself unhappily.  When was the last time she’d put Judd in his place? In fact, when had she ever told Judd he was in the wrong?

Heaving the dresses on to an armchair in the sitting room, Kitty resolved to be more supportive of Martha in the future. Women like them should stick together.

‘Where’s Martha?’ she asked Elliot as he looked up from his book. He looked uncomfortable sitting in one of the sparse chairs covered in eau-di-Nil silk Judd had ordered.

‘In her room crying, the poor thing,’ Elliot said with a frown. He held up The Beautiful and the Damned by F. Scott Fitzgerald. ‘This would make an amazing play.’

Kitty smiled. Elliot, with his brooding grey eyes and floppy blond hair was a heartthrob in the making, as well as being the academic of the family. It was a well-known fact that Sebastian’s law degree had been granted on the basis of Judd’s hefty donations and, even at a young age, Ace’s head had been too full of dreams of racing cars to concentrate on his studies for more than a few minutes. Elliot, however, was intellectual and completely oblivious of the giggling group of girls that had always followed him around in LA.

Why he didn’t have a girlfriend was beyond her, Kitty thought, hoping some pretty English girl might take his fancy. Elliot hadn’t uttered a single word of complaint since leaving the States, but she knew he was floundering as much as she was in their new surroundings and dreading starting a new school. He was sixteen years old and he must be missing his friends and his days surfing at the beach. Judd hated the fact that Elliot wasn’t into more macho sports and Kitty remembered with absolute clarity the day Judd had cruelly questioned Elliot’s paternity, unable to believe he had sired such a sensitive, artistic boy.

Sensing her scrutiny, Elliot closed his book and gestured to the dresses. ‘Deciding what to wear to that party?’

‘It’s not a party, it’s a ball.’ Kitty handed over the invitation  and raised helpless grey eyes to his. ‘I haven’t the faintest idea which dress to choose.’

Elliot frowned as he read the invite. ‘Mom, this is a party hosted by Charlie Valentine!’

‘I know. He’s our neighbour. So what?’

‘He’s also a famous rock star.’ Elliot laughed. ‘You must know who he is, Mom! He sings kinda cheesy nineties rock and wears tight leather trousers and eyeliner. Pretty dated but still, he’s a proper celebrity. We didn’t really get to meet any of those in LA, apart from some of Ace’s glitzy friends. My friends are gonna be sick with envy when they hear about this!’

‘I didn’t even realise,’ Kitty murmured, gripped by a new wave of insecurity. She had been worried enough about going to an English ball, she hadn’t realised it was hosted by British rock star royalty.

Elliot grinned. ‘We’re in the back of beyond but there are pop stars on every corner here, can you believe it? The lady in the village shop told me Tavvy Edwards lives in that amazing house across the fields - she sang that famous song, “Obsession”, remember? Apparently she gave up singing years ago and married some guy called Lochlin Maguire.’

Kitty’s blond eyebrows knitted together as she tried to put a face to the name. The song sounded familiar but Tavvy’s name didn’t. However, she did know Judd had mentioned a man called Lochlin Maguire years ago. For some bizarre reason, he detested Lochlin with a passion and when she’d quizzed him on it, Judd had yelled at her, telling her never to mention Lochlin’s name again. Kitty guessed Judd had some unfinished business with this Lochlin Maguire, whoever he was, and she felt a tremor of unease. Judd held grudges more than anyone she knew; look at the way he’d cut himself off from his family all those years ago!

All of a sudden, the move to England felt significant. It couldn’t be a coincidence that an arch enemy of Judd’s lived so  close. Kitty sat down abruptly, wincing as her bottom made contact with the hard chair.

Elliot didn’t notice his mother’s discomfort. ‘I have to call my friends. They’re gonna think I’ve been invited to Hugh Hefner’s place. Where’s my cell?’ He stopped himself. ‘I mean, my mobile  phone. Have to pick up all the new lingo.’ He paused in the doorway. ‘I wouldn’t worry too much about clothes, Mom. I reckon the flashier the better.’ Elliot gave her a reassuring smile. ‘Hey, maybe this place won’t be so dull, after all.’

Kitty nodded brightly as he disappeared. Elliot was probably right but learning that Lochlin Maguire lived only a few miles away, she now felt certain the move to England had a much more sinister agenda than she’d imagined. What the hell was Judd up to?

 



Darcy Middleton shrugged her arms into the luxuriously fluffy hotel robe and helped herself to another glass of champagne. She surveyed the hotel room, her hazel eyes giving the suite a practised once-over. It was as opulent as she would expect for the extortionate prices the hotel charged and handsomely decked out with the prerequisite plasma TVs and MP3 ports, as well as an abundance of Thassos marble in the bathrooms. The trouble with these sorts of suites, Darcy mused, was that they soon became rather samey.

God, I’m bored, she thought brusquely. Of this affair, and of the dead-end job she had tired of within weeks. She thought about her meeting with Lochlin Maguire at the Shamrock Music Group offices the other day. She hadn’t made a decision to take him up on his very generous job offer but she was intrigued that Lochlin had approached her in the first place. The record label had a fabulous reputation. Lochlin was renowned for having the Midas touch when it came to acquiring new acts and his loyalty and professionalism were legendary.

He wasn’t unattractive either, Darcy mused, stretching luxuriously. Married, of course - they all were - but that was hardly an impediment. Rumour had it that Lochlin was still hopelessly besotted with his wife Tavvy, but in Darcy’s experience, even the most devoted of men could be lured away with the right persuasion. She stretched out one of her long legs and smirked. Cocking her ear towards the bathroom, she became aware of her hapless lover’s voice talking into his mobile phone, his tone frantically apologetic.

‘I do miss you, darling,’ he was saying, sounding whiny and adolescent, in spite of his years, ‘you and little Horatio. It’s just that I have this really important business meeting and I can’t possibly get away just yet.’ There was a pause. ‘Horatio, my little prince! Who’s Daddy’s favourite boy? Oh, don’t cry, my brave soldier, you’re making Daddy so sad . . .’

Darcy’s lip curled with contempt and she almost threw up her vintage champagne. This is so over, she decided, knowing she had actually made that decision a while ago. God, how could Darren be such a bloody hypocrite? Business meeting indeed . . .

Darcy tore the robe off and quickly slipped her black lacy La Perla thong back on. She wondered if Darren’s wife knew the ‘business meeting’ in question had actually involved dining out at the absurdly expensive new restaurant of a famous TV chef, followed by a three-hour marathon of screwing his mistress senseless in a penthouse suite in one of the most sought-after hotels in London - the cost of which could probably pay for a family of four to go wild at Disneyland for a week.

Married men were all the same, Darcy thought scornfully; they wanted a bit on the side as well as their dutiful wives at home and the lengths they would go to in order to hide their deceit never ceased to amaze her.

Enough was enough, she thought as she hunted for her bra, her mouth tightening. Her affair with Darren was well and truly  over and it was about time she got the hell out of his life - and his crappy job. Abandoning any thought of finding her bra and lamenting the loss of such an exquisitely expensive piece of lingerie, Darcy shrugged her arms into her navy Diana von Furstenberg dress and tied it smartly around her narrow waist. She had known Darren was married, of course, but that wasn’t her problem! Darcy was an intelligent, successful music consultant in her early thirties with a fabulous flat in Kensington. She dated rich, powerful men and had affairs indiscriminately. The marital set-up of her chosen partners was none of her business, she was a free agent and able to do whatever she pleased without conscience.

And that was just the way she liked it, Darcy thought, pushing her feet into her four-inch navy heels; short and sweet, and when the fun was over, the man in question could go back to his unsuspecting wife with his sex drive rejuvenated and his tail - or rather his dick - firmly between his legs.

‘Where are you going?’ Darren demanded, emerging from the bathroom. His sheepish expression turned thunderous as he watched her scoop the tasteful Cartier jewellery he’d given her the night before into her handbag.

‘I’m leaving. Look, go home to your wife,’ she advised him shortly as she twisted her long cinnamon-brown hair up into a chic chignon. ‘And your son.’ She touched up her make-up, noticing that Darren had turned the exact shade of her scarlet lipstick.

‘You . . . you can’t do this,’ he spluttered. Even as their relationship crumbled, he couldn’t help noticing Darcy looked sensational; her fantastic body sheathed in the expensive dress, her hair and make-up immaculate. She was ballsy but incredibly feminine, not a patch on his plain wife. ‘I have the room booked all night . . . I’ve told my wife I won’t be home until tomorrow lunchtime . . .’

‘I’m sorry, Darren, but that’s not my problem, is it?’ She raised her eyebrows at him. ‘Seriously, maybe you should just tell your wife you like your ass whipped like a naughty schoolboy and then you wouldn’t need to go elsewhere for it.’

Mouthing furiously like a gormless goldfish, Darren took a step towards her but she halted him with an icy stare.

‘And before you dare to fire me, don’t worry . . . I quit.’ She let out a sigh of resignation, well versed in the required etiquette as an affair with a married man with a reputation to protect came to an end. ‘And you have my word that no one will ever know about our non-professional relationship, so you have nothing to fret about.’ She headed out to the lifts, glad the deed was done. The affair had become dull and the sex even duller, and her minor role at the company was hardly going to set her CV on fire. People Records were small fry and even though they had presented her with an interesting challenge at the outset, it was about time she put her substantial skills to the test once more. Inside the lift, she noticed in the mirror that a full, creamy breast had almost escaped and, languorously, she rearranged her neckline.

God, was it that difficult to find a strong, successful man who didn’t waste time regretting his choices or apologising for his behaviour? Darcy supposed she was after someone like her father; Christ, what would fans of Freud make of that? Her father had been an attractive, successful businessman and an authoritarian presence and, truthfully, he had frightened the life out of her but she had idolised him with something close to hero worship. At least he showed her attention, unlike her mother who never seemed to take an interest in her daughter’s achievements.

Darcy stabbed the lift button impatiently. Her father had instilled in her a need to be self-sufficient and at the age of sixteen when he had died suddenly of a heart attack, she had left the family home for good, severing all contact with the mother  who’d never been there for her. Darcy had resolved not to become a needy housewife, stuck at home with the kids and, in honour of her father, she had set out to become successful and independent. Striking and good-looking rather than conventionally pretty, Darcy acted like a man in the bedroom as well as in the office and she had soon gained a reputation for being a ball-breaker - a nickname she welcomed.

It was only at night that Darcy’s conscience occasionally troubled her and she allowed herself to wonder why her mother had always flinched when her father had come into the room and why she had never offered an opinion on anything. Darcy had long since learnt to shake such uneasy feelings off, however; and in her waking hours, she refused to linger on the possibilities. She and her mother hadn’t spoken since her father had died and Darcy preferred it that way.

Her eyes lit up as she read a notice on her BlackBerry about a new company called the Jett Record Corporation which apparently had the music industry bubbling over with speculation and excitement. She tapped her chin thoughtfully, deciding to keep Lochlin Maguire waiting a while longer while she did some research.

Aware that two fat cats in ill-fitting suits were admiring her protruding nipples as she stepped out of the lift, Darcy extinguished their ardour with a frosty stare. They weren’t handsome enough or rich enough for her to waste her time with but, knowing how tricky it could be to get a cab at this time of the day, Darcy gave the doorman a full-on smile and a discreet eyeful of her fabulous bra-less breasts that had his trousers pitching a tent and his fingers snapping feverishly to bring a taxi to her side.

Darcy settled herself in the back of the cab and read the notice about Jett again. Something about this new company had sparked her professional interest and the thrill of something new  and exciting was almost sexual. Squirming slightly, Darcy felt a throb between her legs that Darren had never been able to achieve and she grinned.

 



Tavvy Maguire winced as a biting wind whipped her hair around her face. Dressed in a pair of faux leopard-skin boots from her pop star days, woolly tights and an old black sweater of Lochlin’s that reached her knees, she lovingly rubbed a flea-bitten old mare on the nose.

‘There, there, old girl,’ she soothed, feeling the horse shivering with fright beneath her fingers. ‘You’re safe now.’ How dare that  bastard of a farmer treat horses like this, Tavvy thought furiously. Saving animals was her passion; she had set up her charitable organisation, Noah’s Ark, a few years ago to rescue abused animals and it kept her extremely busy. Although funded by royalties from Tavvy’s pop career and donations from wealthy locals, the charity brought in the bulk of its income at fund-raising events such as the Midsummer Ball Tavvy hosted every June.

She frowned as a haunting melody that had been tantalising her for the past few days popped back into her head again. This hadn’t happened to her for years, not since she had given up her pop career, and Tavvy was far too busy looking after her family and her animals to be writing songs these days.

‘Oh, the poor thing!’ Caitie panted as she joined her mother at the gate. Sporting tights patterned with pink hearts that were most assuredly not regulation school kit, teamed with her favourite biker boots, Caitie wore the rest of her maroon and white uniform with panache. ‘Christ, don’t let Iris see this mare; she’ll be in bits like she is at the vet’s.’ She pulled a face. ‘Iris is too soft-hearted to work with animals. Still, as soon as Daddy pulls his finger out, she’ll be a famous singer, won’t she?’

Tavvy grimaced. She didn’t want to think about the possibility  of Lochlin putting Iris’s pop career on hold again because Tavvy knew it would destroy her eldest daughter. She handed the mare over to Petra, her part-time assistant, and watched as she tenderly guided the damaged horse into a stable. ‘I’ve named her Moccachino,’ Tavvy added, her jerky movements indicating how angry she was. ‘That bastard of a farmer didn’t even give her a name.’ She linked her arm through Caitie’s as they walked back to the house.

Caitie suppressed a smile and glanced at her mother approvingly. With cheeks the colour of Pink Lady apples from the cold, Tavvy was much prettier than any of her friend’s mothers.

‘Now, what on earth am I going to wear to the Valentines’ Ball?’ Caitie demanded as they strode back to Pembleton. ‘Jasmine can’t come because she’s still in Italy with her parents so I’ll be at the mercy of the Valentine twins. I need to look my best.’ She called on her considerable acting skills and widened her eyes. ‘I guess I could always wear my school uniform and go for early Britney chic . . . although I’ll probably catch the eye of some dreadful old perv.’

Tavvy eyed her daughter with a twitching mouth. The Valentine twins had blond hair extensions and over-padded bras and, compared to Caitie, who was naturally pretty with merry green eyes and a mass of dark ringlets, they looked like plastic dolls. Passionate and outspoken, Caitie fell in love on a daily basis and always seemed to find the good in everyone she met. Keen to emulate the career of her idol, Kate Winslet, Caitie was determined to become a serious actress but, even though her acting was superb, Tavvy had her own methods of dealing with her daughter’s dramatic declarations.

‘What a shame,’ she murmured. ‘Me and Iris were planning to lend you something but if you’re planning on bagging a geriatric, you might as well go in your wellies and a waxed jacket, darling.’

Caitie looked panic-stricken. ‘No, I’ll borrow something from you or Iris!’ she assured her mother, as they approached the front door.

Smiling, Tavvy gazed up at Pembleton distractedly, thinking how glorious it looked in the dying rose-hued light, its timber frames neatly edging the slightly rundown terracotta brickwork. Lochlin’s father had bought the dilapidated home years ago when Shamrock had finally turned a corner and made some serious money, and Niall and Colleen Maguire had spent years lovingly restoring it until the terrible tragedy had rocked their solid, close-knit existence. Then, after Colleen’s subsequent and very sudden death, Niall had moved back to Ireland with Lochlin’s three sisters, leaving Lochlin in charge of both Shamrock and Pembleton. Now full of random memorabilia from Tavvy’s pop star days, CDs and records stacked from floor to ceiling and souvenirs from holidays all over the world, their home was cosy and homely and Tavvy’s favourite place in the world.

Opening the creaky kitchen door, Tavvy came face to face with a hot and bothered Iris.

‘We can’t have toast for supper,’ Iris panted, sheepishly holding up a horse comb. ‘I’ve buggered this up totally.’ She pushed the toaster to one side before smiling dreamily. ‘Did I tell you Ollie Ramshaw’s taking me to the Valentines’ Ball?’

‘God, I’m jealous. He’s so handsome.’ Caitie pouted, wondering how Iris managed to look so beautiful with her tawny-blond hair held up with a pencil and her long legs hidden under a pair of Shay’s old jeans. ‘Mind you, those carnations cost the same price as a Toblerone,’ she commented, glancing disparagingly at some squashed pink flowers in a jug.

‘I don’t care. Since Claudia buggered off to Sweden to become an au pair, I’m like Billy No Mates. Ollie’s my only friend.’ Iris gave a regretful shrug. ‘I suppose I could have moved to London with Emma and Daisy . . . just think, wild parties every night,  gorgeous, unsuitable men . . . but I was hoping I’d be singing professionally by then.’ Her face fell.

‘How are your rehearsals going?’ Tavvy asked, studying her daughter. Iris always gnawed her bottom lip when she was nervous; an unconscious habit she’d developed as a little girl.

Iris shrugged. ‘Not bad. Just worried about doing your song justice. It’s such a well-known number . . . everyone loves it. I-I’m worried I won’t be up to it. Oh God! And there’s my stutter! What if I do that during my performance?’ She clutched her hair in frustration and the pencil fell out, her tawny hair tumbling to her shoulders.

‘You won’t,’ Caitie assured her, exchanging a look with her mother. She knew how hard Iris had worked on removing all traces of her speech impediment but it still emerged when she was nervous. She adored singing but performing petrified her. Caitie, along with the rest of the family, felt absurdly protective of Iris; she was incredibly talented but she possessed a vulnerable quality that had the whole family wishing they could keep her from harm. Bullied for years for stuttering and stammering in class, Iris had bravely, on her last day of school, made a speech about overcoming adversity to a packed assembly hall. Having practised it tirelessly, the speech was made without a single mistake or stumble and Shay and Caitie whooped triumphantly from the back of the hall. It had been a small but poignant victory and Iris hadn’t looked back since.

‘Just stay calm,’ Tavvy advised Iris. ‘Your voice is far better than mine ever was.’ She meant it. In her pop star days, she had found performing difficult - the attention was overwhelming and her nerves had been crippling, far worse than Iris’s. She had always been far happier tucked away in a room writing songs, something she longed to do now, especially when she was haunted by a gorgeous melody that wouldn’t leave her be. Tavvy pushed the thought aside; she simply didn’t have time for such  things these days, not with a family to look after and her animal charity to run. Just as she was about to reassure Iris that her father would come round about her career soon, Lochlin arrived, blowing on his cold hands and taking over the room with his broad shoulders.

‘Fuck, it’s freezing out there!’ He tore his coat off to reveal a green, threadbare jumper.

‘You didn’t go into work like that, did you, Dad?’ Iris giggled, poking a finger through a hole in the elbow of his jumper.

The green eyes Caitie and Shay had inherited from him danced merrily. ‘Don’t be daft, I’m not that senile! I’ve just been outside on the phone to Erica. She was telling me about this new record company.’ He pulled Tavvy into his arms and felt her shiver with pleasure.

Caitie tutted. Her parents were so embarrassing! They were always making out and they had a maddening habit of being secretive, as if they shared some special bond no one else was part of. ‘I think Shay was going on about that the other day. The Jett Record Corporation or something?’

Lochlin and Tavvy exchanged a pointed glance.

Caitie pounced on them. ‘What was that?’

‘What?’ Lochlin answered evasively.

‘That look! As if you’ve both got a secret you don’t want us to know about.’

‘Don’t be silly,’ Tavvy snapped, uncharacteristically sharp. She turned away and bumped straight into the broad chest of her son Shay.

Tall and imposing, Shay strode across the kitchen. ‘God, I’m starving. I haven’t eaten a bite all day.’ Flinging his wide-shouldered frame into a chair, he sniffed the air, hoping one of his culinary-challenged family had started preparing supper before sighing and picking up a copy of the latest NME.

‘I heard the twins are wearing Dolce and Gabbana to the ball,’  Caitie informed him with a doleful expression. She couldn’t believe her brother could look so sickeningly stylish in an old grey cashmere jumper and a pair of battered black jeans.

Shay shuddered comically. ‘Urgh! Just thinking about those two brings me out in a rash. They’re like a walking advert for STDs.’

Iris looked shocked. ‘Don’t be mean, Shay, they’re just rather . . . over-spirited.’

‘Over-sexed more like,’ Shay retorted. ‘You’re far too nice, Iris. Those twins are toxic.’

Caitie gave him a wicked smile. ‘So, how is sloaney Saskia?’ Saskia was Shay’s current girlfriend but considering he went through relationships the way other men went through underpants, Caitie was astounded her brother hadn’t tired of Saskia already.

‘Lovely.’ Shay yanked one of Caitie’s jet-black curls. ‘Much nicer than you, for a start. You’ll never get a boyfriend if you keep being such a bitch.’

‘God, really?’ Caitie paused then narrowed her eyes. ‘Hang on, that can’t be right. Tons of your girlfriends have been absolute cows!’

Shay roared with laughter. He wasn’t about to enlighten Caitie about Saskia who, aside from having a surprising fondness for slightly kinky sex, had in the beginning shown real signs of being ‘the one’. But as time had gone on, Shay had realised they had less in common than he’d thought and he knew he would have to end it soon before things became more serious.

Shay frowned. It wasn’t Saskia’s fault, but he wanted more. He wanted someone who loved music as much as he did, someone he could endlessly discuss jazz and Louis Armstrong with, a woman who was intellectual and exciting. Shay wanted to feel real passion and, sadly, Saskia didn’t make him feel that way.

‘Charlie’s sent me another text!’ Lochlin howled in utter  vexation. ‘He’s badgering me about his flagging career and I haven’t a clue what to say to him. I mean, Jaysus, I think the world of Chas, but I’m not a fucking magician!’

About to offer some advice, Shay closed his mouth and disappeared behind the NME again. His father didn’t seem to take kindly to his recommendations at the moment so he might as well keep his mouth shut, even if he did think he knew how to breathe life into Charlie Valentine’s lacklustre career.

Bright but bored by school, Shay’s business acumen was instinctive rather than academic. Flying by the seat of his pants in each job he’d had, including his current one at a music magazine, Shay had recently and rather unexpectedly felt increasingly keen for people to take him seriously. Especially his father. Belatedly, Shay had realised he only had himself to blame for his playboy profile but still, it was exasperating when he knew damn well he could solve his father’s problems in a matter of seconds.

‘What’s for dinner?’ he asked suddenly, feeling them all staring at him. ‘Oh, I get it, you’re waiting for me to cook. Again.’ Jumping up and yanking open the fridge, he was soon expertly chopping shallots and ordering Caitie and Iris around as he swiftly cooked steak Diane for five.

As he opened a bottle of Chateauneuf-du-Pape, Lochlin couldn’t help wondering why he felt such a sense of impending doom. He longed to talk to Tavvy about his ludicrous fears surrounding the new record label, Jett, but he didn’t want to worry her.

Feeling Lochlin’s arm snaking around her waist, Tavvy’s attention began to drift. Staring out into the darkening sky as it turned the garden into a magical inky wilderness, she was again reminded of the bewitching melody that had been haunting her for days. It had light and shade and exquisite chord changes that wound themselves around her like old friends . . .

If only she could shake it off, Tavvy thought distractedly, wishing for the first time in years that she could just have five minutes to herself to capture the song on paper . . .




 Chapter Three

‘Now, for the party, do you think the black leather or the white jeans?’ Charlie Valentine wondered, preening himself in front of the huge Gothic mirror that almost obscured an entire wall. His chest was bare apart from the heavy cross he always wore and he puffed as he struggled with the zip of the black leather trousers.

‘Well, the white jeans went down a storm at your sell-out tour in two thousand and four,’ Susannah told him, hoping he’d take the hint. Aside from being too tight, the jeans had a nasty sweat stain around the crotch and really shouldn’t be worn by the over-forties.

‘You’re right,’ Charlie murmured, missing her point as he struck another pose in the mirror.

Susannah suppressed a sigh. God, it was difficult living with an ego maniac! In his day, Charlie Valentine had been an absolute heartbreaker, sex on legs with a gravelly voice and a career in the stratosphere. These days . . . Susannah tried not to roll her eyes as Charlie gyrated his skinny hips in the mirror, his face contorted in what he called his ‘rock star orgasm face’. These days, as much as she adored him, Susannah couldn’t help thinking Charlie was more like a dad dancing at a wedding - dated and ever so slightly embarrassing.

Their home, a rather vulgar, Gothic-style mansion Charlie had bought years ago with his first million, was stuffed full of garish  rock and roll paraphernalia and overpriced antiques. It had become as famous as Charlie himself after a series of high-profile parties back in the eighties and nineties but as much as he loved his home, Charlie was driven less by his desire for wealth and more by his love of being on the road and singing to crowds of screaming women. Loving his career as much as he did, it was killing him that interest in his music was waning and that his most popular tracks hadn’t been downloaded on I-Tunes half as much as he hoped they would be.

‘Bloody Lochlin wouldn’t even give me the time of day when I phoned him about my career again,’ Charlie griped, drawing a smudgy blue line round his eyes with one of Susannah’s long-last pencils, the latest product in the make-up line she’d developed five years ago. ‘I’ve left him countless text messages too, but I don’t think he’s going to arrange a comeback tour for me, even though I’m his fucking friend.’

Staring at her husband in the mirror, Susannah wanted to tell Charlie he was far too old to get away with ‘guy-liner’. She’d met Charlie when she’d been the make-up artist for him and his band and, a charmer with practised lines and come-to-bed blue eyes, it hadn’t taken Charlie long to sweet-talk her into his trailer. Four weeks later he had proposed to her. Happily accepting, Susannah had been stunned when Charlie had blithely continued shagging young groupies, barely stopping to buy her a chunky emerald engagement ring before ducking back into his trailer with a fan.

Loving Charlie as much as she did, Susannah had learnt to make peace with that aspect of their marriage and he always came back to her. Charlie was simply addicted to the rock and roll lifestyle he had dreamt of since he was a boy. The trouble was, those crazy days were over and Susannah wasn’t sure Charlie’s career had any life left in it.

She went out on a limb. ‘How’s this for an “out there” idea? Why don’t you just hang up the spangly neck scarves once and  for all and kick back?’ She wondered if Charlie knew how much the harsh lighting was showing up his wrinkles, and made a mental note to slip some of the new wonder foundation she’d created into his bathroom cabinet.

Wincing as Charlie’s expression turned thunderous, Susannah pushed ahead. ‘You know I’m your biggest fan, but you haven’t written a new song in ages and if you keep churning out the same old stuff, you’re going to end up looking like a has-been. Even though you’re not, Chas, of course you’re not,’ she added hurriedly.

Peeved, Charlie ran a hand through his bleached blond hair. Susannah was right, of course. He hadn’t written any new material in years and his records weren’t selling as well as they had done in his heyday but he wouldn’t dream of giving up and ‘kicking back’. What the hell would he do with himself?

Charlie made a private decision to ambush Lochlin at the party. Surely if he persisted, Lochlin would relent eventually. Their friendship went back years, they had always had each other’s backs.

Changing the subject, Charlie told Susannah that he had invited their new neighbours at Brockett Hall to the party. ‘I also invited Darcy Middleton, that PR chick who worked at my old record label years ago. She’s a total ball-breaker but Lochlin’s interested in her working at Shamrock so I did him a favour and invited her.’ Charlie pursed his lips as if to say that Lochlin definitely owed him at least five minutes of his time at the party. ‘Anyway, I haven’t a clue who lives in Brockett Hall but I invited them so they could get to know us all. They’re probably old and dull but they can have a glass of vino and a vol-au-vent, can’t they?’

Susannah bit her lip, wondering if the number of crates of Krug she’d ordered would be enough. With all the extra guests Charlie kept adding to the list, they were going to run out before  the supper buffet at this rate and as the champagne was all being dyed red to fit with the ‘Valentine’ theme, Susannah couldn’t exactly leave it to chance. And, contrary to Charlie’s joke about vol-au-vents, the bill for the upmarket catering company she’d hired was already astronomical.

Catching sight of their twin daughters strutting around outside in matching crotch-skimming dresses, Susannah forgot about the party arrangements and exploded.

‘Bloody hell, what do they look like? Abby, get back here at once! And Skye, if you think you’re attending the party dressed like a prostitute, you’ve got another think coming!’

Leaving Charlie to his preening, she dashed out after her wayward daughters, beginning to think this party was going to be a disaster.

 



‘Wow, second place!’ Jerry cuffed Ace’s helmet. ‘Good for you!’

Ace tore off his helmet and whooped. ‘Fuck, I’ve never driven like that in my life before! Jerry, you really helped me out there, blocking those two for that last half mile.’ He raked his mahogany hair back with tanned hands. ‘What a wing man, I really owe you one.’

Jerry inclined his blond head graciously. ‘Hey, that’s what team mates are for. I still got a fifth.’

‘You were fucking awesome, Jez. We both were!’

His grey eyes sparkling with elation, Ace relived the race in his mind, seeing himself tearing round each corner with precision, swiftly edging in between the other cars to jostle for one of the top spots. He wondered when he had last completed a circuit like that. His sense of timing had been impeccable, his focus unwavering.

The only reason he hadn’t won was because NASCAR’s best driver, Kyle Stewart from the Toyota team, had managed to barge  Jerry into the backstretch wall, something he probably should have been cautioned for, and had then nipped in front to take first place. Ace didn’t care. It was his best race to date and he was proud of himself. This was the boost he needed after his bad form last year and after the accident. Maybe, finally, he could put it all behind him.

‘Ace, you’re needed up on the podium,’ Jerry called.

Leaping up on to the stage area, Ace punched the air as the crowd cheered. He didn’t think he’d ever felt more alive. Unexpectedly, he felt tears pricking at his eyelids. This was the start of it - this was what he’d worked so hard for all these years. Even his father couldn’t fail to be impressed now. Ace enjoyed the moment as the places were called out and he clapped the winner on the back, congratulating him on a good race.

‘Hey, it was a close thing,’ Kyle Stewart told him. ‘You might just beat me next time.’

‘Might? It’s a dead cert,’ Ace returned, laughing.

Staring out at the crowd and hearing them chanting his name, he felt a rush of gratitude for their support. He wondered what it was going to feel like when he finally won and, for the first time, Ace actually allowed himself to believe it was going to happen.

Seeing a microphone thrust in front of his face, he did his best to pull himself together. ‘It feels fantastic; who cares if it’s a qualifying race, it was great out there.’ Ace shook his head. ‘I can’t really remember all of it, it’s a blur, but it was one of the best moments of my life.’ Suddenly overcome, he thrust his sunglasses on to hide his eyes. Jumping down from the podium, he took his phone out of his pocket and quickly read a text.

Jerry flung his arm round Ace’s shoulders and rolled his eyes. ‘Christ, it’s not Allegra again, is it? She’s such a bunny boiler, you’re gonna—’

‘It’s not from Allegra. It’s from my father.’

Hearing the flatness in Ace’s voice, Jerry withdrew his arm. ‘What’s he doing texting you now? I thought he was going to some fancy English party?’

‘He is. But he still found time to text me and tell me that second place isn’t good enough.’ Ace chucked his phone to Jerry with shaking hands.

Jerry read the message incredulously. ‘I can’t believe he did this. That was your best race . . .’ His face darkened. ‘Fucking bastard. Ace, don’t listen to him, you were amazing out there and you only just missed first place, anyway.’

Ace’s mouth twisted bitterly. ‘You know, even the best isn’t good enough for him, Jez. What did I expect? A fanfare?’ He balled his hands into fists. ‘I should have known he was gonna kick my ass this year. Since my accident, he’s been on my back like a fucking viper.’

‘That accident was his fault,’ Jerry responded furiously. ‘If Elliot hadn’t told you what your father did to your mom that time, you wouldn’t have ended up wrapping your car around the fucking barrier. He’s a bully. He never tells you he’s proud of you, the asshole . . .’

Feeling weary all of a sudden, Ace held a hand up. ‘I know all this. Just forget it. I’m used to my father shitting on me from a great height, it’s what he does.’

‘I thought you were supposed to be his favourite,’ Jerry snapped. He wished he could make Ace’s pain go away, but he knew it was pointless even trying.

‘Oh, but I am,’ Ace said, heading into the hospitality tent with a grim expression. ‘You should see how he treats my brothers.’ Grabbing a bottle of champagne, he glugged it down until the bubbles made his eyes water. Spotting two identical girls wearing bright red mini dresses, their dark hair hanging past their waists, he gave Jerry a crooked grin. ‘Hey, our luck’s in, after all, Jerry. It’s those Brazilian twins from the bar. Come on, let’s get wasted!’  Sliding his arms round the waists of the twins, he laughed his head off as they tipped champagne down his throat.
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