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Prologue


Eight years ago


‘Ah, Charlotte, there you are!’ My mother’s voice boomed out as I walked into the drawing room, the last one to arrive. I froze, automatically straightening my shoulders, as her eyes swept over me, assessing my appearance. She looked elegant in a cream linen suit, and I knew she expected me to try to live up to her high standards.


After a moment, she gave a brief nod of approval, and my body relaxed as I exhaled.


‘I like that dress on you. It suits your figure.’


I bit back a smile. It was hardly a surprise that my mum was a fan of the navy coatdress – after all, she’d bought it for me that day, commenting in her usual none-too-subtle way that it would probably be nice if I wore it when we went out that evening. To be honest, I’d rather be in jeans and a t-shirt, but I trusted my mother’s choice implicitly. A successful human rights lawyer, she always looked neat and stylish, and I aspired to be just like her. Unfortunately that was pretty much a pipe dream. While her petite frame and poker-straight, glossy dark hair made her seem effortlessly chic, my heavier build and untameable mousey curls meant I was unlikely to ever attain her polish and sophistication.


‘William?’ She turned to my father, who was sitting on the couch, reading the newspaper. ‘Tell your youngest how good she looks.’


‘I don’t need to.’ My dad glanced up from his paper, and winked at me. He was a neurologist, equally as successful as my mother in his field, but while she was sharp and businesslike, he was softer, cosier, like an academic. ‘Charlotte always looks beautiful.’


I could always rely on my father for support. He was much more approachable than my mother – less intimidatingly perfect. While he was undoubtedly an attractive man, tall and trim with salt-and-pepper hair, there was just enough hint of a middle-aged paunch to make him seem human.


‘Let’s have a look at you,’ my sister Kate chimed in. She was curled up on one of the armchairs, her long, slender legs tucked beneath her as she texted on her mobile phone. I looked enviously at the simple white dress she was wearing, feeling suddenly over-dressed and chunky in my own dark ensemble. Kate was the lucky one, who took after our mother. Sometimes it was hard not to feel bitter about that.


My sister finally sent her message and then looked up to smile at me. ‘Good job, Mouse. You scrubbed up well.’


I cringed at her use of my hated nickname. It didn’t take a genius to work out why I’d been branded with it – in my overachieving family I was the quiet one, the shy girl who lurked in corners. I often felt like the ugly duckling in a family of swans.


‘Well, now we’re all here, shall we open the bubbles?’ As usual my mother took control. ‘What do you say, darling?’


Sighing, my father folded up his newspaper, and headed over to the sideboard, where a bottle of champagne rested in an ice bucket. Tonight was a celebration. Kate had just finished her second year at medical school, and she’d found out this morning that she’d come top of her class in the end of year exams. We were going out to a nearby restaurant to celebrate – it was in a country hotel, where we always went to celebrate family occasions. For me, those tended to only be birthdays, never the academic successes that came so easily to my siblings.


The only person missing from the family gathering was my brother, Christopher – or Kit, as we all called him. Like our mother, he’d studied Law at Oxford, and now, having just finished his one-year Legal Practice course, he was taking a well-earned break before he started his training contract at one of the big corporate law firms. Not that I’d personally have called climbing Mont Blanc much of a ‘break’, but my brother loved sport and any kind of physical challenge.


My father eased out the champagne cork with a loud pop. Bubbles fizzed over and he quickly picked up a flute to catch the liquid. He poured three glasses – for him, my mother and Kate – and then turned to me.


‘And how about you, Charlotte?’ At seventeen, I was still a year too young to drink. ‘Perhaps a small glass just for a toast.’


‘Thank you,’ I murmured, as he poured out a measure that was a third the size of the others.


‘To Kate,’ my mother said, and my dad and I echoed the words, as the four of us clinked glasses.


I took a sip of the champagne. It wasn’t my first time drinking it, but for whatever reason it hit my throat the wrong way, and I hiccupped. My hand clamped over my mouth as my family turned to look at me.


‘Oh, Mouse!’ My sister laughed indulgently. ‘Very elegant—’


The phone rang, cutting off her words. No one moved to answer it. Kate’s friends and admirers all used her mobile, and I didn’t really have anyone who’d be calling me.


My father sighed. ‘Don’t trouble yourselves. I’ll get it.’


He put his glass down, and headed across the room. As he lifted the receiver, he automatically checked the caller identification. ‘International. It must be Kit.


‘Hello. Kit, my boy—’ His cheery greeting froze on his lips as the caller began to talk. The smile dropped from my father’s face, and his expression grew serious. ‘Sorry – what are you saying?’


A knot began to form in my stomach. Whoever was on the end of the line spoke again, and my father’s eyes darted over to where the rest of us stood, waiting, watching. He swallowed, hard, as though trying to clear a lump in his throat. ‘Just hold on a second.’


He turned from us and disappeared from the room, closing the door behind him. He began to talk again, but we could only hear the muffled sound of him speaking and couldn’t make out the words.


Mum, Kate and I all exchanged worried looks. None of us spoke. It was as though we sensed this wasn’t the time to speculate on what was going on.


We waited in silence as the minutes ticked by. Finally everything went quiet in the hallway. We watched as the door handle bent and my father walked back into the room. His head was bowed, and he was still clutching the phone in his hand.


‘William?’ My mother was on her feet, her arms wrapped protectively around her body, already anticipating bad news. ‘What is it? What’s going on?’


There was a long silence, when all I could hear was the sound of my own heartbeat filling my ears, and then he finally raised his eyes to her.


‘It’s Kit.’ He spoke slowly, clearly, as though trying to make an effort to enunciate every word. ‘It seems there was an accident. An avalanche. Kit was buried in the fall. The rescuers managed to dig him out, and they airlifted him to hospital. The doctors did everything they could . . . But Kit . . .’ His voice broke a little, and then he tried again. ‘Well, I’m afraid Kit’s dead.’



Chapter 1


Present day


I burrowed further under my duvet, trying to block out the incessant ringing. I wasn’t sure where the shrill sound was coming from, but it was the last thing I needed after the tequila shots I’d downed the previous night. All I could think about right now was the incessant throbbing pain hitting me right between my eyes, beating away like a pulse. I just wanted the noise to stop, so I could fall back to sleep, and hopefully wake up hangover-free in a few hours.


It was only when I heard my flatmate, Lindsay, throw open her bedroom door, and stomp across the hallway, that I finally figured out the source of the noise – it was our intercom. That was when the pieces fell into place.


It was him, of course; the bane of my existence – here to ruin my day.


As Lindsay answered the intercom, I closed my eyes, and willed her to pretend that I wasn’t in. She knew how much I hated these occasions, and had been known to lie on my behalf more than once. But it was too much to hope for today, I realised, as I heard her tell him to come up. Lindsay was a good friend, but she didn’t like to get up before midday, and I knew she’d hold me responsible for today’s early morning call. This was her revenge.


She didn’t bother waiting for him to climb the five flights of stairs up to our top-floor flat. Instead, I heard her leave the door on the latch, and then on the way back to her room, she threw something against my door, to make sure I was awake – from the thud it sounded like a shoe.


‘Charlie? Mr No Fun’s here,’ she called out. I flinched at the volume. ‘You might want to make yourself decent. If that’s even possible . . .’


I heard her bedroom door slam shut, as she headed back to sleep. Lucky her.


As though I didn’t have enough problems already, the mattress next to me shifted, and I froze as a warm, hairy leg brushed against my bare skin. I came out from behind the pillow, peeled my crusted eyes open and saw a man lying next to me, naked apart from a sheet pulled over his middle, mercifully preserving his modesty. My alcohol-addled brain couldn’t exactly place him right now, but he was an attractive guy, if you liked that rough, rock-band look. His hair was way too long; his nose and lip were pierced, and both arms were covered in tattoos. He was entirely my type.


I couldn’t remember much about last night, but it didn’t take a genius to figure out what had happened. I worked behind the bar at a pub in Camden, and he was typical of our clientele. No doubt I’d served him, we’d got talking, and then after my shift we’d headed on somewhere to continue drinking, before one thing led to another. It wasn’t the first time something like this had happened – in fact, it was kind of a weekly event for me. I was just surprised I’d let him stay over. Most of the time, I kicked them out straight after the deed was done. It was the best way to avoid that awkward morning-after moment, where the guy felt obliged to pretend he was going to call, and I felt obliged to pretend I wanted him to.


But I didn’t have time to worry about getting rid of my unwanted guest right now. I had far more pressing problems with my other male visitor, who I’d just heard coming into the flat.


I’d just about managed to sit up and pull on my black kimono dressing gown when the door to my bedroom door was thrown open by my self-appointed protector – and gigantic pain in my butt – Richard Davenport.


Even at this time in the morning, Richard was the epitome of a young, successful businessman. Tall and tanned, no doubt from Saturday mornings on the tennis court, he was, as always, impeccably turned out in chinos and a blue button-down shirt. He never seemed to step out of the house looking anything less than perfect, and today was no exception – his dark hair was short and neat, his strong jaw clean-shaven, and I could smell the fresh scent of his shower gel from where I sat hunched over on the side of the bed, reeking of my own signature aroma of fags and booze.


I’d known Richard for most of my life. He’d gone to the same boarding school as my older brother, Kit, and they’d been best friends since they were eleven. I’d never had much to do with Richard growing up. After all, I was five years younger than him and Kit, and a girl – he’d barely seemed to notice me. But when I’d moved to London seven years ago, that had all changed. I guess out of some sense of duty to my brother, he’d taken it upon himself to keep an eye on me, which entailed phoning every few weeks to check up on me, and making sure that I attended the obligatory family get-togethers. Which would explain his presence in my flat today.


Of course his interference irritated me no end. At twenty-five years old, it wasn’t like I needed a babysitter. I wasn’t sure why he couldn’t just mind his own business.


It was hard to believe he was only thirty, a mere five years older than me. The contrast between us couldn’t have been greater. I didn’t need a mirror to tell me how I looked – I’d had enough mornings like these to know that I had mascara and eyeliner smeared round my eyes, and my bleached hair was sticking up all over the place. I no doubt resembled something even the cat wouldn’t bother to drag in.


With a strength I was surprised I could muster, I forced myself off the bed and stood to face him, my arms folded across my chest. ‘You could’ve knocked.’


Irritation at being woken, and the pounding in my head, put me on the defensive. But if I was hoping he might apologise, I clearly had no chance. He looked just as furious as I felt.


‘And you could have answered the door. I’ve been ringing that wretched intercom for twenty minutes.’


‘Yeah?’ I affected a bored look. ‘Well maybe you should’ve taken the hint and left.’


‘Oh, no, Charlotte.’ I winced at his use of my full name – only he and my family ever called me that these days. To everyone else, I was Charlie. ‘Not today. It’s your parents’ thirty-fifth wedding anniversary party. You’re going, even if I have to drag you there, kicking and screaming.’


I didn’t doubt that he would, so I wisely kept my mouth shut. I felt too fragile to be getting into one of our arguments this early in the day.


Richard cast a quick glance around my room. I could sense his disapproval, and I felt a twinge of guilt at the state of the place. Lindsay and I were lucky enough to live in a top-floor warehouse conversion in the heart of Shoreditch. Even though the area’s relentless gentrification meant it was no longer considered cutting-edge, it was still a decent enough area for going out, with lots of good bars and clubs. Our flat was pretty impressive, too – it had double-height ceilings, exposed brickwork and original iron beams. Obviously under normal circumstances the apartment was well out of our price range, but luckily for us a school friend of Lindsay’s owned the place, and when his lucrative banking job took him to Hong Kong, he’d let us stay here for a fraction of the market price – I suspected because he had a crush on my friend. We’d repaid his generosity by completely trashing the place.


My room was by far the worst. Dirty plates and mugs were scattered across every surface; it was impossible to see the polished concrete floor with all the clothes strewn over it; and there were two used condoms on the bedside table. Oh, well – at least Richard should give me points for practising safe sex. It still amazed me, my instinctive sense of self-preservation – no matter how drunk I was, I always managed to insist on taking proper precautions.


Richard’s eyes finally settled on the naked man in my bed – taking in his long, greasy hair, the piercings and tattoos.


‘And who might this be?’ Richard made no effort to disguise his distaste. It didn’t bother me in the slightest. I’d never made any attempt to hide how I lived my life, and while this might be the first time he’d been so directly confronted with it, I didn’t give a damn if he had a problem with it. If anything, I hoped this might make him stop coming round. It wasn’t that I didn’t like Richard, I just resented his interference in my life, and went out of my way to remind him of that every chance I got. It had become a game – whenever we saw each other, I’d try to push his buttons, being deliberately rude and ungrateful, and he’d do his best to ignore me. One day I was sure I’d find his Achilles’ heel and get him out of my life for good. Until then, I’d just have fun goading him as best I could.


I followed his gaze to my unwanted bedfellow and shrugged. ‘Your guess is as good as mine.’


Richard’s nose wrinkled at that, which was exactly the reaction I’d been trying to elicit. In fact, I knew exactly who the tattooed guy in my bed was. It had come back to me now – his name was Gavin, and he was the lead singer in a band who’d played at the bar a few times. But it amused me to try to shock calm, unflappable Richard.


My bed-mate was by now wide awake and struggling to sit up. His eyes were wide with apology and fixed firmly on Richard. ‘Aw, shit. I didn’t realise she had a boyfriend, mate.’


‘He’s not my boyfriend,’ I said automatically.


‘And if I was, you wouldn’t still be in that bed. Trust me. Mate.’


Richard’s silky-smooth voice belied the threat behind his words. I could see Mr Rock Band swallow, hard, and I bit back a smile. Richard might act and dress all corporate, but at six foot three and 180 pounds of pure muscle, it was clear he wasn’t someone to pick a fight with. Even if you didn’t know he had a black belt in Taekwondo.


He turned his attention back to me, his gaze sweeping over my kimono and dishevelled appearance. ‘I take it you’re not intending to attend lunch looking like that?’


‘Of course not. Give me fifteen minutes to have a shower and get ready.’


‘You have five. We’re already late.’


He didn’t need to bother adding that it was my fault we were in that predicament. Earlier that week, when he’d phoned to arrange to pick me up, we’d agreed that I’d be outside, ready and waiting when he arrived. Personally I thought he should have known better than to expect me to be so willing.


‘Fine.’ I wasn’t about to argue with him, but I had no problem teaching him a lesson for being so inflexible. ‘If that’s how you want it . . .’


Before he could figure out what I was about to do, I loosened the tie on my kimono and slipped it from my shoulders, letting it drop to the floor so I was standing there stark naked.


Perhaps it wouldn’t have been such a statement if I had the kind of boyish figure that fashion models possess. But instead I had Jessica Rabbit curves, which I’d given up trying to hide a long time ago. Even Richard, the master of self-control, couldn’t help letting his eyes linger on my 34C breasts a second longer than he should have. I watched his jaw tighten, which was pretty much the biggest reaction I ever got from Richard, and then he averted his eyes.


I crossed the room, walking deliberately by him, and started hunting in my drawer for underwear.


‘Jesus, Charlotte,’ he muttered.


I turned back to him, affecting an innocent look. ‘What? I’m just getting ready, like you asked.’


His scowl deepened. ‘I’m not in the mood for your games today. I’ll wait downstairs in the car for you. Be there in five minutes, or I’ll come back up and drag you out. If you choose to act like a child, then I’ll be forced to treat you like one.’


He swept from the room before I had a chance to reply.


Once he was gone, Gavin let out a long sigh of relief. I started at the sound – I’d almost forgotten he was there.


‘Wow.’ He shook his head. ‘That’s one tightly wound asshole.’


‘Tell me about it.’ I turned back to my underwear drawer, selecting the only clean bra and panties left in there. I put them on with my back to Gavin, but he didn’t seem to get the hint that I just wanted him to shut up and quietly disappear from my life.


‘Well . . .’ he drawled. Why was it that men felt obliged to make conversation with their one-night stands? I blamed all those movies that suggested women got upset if a guy didn’t automatically start proposing when they slept together. I forced myself to face him. Gavin had on what I presumed was the most polite expression he could manage. He scratched his head a little, looking beyond awkward. ‘I guess I should get your number or something. Maybe we could hang out sometime.’


‘Yeah.’ I spoke with exaggerated seriousness. ‘We should totally do that. Maybe go for dinner and a movie. We could hold hands and everything.’


‘Huh?’


It took all my willpower not to laugh at his obvious confusion. It was clearly his looks rather than his quick wit that had attracted me last night.


‘Look,’ I said, as I wriggled into a denim miniskirt and pulled on the cleanest white tank top I could find. ‘Let’s not pretend last night was anything other than what it was. We got drunk, I invited you back to my place, and we shagged. To be perfectly honest, I can’t remember much about the whole evening, but I’m guessing that we both got what we wanted out of it. So, as far as I see it, that’s pretty much the end of our involvement.’


I couldn’t help enjoying the look of astonishment on his face. He obviously wasn’t used to the women he bedded behaving this way.


‘So you’re saying you’re happy with what went on last night. You don’t want anything else?’


Ten out of ten for catching on quick. I’d obviously picked up the equivalent of a dumb blonde.


‘That’s exactly what I’m saying,’ I said with exaggerated patience.


He looked at me with the kind of undisguised admiration that should be saved for whoever cures cancer. ‘You know something? You’re a really cool girl.’


‘Yeah? My parents will be so proud.’


I reached for my biker boots, my footwear of choice, but then noted the sun streaming through the Velux windows that lined the ceiling. It was late September, but it looked more like mid-summer, and so I slipped on a slightly grubby pair of cream pumps instead. I dug through the pockets of the jeans I’d had on last night, found my purse and keys, and chucked them into the busted-up faux leather bag I took everywhere.


‘Help yourself to tea, coffee, and whatever we have in the fridge,’ I said, as I made my way out the door. It was meant to be a good exit line, but it seemed to throw Gavin even further.


‘What? You mean, you don’t mind me staying here once you’ve gone? That’s a bit trusting of you.’


‘Not really. If you even think about disturbing my flatmate, she’ll stab you in the eye, and—’ I gave a pointed glance round the room – ‘if you can find something worth stealing in here, then you’re more than welcome to it.’


The intercom sounded then, Richard’s way of letting me know that my five minutes was up. I popped briefly into the bathroom, deciding he’d rather I took the time to brush my teeth and gargle some mouthwash than have me breathe stale alcohol fumes all over him for the two-hour drive.


Once I’d finished, I made the mistake of looking in the mirror above the sink. Panda eyes stared back at me. Why couldn’t I ever remember to take my make-up off? I ran a hand through my bleached hair. I was still getting used to it. I changed the colour every few weeks – I’d been everything from bright pink to ebony black. Platinum blonde wouldn’t have been my choice, but I’d told Lindsay to surprise me, and she had. If my skin had been more tanned, maybe it would have looked tartier – but the white blonde against my Casper-the-friendly-ghost colouring gave me an Emo, edgy look, and made my eyes look an even more unnatural cornflower blue than usual.


A wave of exhaustion washed over me, which had nothing to do with how little I’d slept last night. I so wasn’t prepared for this day – lunch with my parents and two hundred of their closest colleagues and friends. I could just imagine my mother’s face when she saw me – her trouble-making youngest daughter, the university dropout who worked in a bar – turning up hung-over and in a ridiculously tiny miniskirt, amongst a sea of overachievers in floral dresses and suits. Ah, being the black sheep of the family was always a fun role to play.


I took a deep breath, mentally shaking myself out of my moment of self-pity. Then I grabbed some face wipes and stuffed them in my bag, sprayed on a liberal amount of deodorant that I feared still wouldn’t mask the smell of fags and booze, and headed downstairs to see what the dreaded day would bring.



Chapter 2


I emerged from our flat and ran down the five flights of stairs to the ground floor. My hand trailed against the roughness of the exposed brickwork walls as I went. I could have done without all the jolting around, as my head was still pounding, but it was the quickest way to the bottom. There was a lift – one of those old service elevators, lovingly restored – but at this time on a Sunday morning, it would be experiencing peak-time use, as the other occupants headed out for a leisurely brunch.


Downstairs, in the small lobby of the building, I found Richard sitting on the antique leather chesterfield couch, waiting for me. A well-groomed brunette sat next to him. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that this was his latest girlfriend. He was a serial monogamist, and he definitely had a type – they were all conventionally beautiful, intelligent . . . and somewhat bland. Posh Pashminas, as Lindsay and I liked to call them. The kind of Home Counties’ girls who spent their whole life doing the right thing, without ever questioning if it was what they really wanted – they went on skiing holidays; knew how to scuba dive; enjoyed the theatre; had probably taken a year out to travel to India. All before completing a degree at one of the ‘good’ universities and finding a prestigious graduate job in London – law, banking or management consultancy – to tide them over until they could get married.


To me, they were perfectly boring, their lives devoid of any real passion. To Richard, they made the perfect girlfriends.


I cast a look over his latest. She was model-tall and slender, with chocolate-brown hair that fell in Kate Middleton waves around her shoulders, presumably the result of a professional blow-dry this morning. She rose with Richard, and I took in her tailored cream dress, that fell demurely below the knee. She was perfectly attired for a late-summer luncheon party. This was the kind of daughter my mother longed for. She was probably only a couple of years older than me, but next to her, I felt like a teenager again.


She greeted me with a friendly smile, and held out her hand. ‘You must be Charlotte.’


‘Charlie,’ I corrected automatically, ignoring the hand. That threw her. She glanced over at Richard and frowned, obviously upset about having got a detail wrong. That was the other thing about his girlfriends – they were all perfectionists and overachievers.


‘Oh, right, of course. Charlie. It’s lovely to meet you at last.’


Richard’s girlfriends were never entirely sure how to treat me. I suspected he described me as something like a younger sister, so they invariably started off trying to be pleasant to me, wanting to win me over. But it quickly became apparent to them that they were never going to get on with me, so after a while they settled into just being as polite as possible whenever I was around – or ignoring me, which worked, too.


I turned to Richard. ‘So this is your latest.’


‘Petra Hawthorne,’ she filled in.


I looked back at her, seeing a chance to cause trouble for Richard. ‘I’ve stopped learning the names of Richard’s girlfriends. Every time he drags me down to one of these family occasions, he has a new one. He never seems to keep them for longer than six months.’


‘Which is five months and twenty-nine days longer than you keep your boyfriends,’ he fired back. Then he seemed to notice Petra, who was looking between us frowning, clearly perturbed by our sparring. I’d guess that if there was one quality she lacked, it would be a sense of humour.


Richard rested his hand on her small waist. ‘Don’t worry, darling.’ His voice was smooth and reassuring, but I could hear an edge to it, which I knew was directed at me. ‘Charlotte’s just kidding around. Pay no attention to her, I certainly don’t.’


‘Oh right,’ Petra forced a smile. ‘I see.’


He ushered her outside, shooting a frown at me over his shoulder, a clear signal to behave. They did make an attractive couple, I admitted reluctantly as I followed after them. Very grown up and sophisticated. Trailing behind them, I felt a bit like their wayward teenage daughter, and for the first time, I began to wish I’d made a bit more effort this morning – at the least that I’d had time for a shower.


I’d heard Richard had a new car, and when I saw it my heart sank. Outwardly, it was impressive – a sleek Mercedes-Benz, CL-class coupé, in a dark silvery-grey. But basically it was one of those two-door sports cars, really only meant for a couple, with a cramped seat in the back for those occasions when you had an extra passenger. I didn’t deal well with confined spaces, and just the thought of being cooped up in there for more than five minutes made my heart start to beat faster.


Confirming my fears, Richard opened the door, and pulled the driver’s seat forward for me to climb in the back. I just looked at him.


‘What’s the problem?’ The amusement in his voice belied his innocent face.


‘You seriously expect me to spend the next two hours squashed up in the back?’ It would take at least that to get to my parents’ country house in Hampshire.


‘How else are you planning to get to Claylands?’


I stared at him for a long moment, contemplating whether I dared head back inside. But finally I gave in and clambered into the back seat, muttering a few choice oaths under my breath as I did so.


I shifted around, trying to get comfortable, as the other two got in. Richard put the key in the ignition, but before he started the car his gaze caught mine in the rear-view mirror.


‘The seatbelt’s there for a reason.’


I sighed with exasperation, but did as he said and fastened the seatbelt. At this point, I just wanted to get the whole day over with as fast as possible.


As we started on our journey, Petra kept up a steady stream of bright, polite chatter – everything from how lucky we were to have such good weather today, to where they’d been for dinner the night before, as well as expounding about her job as a PR executive at a FTSE 100 company, which apparently she absolutely loved. We’d only been driving for about fifteen minutes, and had just reached Chelsea, when Richard began to slow the car.


‘It’s just over there.’ Petra pointed to an upmarket florist’s shop.


‘Why’re we stopping?’


Petra turned to me with a big smile, clearly still trying to win me over. ‘I ordered some flowers for your parents, and I just need to nip in and collect them. I know how important your mum and dad are to Richard, so I wanted to get them something really lovely.’


It took me a second to figure out that it was a present for their anniversary. That was probably something I should have done, too. Oh, well. Too late now. Maybe she’d let me put my name on the card . . .


But just as that selfish little thought was going through my head, I saw the look of gratitude that Richard shot Petra, and I felt ashamed. My mum and dad had been good to him over the years, and he’d never forgotten their kindness. As my brother’s best friend, he’d always been welcome at our house. But then, when he was nineteen, his parents had died in a plane crash. He hadn’t had any siblings or close living relatives, so my mum and dad had made it clear that he was to treat their home as his own, and there’d always been a place for him at Christmas and Easter. After my brother died, they’d made a point of keeping in touch with him. In return, he seemed to have made it his mission to keep an eye on their wayward youngest daughter.


Naturally Richard offered to go and collect the flowers – because he prided himself on being a gentleman – but Petra insisted on doing it, so she could check they’d got the order correct. I watched as she got out of the car, and ran delicately across the road in her heels.


‘So what happened to Prince Charming?’ Richard said after a moment.


It took me a second to figure out he was referring to Gavin, my overnight guest. ‘He’ll see himself out.’


He frowned at me in the rear-view mirror. ‘Aren’t you getting a little old for these one-night stands? You do know that you don’t have to sleep with every loser who crosses your path.’


His words didn’t bother me. I’d heard it all before. As far as I was concerned, it was up to me how I lived – and no one had the right to judge me. ‘Have you ever considered that it’s about me, not them? That maybe I just like sex, but I don’t want a boyfriend? And that someone like Gavin allows me to have that – a great time in the bedroom, but with no strings attached.’


‘Is that so?’ Richard raised a sceptical eyebrow. ‘Because given the state you were both in this morning, I find it hard to believe you derived any pleasure from whatever took place in your bed last night.’ I wished I could contradict him, but frankly I couldn’t since I had no memory of what had happened. ‘And anyway surely sex isn’t just about physical gratification – it’s much more about expressing emotional intimacy.’


‘Oh, yeah?’ My lips twitched into a smile. ‘Is that what your girlfriends tell you? Maybe you’re just not doing it right.’


‘Ha, ha. Very funny.’ He rolled his eyes, as if to suggest I was being childish, but I ignored him. This was far too good an opportunity to tease him.


‘Or have you ever thought it might just be the women you’re dating?’ I went on, inclining my head towards the florist’s shop. ‘I imagine Little Miss Uptight likes it missionary with the lights off.’


Richard didn’t bother to respond. He was too smart to rise to such obvious bait. So instead I leaned forward, folding my arms along the headrest of the passenger seat, and resting my chin on my hands, so my head was turned directly to him. If I was going to goad him, I needed to try a little harder.


‘Or maybe I’m wrong. Perhaps Petra likes to get a little dirty in the bedroom. For the moment anyway . . . It’s probably all part of her ploy to hook you into marriage, isn’t it?’


Richard’s dark eyes flicked over to mine. ‘Trust me, marriage is the last thing on Petra’s mind. She’s focused on her career right now.’


‘Oh, please,’ I scoffed. ‘Come on. Even you can’t be so naïve to fall for that line.’


As much as he might irritate me, Richard was what most women would deem a ‘catch’. He was good-looking, charming – if a little uptight – and, most importantly of all in these situations, he was seriously minted.


His father had run a successful advertising business before he died, and as his only child, Richard had inherited all the shares. He’d continued with his plan to finish his degree at Oxford University, allowing the management team to run the company. But then when he graduated, he entered the business and began to learn the ropes. I’d never shown much interest, but from what my parents said, he’d assumed control two years ago, on his twenty-eighth birthday, and the company had expanded greatly under his stewardship.


Unsurprisingly, given all of that, he had been featured in Tatler as one of their ‘Most Eligible Bachelors’ for the past few years. It caused me much amusement, but there were women out there who took it deadly seriously. Every girl that Richard dated was desperate for him to put a ring on her finger. For all her practised nonchalance, Petra was undoubtedly salivating at the thought.


‘Trust me,’ I said. ‘She’s after a big, fat diamond on her left hand.’


He shrugged, refusing to be drawn. ‘Even if she is, that doesn’t mean it’s going to happen.’


‘Oh, really?’ I lifted an eyebrow. ‘How can you be so sure about that?’


‘Because I’d need to propose, and right now I have no intention of doing so. I’m too busy with the company to even think about settling down.’


‘Perhaps.’ I pretended to muse on this for a moment. ‘But what if she gets pregnant?’


He flicked a look over to me. ‘She won’t,’ he said flatly.


‘How can you be sure? Because she’s told you she’s on the pill? Or is she letting you “take care of business”? Either way, no contraception is one hundred per cent infallible.’ I affected a shocked look, placing a hand to my mouth in a gesture of surprise. ‘Oh, Richard darling, I have no idea how this happened.’ I mimicked Petra’s high-pitched voice. ‘I didn’t want to get pregnant, you know that, but now that I am, whatever shall we do?’ I paused. ‘Marriage, you say? Well, I’d never given it much thought. But now that you mention it, I’ve had my eye on this little diamond ring in Boodles—’


‘Okay, okay.’ Richard cut me off. He was trying to sound like he didn’t care, but I could hear the irritation in his voice. ‘That’s enough. I get the idea.’


I would have gone on further, despite what he said, but Petra came out of the florist’s then, carrying a huge bouquet of white and pink roses and lilies. Usually Richard would have been straight out of the car, opening the door for her, but now I saw him hesitate for just the briefest of moments. Whatever I’d said had done the job. He wouldn’t be able to look at Petra in quite the same light from now on. I felt a pang of remorse, but quickly quashed it. This was payback for him dragging me along to my parents’ lunch, and no less than he deserved.


There was a tap on the window, as Petra tried to get his attention. ‘Would you mind helping me, darling?’ I could see from the quizzical look on her face that she was wondering why his assistance wasn’t as forthcoming as usual.


‘Sure. Of course.’ He got out of the car, and helped her arrange the bouquet in the back, on the seat next to me.


‘Lovely flowers, aren’t they?’ Petra said, once they were settled back in.


‘Hmm.’ Richard was non-committal as he started the engine up.


Petra frowned. This obviously wasn’t the response she’d been expecting. She put a hand on his wrist.


‘Is anything wrong, darling?’


‘Why would it be?’ His voice was polite but cool. ‘I’m just concentrating on driving.’


‘Oh.’ She forced a bright smile. ‘Of course.’


She removed her hand, and turned to look out the window. They lapsed into silence.


I snuggled down in the back seat, trying to get as comfortable as possible in the cramped space, and closed my eyes, allowing a little satisfied smile to play across my lips. Now that I’d ruined Richard’s afternoon, I could happily go to sleep.


The jerk of the car as it went over a speed bump woke me. My eyes flew open, and I saw that we were on the country road that led to Claylands, my parents’ house. I’d slept through the whole journey.


‘Gosh, it’s even more beautiful than you told me,’ Petra cooed at Richard from the passenger seat, as we pulled up to my childhood home.


Even I couldn’t disagree with that. My mother liked to refer to Claylands as ‘the cottage’, but in reality it was a grand Georgian house, with ten acres of land attached, as well as stables and a barn conversion for guests. The long driveway was already lined with cars – my lie-in had obviously made us one of the last to arrive – so Richard dropped Petra and me at the house, and then went to park.


I could see Petra was impressed as we entered the wood-panelled hallway.


A young man, dressed in a white suit that designated him as one of the catering staff, stepped forward to take our names. ‘Ah, yes.’ He frowned a little when he heard who I was. ‘If you’ll just wait here for a moment, I’ll get your mother. She asked to be alerted to your arrival.’


‘Of course she did,’ I muttered as he hurried off.


My parents weren’t exactly filthy rich, but they were certainly well-off by most people’s standards. They were both leaders in their respective fields of law and medicine, and that inevitably had brought financial rewards. That didn’t mean I had money, though. My mum and dad were great believers in the idea that everyone should make their own way in life. Ever since I could remember, they’d told us children that we would never inherit a penny from them – they intended to donate everything to charity. They would happily pay for our education, but after that we were on our own.


Friends often thought I’d be bitter about them withholding their money, but frankly I thought their reasoning made sense. From the moment I’d been kicked out of university at nineteen, I’d been supporting myself, and I was quite happy to do so. I suppose it would be easy to argue that I would always have a safety net if anything went horribly wrong – but anyone who thought I’d go running back to Mummy and Daddy if I messed up didn’t know me very well. I’d rather gnaw my right arm off than lose my independence.


‘What a lovely picture.’ Petra’s voice broke into my thoughts. I followed her eyes up to the family portrait on the wall. It had been painted nine years ago, around the time of my sixteenth birthday. It showed my mum and dad, along with Kit, who was twenty-one at the time, Kate, who was nineteen, and a 16-year-old me. I had on a tartan skirt and red blouse, buttoned up to the neck; my mousey brown curls had been blow-dried straight into a sensible centre parting, and I was smiling into the camera, looking fresh-faced, sweet and happy – almost unrecognisable compared with the unashamedly slutty and cynical 25-year-old standing here today.


‘You must have had an idyllic childhood here.’


I didn’t say anything. It just went to show how deceptive appearances could be.


Speaking of which . . .


‘Charlotte, darling!’ My mother appeared then, looking as elegant and stylish as ever. She was fifty-nine now, but could easily pass for a decade younger. Her smooth English rose complexion appeared almost unlined, and her dark brown hair showed no grey hairs, simply falling into a perfect bob. Still as trim as ever, she was sporting a well-cut duck-egg-blue suit, which made her look somewhere between a businesswoman and a very youthful mother-of-the-bride.


She came over and kissed me on both cheeks. My mother was nothing if not scrupulously polite. ‘I’m so glad you could make it.’ Once she’d finished the perfunctory embrace, she stepped back to survey me. She took in my low-cut tank top and tiny skirt, and frowned, wrinkling her perfect button nose a little. ‘Though I thought I told you it was something of a formal occasion . . .’


And there it was. The inevitable criticism.


My mother switched her attention to Petra. ‘And you must be Richard’s new girlfriend.’ I could see straight away that my mum approved. She beamed as Petra handed her the huge bouquet of roses and lilies. ‘Oh, how lovely! That’s so thoughtful of you. And there was no need, after that wonderful case of wine you and Richard sent. Amazing that you found something dating back to the year of our wedding!’


‘It was Richard who arranged that,’ Petra said.


‘Of course it was,’ I muttered. ‘Thoughtful as always.’ It was hard to admire these gestures when they showed me up so completely.


As if on cue, the man himself appeared. My mother beamed as she spotted him.


‘Oh, Richard, it’s so good to see you,’ she said, as they embraced. ‘And thank you for bringing Charlotte.’ I grimaced at the way she talked about me as though I was a child.


‘Where’s Dad?’ I asked. I needed him to control my mother’s inevitable jibes, and his absence was leaving me vulnerable to attack.


‘He’s out in the garden, along with the rest of our guests. In fact, I hate to hurry you all, but I think we really ought to go through. We’re just about to serve lunch, which I know probably seems like something of a rush, but unfortunately you are the last to arrive so you’ve missed most of the drinks reception.’


My mother shot a pointed glance at me, leaving everyone in no doubt that she knew exactly who was responsible for our tardiness. Without further ado, she linked arms with Richard and Petra, and led them out into the garden.


I didn’t make any move to follow them. Instead my gaze shifted to the front door, as I wondered if I had the guts to cut my losses and leave right now. But then I heard my mother calling my name, and with a heavy sigh, I abandoned my thoughts of escape and headed out to the party.



Chapter 3


I could hear the sounds of chatter and laughter growing closer as we walked through the house. There were several ways to reach the garden, but by far the most impressive was through the beautiful drawing room, and so that’s where my mother guided us. It set the scene for the day well. The French windows that lined the exterior wall had been thrown open for the occasion, and the delicate cream voile curtains fluttered in the soft breeze.


As we stepped outside onto the patio, I blinked against the harsh white light of the sun. It took me a moment to focus, and then I was finally able to take in the scene before me. It felt like a garden party from the Edwardian era, with guests scattered across the manicured lawn, a sea of floral dresses and suits, while waiting staff circulated with trays of Pimm’s and Buck’s Fizz. At the end of the garden, there was a huge white marquee, where lunch would be served.


When my parents were initially planning the party, my mother had stated in no uncertain terms that she wanted to eat outside – after all, the garden was her pride and joy, and she took every opportunity to show it off. But the late September date had meant the weather was a risk, so she’d been forced to agree to a marquee. Although looking around at the clear blue skies today, it seemed we could have done without the tent – even the English weather hadn’t dared to disappoint my mother.


‘Sweetheart!’ I turned to see my father, walking towards us. My face lit up with a smile – the first genuine one of the day – and I forgot how much I didn’t want to be here, as I ran and threw myself into his arms.


As we embraced, I couldn’t help thinking how frail he felt. He’d had a heart attack three months earlier, and the subsequent bypass surgery had taken a lot out of him.


I drew away a little, my eyes scanning him. ‘How’re you feeling?’


He smiled down at me, his soft brown eyes crinkling at the corners. He’d aged noticeably these past few months, and now looked every one of his sixty years. He still looked good for his age, but there was a weariness about him that worried me. It probably didn’t help that he was dressed more like a professor than a successful neurologist, in navy trousers and a tweed jacket, which made him seem more vulnerable, like a bumbling intellectual.


‘Oh, I’m fine,’ he said. ‘Apart from this blasted diet your mother’s got me on.’


‘Still?’


‘Yep. No red meat, cheese or alcohol. And far too much fish, vegetables and salad.’ He pulled a face. ‘Sometimes I wonder whether it’s worth it to stay alive!’


‘Yeah, I can see that.’ But as much as I sympathised, at least it explained some of the weight loss. He’d always been a big man, who liked the good life a little too much. Less of the port he loved would be a good thing if it kept him healthy.


‘Of course you’d know all this if you came to visit more often,’ my mother joined in, pulling herself away from her conversation with Richard and Petra.


‘Oh, Eleanor, leave her alone.’ As usual, my father came to my defence. ‘She’s young. She should be out enjoying herself.’


‘Well, she certainly knows how to do that,’ my mother retorted.


Even though her criticism annoyed me, I did feel a little ashamed. I’d always got on well with my father, and I hated how sporadically I saw him now. Before his heart attack, he’d spent two days a week working in London, and we’d regularly met for lunch or dinner. But for the past three months he’d been confined to Claylands while he recuperated. That meant the only way I got to see him was if I came here, which meant I’d be stuck with my mother, too. Needless to say, my visits had been minimal.


Before I could respond, my sister came over to greet us. Kate looked as stunning as ever, her bright eyes and radiant skin a testament to her healthy lifestyle. A registrar in oncology, her career was going well too, and she was already talking about becoming a consultant. At twenty-eight, she seemed to have it all.


‘Charlotte! What have you done to your hair?’ Kate looked slightly appalled as she eyed my bleached locks. Her gaze ran over my tight top and tiny skirt, and she frowned her disapproval.


It wasn’t exactly a surprise that she felt that way. Kate’s sense of style had always been more conservative than mine, and that was putting it mildly. In a strapless pale-pink sundress, with a cream pashmina covering her shoulders, she looked fresh and youthful, if a little conventional for my taste.
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