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About the Book

I’m Vanessa Powell. People think they know me because I’m famous. They think I’ve got the whole world at my feet and the husband every woman wants to marry.

But fame can be a lonely place and the perfect marriage even lonelier. Now someone’s come into my life who makes me feel alive.

For the first time ever, I’m thinking about what I really want. No matter what the consequences . . .
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PARTY GAMES

Jo Carnegie


To my family


Chapter 1

The pain was starting to kick in. The sun was hot on Catherine’s back, the thin running vest sticking to her skin. Arms pumping, she started down the home straight. Beethoven blared out from a passing Land Rover, the clash of classical music disappearing off into the distance.

The pavement became more uneven and busy, forcing her to slow down. It wasn’t a hardship. Beeversham High Street wasn’t like any she’d known in London, with its wide grass verges and ancient oak trees. Whimsical signs advertised antique shops and galleries, while cafés seduced passers-by with the baking equivalent of an Amsterdam window show: plump cakes with cherries like nipples, silky fingers of sugared shortbread, jammy buns oozing cream. Freshly watered hanging baskets stood out like a mistress’s jewels against the yellow stone. The whole place brimmed with an alluring charm.

As she approached the middle of the High Street, Mr Patel was coming out of his shop.

‘Catherine!’ he cried. ‘Your favourite olives are back in!’

Gasping a thank you Catherine put her head down. She shot past the open windows of Bar 47 and the drinkers enjoying a convivial sundowner. At the market square she turned right and started up Lamb Lane.

The steep climb had defeated many a pedestrian and the blood started to roar in Catherine’s ears. The almshouses appeared on her left, before the welcome sight of the church came into view, looming down from the top of the hill. Arriving at St Cuthbert’s she collapsed over the gate, sucking in deep, restorative breaths.

Her watch showed a personal best. That earnt her a bloody big glass of wine later. As the feel-good endorphins started to surge through her body, she stood up and turned round.

Catherine would never get tired of this view. Valley rolling as far as the eye could see, as if someone had taken a luxurious green rug and shaken it out. The land dived down low and swept up to perilous heights. Nestled in the middle, like a puddle of melting gold, was the market town she now called home.

A periwinkle sky framed the idyllic scene. The month of May had been more like a July, with uninterrupted sunshine and soaring temperatures. Weather forecasters had excitedly predicted an Indian summer. Everyone hoped they were right, for once.

One thing jarred in the genteel landscape. Perched high in the hills, like a predatory eagle about to take flight, stood a gleaming white box of a house. Beau Rainford’s controversial modernist creation, ‘Ridings’. An appropriate name, considering how many women Beau was meant to have bedded. He’d caused local uproar when he’d ripped down an old farmhouse to build his abode of sharp angles and lines. There had been mutterings about dodgy planning permission and people being paid off but nothing had ever been proved. Now it looked down on the town, the mirrored windows matching the arrogant disdain of the owner. Beeversham’s notorious bad boy was doing nothing to build his bridges.

On the opposite side of the valley, facing Ridings like a reproving older brother, stood Beeversham’s most famous landmark. Blaize Castle, or rather the ruins of the castle, were surrounded by shimmering meadows of wild grasses. The place was a mecca for American tourists visiting the area. The remote location made it popular with local kids and amorous couples bent on misbehaving.

Catherine could have stayed where she was all evening, but John would start wondering where she’d got to. She started a leisurely jog back down Lamb Lane. By the time she got back to the High Street, she was so deep in thought about what to have for dinner that she didn’t see the black Bentley coming too fast in the opposite direction. It sounded its horn, shattering the peaceful evening and making her leap a foot in the air.

‘Jesus!’ she yelled, attracting a disapproving look from an old couple walking by with an obese Jack Russell.

As the car swept past she got a glimpse of a stunningly beautiful woman on the nearside of the back seat. The woman glared at Catherine with feline eyes before the car zoomed off, leaving her in the road like a piece of discarded litter.

Catherine watched the POW 1 number-plate disappear down the street, carrying its famous cargo. Vanessa Powell, one half of Beeversham’s celebrity couple. It was fair to say Catherine and Vanessa had history. In fact, Vanessa loathed Catherine. When she’d been editor of the renowned Soirée magazine Catherine had run an article on Vanessa that had nearly wrecked the celebrity’s reputation.

Seven years on, Catherine still cringed every time she thought about it. It had been the press week from hell when a story had come in about Vanessa Powell, the then model-cum-socialite being paid to appear at an African dictator’s birthday party. What’s more, she’d apparently made her entrance rising topless out of a six-foot strawberry layer cake. Print deadline looming, Catherine had assumed a vacuous vamp like Vanessa Powell would be desperate for any publicity and had decided to run it.

It had turned out to be completely untrue. Vanessa had never even met the African dictator, let alone had any intimate dealings with layer cakes. Her lawyers had come out swinging, and Valour Publishing had ended up paying substantial damages. Catherine had nearly lost her job over it. The worst thing of all was the grovelling apology she’d been forced to write in her Editor’s Letter, describing Vanessa as ‘an icon for their generation’.

The women had run into each other at a high-profile fashion exhibition a few months later, where Vanessa had ‘accidentally’ emptied her glass of champagne down Catherine’s new Armani suit. Conveniently, a bank of photographers had been on hand to capture the whole thing. The gossip pages had dined out on it for weeks.

It was one of life’s bitter ironies that they’d ended up living in the same town. Thankfully Catherine was yet to have an encounter with her Ladyship at the mini market. The only time the residents of Beeversham saw the Powells was on TV or in OK! magazine, usually gushing about their wonderful marriage. Once the lights and cameras stopped it was like the celebrity couple ceased to exist.

Catherine had a sudden pang of yearning for her old life when she’d been a person of influence, lawsuits and all. Now I’m more of a desperate housewife. That thought was replaced by the one playing endlessly in her head at the moment that, despite all her and John’s enthusiastic efforts, she still wasn’t pregnant.

Crossing the road, she started for home.


Chapter 2

The Bentley continued the journey towards home. The suave man sitting beside Vanessa gave a dismissive sniff. ‘Was that Catherine Connor back there?’

‘Yes.’

‘Has she cut her hair?’

‘Why would I notice?’

‘Makes her look like a bloke. I always thought she was hiding a cock in there somewhere.’

Vanessa’s husband’s comment wasn’t made entirely out of loyalty. Conrad Powell had hated Catherine ever since a film reviewer in Soirée had described his acting as ‘more wooden than a Pinocchio convention’. He’d been positively gleeful when the subsequent revelations about Catherine had come out.

He went back to scrolling furiously down his BlackBerry. ‘She looked a mess. Little Miss Hotshot isn’t so hot now she hasn’t got her precious magazine to fall back on, is she?’

Vanessa turned to look at her husband. His matinée-idol looks showed no sign of fading, the smooth complexion helped out by discreet jabs of Botox. Conrad looked every inch the face of ‘Valiant Hair Colour For Men (Dark Coffee)’, his most successful campaign to date.

‘It went well today, didn’t it?’ she asked.

Conrad glanced up again, giving her a flash of deep chocolate eyes. ‘I suppose, if Vitamin Vite is about to take over the world as you say it is. The way the PRs were having orgasms over it, you’d think they’d discovered the cure for bloody cancer.’

She laid a manicured hand on his knee. ‘You were fabulous, Conrad.’

‘I just fucking hate these things, all those people mooning at you like brainless sheep.’

Vanessa studied her husband’s handsome profile. She knew these things were hard for him. When they’d first met Conrad had been the more famous one. A household name as the dashing Dr Debonair on BBC1’s hit show The Saviours, his big break had come when he’d been cast alongside Colin Firth in the Hollywood remake of Of Mice and Men. He had been convinced it was the start of Hollywood stardom. She could still remember the black moment when her husband had discovered his scenes had ended up on the cutting-room floor.

She had urged him to get straight back to work, but long hours on a TV drama didn’t cut the mustard with him any more. Conrad rejected 90 per cent of the scripts he was sent, and as the months and then years went past, Vanessa had started to wonder if his Hollywood dream would ever happen. In the meantime she’d devoted herself to transforming them into the biggest husband-and-wife team since the Beckhams. Vanessa was a huge fan of the former Spice Girl. What would Victoria do? was often her mantra.

Her hard work had certainly paid off: Brand Powell now reigned supreme. Advertising campaigns, clothing lines, his and her perfumes, (imaginatively called ‘Vanessa’ and ‘Conrad’). There was even talk of their own chat show, although things in the TV world took a frustratingly long time. In the meantime their profile had soared and the money was rolling in, even in these recession-hit times. Conrad might complain but his wife had turned him into a walking and talking aspiration.

He sighed heavily, as if someone had just sounded the death knell for his soul.

‘Are you all right?’ she asked.

‘Bloody wonderful.’ He didn’t look up.

She turned to gaze out her window at the fields flashing by. Conrad made no secret of the fact that he found the things they did for Brand Powell demeaning. Vanessa was often made to feel it was her fault. But what was the alternative? To sit back and watch their empire dry up around them? Just like your career? she thought disloyally. She had worked too damn hard. The thought of going back to nothing made her shiver.

The car purred along Pavilion Heights, the most exclusive road in Beeversham. Billy their chauffeur turned a smooth right into the private road leading to the gates of Tresco House. Moments later the car was pulling up outside the ten-bedroom mansion the Powells called home.

Conrad got out and went round to open his wife’s door. Helping her out, he dropped an extravagant kiss on her hand. ‘Back at last, ma chérie. Thank fuck for that.’

He flashed a wicked grin, looking heart-stoppingly like the old Conrad, before turning and taking off on long legs across the courtyard.

Smiling wryly, Vanessa followed in his wake. A bundle of white fluff shot out the open front door and threw itself at her Louboutins. It was Sukie, the Maltipoo cross; beloved by her and despised by Conrad after it had left a present in his Italian loafers.

‘Hello, my angel, did you miss your mummy?’ She picked the squirming ball up and pressed her face into soft fur. Mindful of hairs on her dress, she put Sukie back down carefully and went inside.

Vanessa had grown up in a small Ealing terrace with a garden the size of a cotton-wool pad and neighbours crowding in from every direction. She always got a thrill walking into her beautiful renovated manor house. White marble floors stretched the length of the ground floor, while a white staircase swept up into a circular balcony above. Tall, opulent vases of lilies stood on the heavy Moorish side tables she had specially imported in. The look was very LA; exactly what she’d asked the interior designer for.

‘Mrs Powell, where shall I put this?’ Billy was hovering on the doorstep, an exquisite cake box in his arms.

‘In the kitchen please, Billy.’ On closer inspection Vanessa could see that some of the flowers in the nearest vase were brown and wilting. Why hadn’t Renata put in fresh ones, as she’d requested?

Conrad had already disappeared to the gym to do his stretches; his hamstrings always played up after a long car journey.

‘Vanessa.’ A statuesque figure in a purple kaftan and Cartier diamonds stood at the top of the stairs. Slowly, dramatically, Dominique Salijan started her descent. Her heavy Samsara perfume engulfed Vanessa in place of a hug.

‘You’re late,’ she said in her heavy accent. ‘I was getting worried.’

‘The traffic was bad,’ Vanessa said apologetically.

‘You were the belle of the ball.’ It was a statement, not a question.

‘Of course.’

Even at fifty-five Dominique had an essence that could turn heads. When Vanessa had been little she’d thought her mother looked like Sophia Loren; certainly Dominique had always felt as remote and beautiful as the famous actress. It was to Dominique that Vanessa owed her high cheekbones and famous caramel-coloured eyes.

Her mother gave her daughter the usual once-over, missing nothing. Automatically Vanessa pulled in her stomach.

‘I got Billy to stop off at Patisserie Valley,’ she offered. ‘I got your favourite, framboise gateau with white chocolate.’

Her mother sighed, as if she’d been disappointed hugely. ‘Oh, darling, I wish you hadn’t. You know how I’m trying to keep my figure.’

‘I thought it would be a nice surprise.’

How stupid of me.

‘I would just prefer flowers. You always get me such beautiful flowers.’

The Victoria Beckham dress was starting to chafe at Vanessa’s curves. ‘Fine.’ She sighed. ‘I’m going upstairs to get changed.’

‘You look tired, put on some eye cream,’ her mother instructed. ‘I’ll be waiting with drinks on the terrace.’

Vanessa peeled off her dress and hung it on the wardrobe door, ready for dry-cleaning. The La Perla bra and knickers were next, dropped into the rose-scented laundry basket. She turned to look at the line of mirrored wardrobes that dominated the master suite. Anyone else would have seen an exotic beauty with a knockout body standing there, cappuccino mane cascading down her back. Vanessa, however, focused on the minutiae. Her mother was right. The slight tautness around her eyes was a sign that Vanessa hadn’t drunk enough water today.

She knew not to rise by now, but her mother’s comment still rankled. Why couldn’t she just approve for once? Vanessa made sure Dominique wanted for nothing. The more she gave, the more critical her mother seemed to become.

She surveyed her reflection in the glass: the sensuous hips and tiny waist, the impressive natural breasts with large, dark nipples. Vanessa had always been limited as a model: her womanly dimensions were more suited to the old-school glamour of a 1950s pin-up, but even so she had made a fortune.

Slipping into her silk dressing gown, Vanessa walked across to the French windows. As with everything in her life the gardens were groomed to perfection. Striped lawns were centred with a regal stone fountain and an elevated mosaic swimming pool looked down from the far end. Their gardener, Paul, was bending down in one of the flowerbeds, his T-shirt rising up to reveal an expanse of pink flesh.

Her mind wandered back to Catherine Connor. Not that Vanessa would ever say so, but she thought Catherine had looked great. She would never want Catherine’s figure – muscles were so unfeminine – but her arch-enemy had looked glowing. Retirement in the country clearly suited her. For a moment Vanessa was wantonly jealous of Catherine’s life, the freedom she had to do whatever she wanted. Can you imagine me jogging through town without a scrap of make-up? Her mother and Conrad would have a blue fit.

In another world a million miles before this one, Vanessa had looked up to Catherine. She’d subscribed to Soirée from the age of sixteen. Clever, funny and sophisticated, the magazine was like the older sister she had so desperately wanted. She had thought Catherine was a goddess.

So when Soirée had printed that bunch of lies it was as if Catherine had personally punched Vanessa in the stomach. The fallout had been even worse: devastating insinuations that Vanessa was a high-class prostitute. The Sun’s front page would be branded in her memory for ever. BUSTED! Good-Time Girl Vanessa Powell POPS out at party of shame! To add to the humiliation they’d superimposed Vanessa’s head on a Carry On picture of a topless Barbara Windsor.

By then she had reinvented herself as a mesmerizing beauty, but in a heartbeat she was ‘Gyppy Jardine’ again, the bullied, friendless teenager. Her mother had been chased down the street by reporters and asked what she thought about her daughter being a whore. Vanessa had been subjected to even worse. The one saving grace was that her father hadn’t been alive to see it.

Vanessa had come through it, but she still burnt with anger every time she thought about it – the devastating ripple effect Catherine Connor had created. Clever, opinionated Catherine, who saw women like Vanessa as pointless bits of tits and ass. In a funny way, Vanessa had Catherine to thank. Nothing like a public wronging to send a celebrity’s career into orbit providing you played it right. Seven years on she was one of the most recognizable women in Britain.

And when it had been Catherine’s turn to get dragged through the tabloids, Vanessa had enjoyed every minute.


Chapter 3

Twenty-three-year-old Fleur Blackwater woke alone in her single bed. It felt like she’d only just put her head on the pillow, but the watery sunlight filtering through the curtains signalled another long day ahead.

The digital clock read 5.28 a.m. Two more precious minutes of rest. She looked up at the sagging ceiling and imagined what it would feel like to have a lie-in. For a blissful moment she was transported away to one of those Greek islands in the holiday brochures. Fleur in a pretty kaftan; sitting on a terrace by the sea enjoying fresh coffee and a leisurely breakfast …

The drill of the alarm went off, terminating her daydream. All she wanted to do was pull the covers back over her head, but the familiar gnaw of anxiety had already started. Flinging the duvet back, she pulled off the ancient Gap T-shirt that masqueraded as a nightie and went to rummage around for a clean pair of knickers. It didn’t take long to get dressed. Greying bra grabbed from the back of the chair, a fraying polo shirt, jeans that smelt the least offensive close up. As usual the laundry basket was overflowing. Animals came before people in this house.

Her beauty routine was equally quick. Fleur squinted critically in the mirror above the sink and noticed her freckles had got more pronounced in the sun. She hated her freckles almost as much as she hated her E-cup chest, which had been dropped on her petite frame like some kind of sick joke. Fleur had never understood why all these celebrities wanted to pump themselves up surgically. Her breasts were big and heavy and got in the way of her job. She hid them under baggy tops, wishing one morning she’d wake up to find them magically shrunk.

Tying her long, luxuriant red hair up (her one redeeming feature) she walked out on to the landing. The farmhouse was quiet, the sound of a faraway cockerel floating in through an open window.

Her parents’ bedroom was two doors down on the right. The one next to it had been unused for years. Claire, Fleur’s older sister, had escaped as soon as she could and now lived in suburban bliss with her new family in Reading. She came down for a duty visit once a year, itching to get back out of the door as soon as she’d arrived. Fleur didn’t really blame her sister: they were hardly the Von Trapps these days. People dealt with grief in different ways.

The kitchen door was still closed, a sign her dad hadn’t made it to bed again. Fleur found him slumped on the wooden table, snoring raggedly. A bottle of cheap whisky had been seen off, the empty glass perched precariously in Robert Blackwater’s calloused hand. The chair her mum had always sat in was pulled out, as if Robert had passed out mid-conversation with a ghost.

Fleur went over. ‘Dad.’ She put her hand on his shoulder. ‘Wake up.’

He twitched and mumbled something. She shook him this time, hard.

‘Dad!’

‘What’s that?’ He blinked bloodshot eyes open. ‘What’s going on?’

‘You fell asleep at the table again.’

‘I must have dropped off. All this bloody extra paperwork they keep giving us.’

The pile of unpaid bills still lay untouched on the dresser. She bit her lip.

Robert Blackwater got up stiffly, avoiding eye contact with his daughter. He went over to the sink and poured out a glass of water.

‘Why don’t you go and have a shower?’ she suggested. ‘I’ll make a start on breakfast.’

Her dad still had his back to her. ‘Don’t baby me, girl.’

The smell of stale alcohol was making her queasy. Fleur had to get out of the messy room and its unhappy memories. ‘I’ll go and see to the cows, then.’

He didn’t answer. After making a run for it, Fleur stood outside in the clean morning air for a moment, gulping it down as if coming up for breath. A minute later the Suzuki quad bike was zooming out of the yard, their two English sheepdogs clinging to the back for dear life.

Desperate to put distance between herself and the farmhouse, she rattled up the track to the top field. Tinker and Bess had jumped off even before she’d come to a stop, bounding off further up the hill. She stood up on the bike and looked down on her fields. In the nearest, new calves were wobbling round on twiggy legs, following their mothers. The adjoining field held the April spring lambs, little white clouds moving across the expanse of green.

Predominantly a beef and lamb business, Blackwater Farm supplied meat to supermarkets and businesses across the south west of England. May was calving month, and Fleur was flat out looking after expectant mothers and newborns.

It was back-breaking work in a tough climate. The farming industry was on its knees and every month they heard about someone else going bankrupt. They had let all their workers go now apart from a local lad, Ben, who came in to help out. Every day it felt like they were only just keeping their heads above water. Sometimes Fleur would wake bolt upright in bed at night, her chest hammering so hard she was convinced she was having a heart attack.

It didn’t help that she had taken on the lion’s share of the work so that her dad could concentrate on the administrative side. They both knew it was an excuse. Robert Blackwater was no longer fit enough for hard physical labour.

She gazed angrily down the valley. Why couldn’t she have said something to him just now? Even if it had resulted in a screaming match, at least things would be out in the open. Instead of the two of them going on, pretending everything was OK. You’re a coward, Fleur …

The gnawing, pounding sensation started in her chest again. Fleur tried a breathing exercise from the meditation book she’d bought, but it didn’t work. Instead, she trained her eyes on on the huge, gleaming white building. That unwanted house had become a physical manifestation to project all her emotions on.

Fleur had learnt a long time ago to bottle things up. But the day she had found out that her dad had sold a hundred acres of the farm to some bloke called Beau Rainford, she had gone mad. Racing over there, she had found Beau already organizing a team of builders to tear her grandparents’ empty old house down to build his own. She had accused Beau of taking advantage of her father. He’d treated the whole thing as a big joke, telling Fleur he’d done them a favour. Unable to watch the place she’d spent half her childhood in being demolished, she had stormed out, embarrassingly throwing a clod of earth at Beau’s windscreen that totally missed.

The galling thing was that the money had helped: buying a desperately needed new barn and the animals’ food and upkeep for the last two years. It still didn’t make up for the fact that she had to look at that house every day and endure Beau’s helicopter swooping overhead, frightening the livestock. He was an arrogant rich arsehole who had no respect for the countryside or the business the Blackwaters had built up. For the first time, she knew what it was like to really hate someone.


Chapter 4

The text message alert woke Catherine with a start. It was John. ‘At Paddington on the 4.15. See you soon. X’

She typed in a kiss back and put the phone down. A nasty dry taste lurked in her throat and she looked guiltily at the empty bottle of rosé, a leftover from last night’s dinner. Still, Catherine reasoned, rolling off the sunlounger, it wasn’t like she had back-to-back meetings all afternoon.

Putting her bikini top back on, she padded inside. The cool flagstone floor was a wonderful respite from the heat of the day. The once-dark basement had been transformed into a light-filled kitchen with brushed-aluminium worktops and a sliding glass wall that opened out into the garden.

She leant on the central island with a glass of water and idly perused her reflection in the window. Last month, in a moment of impetuousness, Catherine had gone to see her old stylist in London and had her shoulder-length brown hair chopped off. Now it curled softly round her long neck and temples, giving her a more impish look. John absolutely loved it. Catherine, who thought it made her nose look big, still wasn’t sure.

For someone who’d worked in the fashion industry, she had always had a surprisingly functional attitude to her appearance. She knew her strengths: slim, good legs, intelligent blue eyes and a nice smile. She didn’t lose much sleep over the fact that her jaw was too strong or that her boobs were never going to give Katie Price’s a run for their money. Catherine would far rather look in the mirror and see an inquisitive face full of character than a perfect blank canvas. Like Vanessa Powell, she thought rather uncharitably.

Draining her glass of water, she went back outside. It was hard to believe this beautiful oasis had once been a jungle. The gloomy ivy had gone and had been replaced by scented wisteria that clung delicately to the yellow brick. John had cut down the rotting apple tree at the bottom of the garden and put up a beautiful summerhouse. The triffid-like rhubarb patch had been hauled up and was now a herb garden that threw out wafts of basil, mint and coriander. Catherine, who’d never even managed to keep a tomato plant alive, had watched John’s miracle-working with wonder.

Catherine gazed round the sun-filled garden. She still couldn’t quite believe she’d ended up in the country. A self-confessed urbanite, the grimy London streets and honking traffic were Catherine’s wildlife and birdsong. As editor of the famed Soirée, she’d blazed a trail through the world of women’s glossies, campaigning for bigger issues than just celebrity and fashion. Soirée Sponsors, the charity she’d started for under-privileged teenagers in the capital, had received much praise and was still going from strength to strength.

Catherine knew the magazine industry could be cutthroat, but she had no idea just how cut-throat until a rival editor called Isabella Montgomery had revealed her real identity. How the feted editor Catherine Connor was actually Cathy Fincham, daughter of the infamous 1970s ‘Crimson Killer’ Annie Fincham.

Annie Fincham, a name that until a few years ago had evoked images of a cold-blooded calculating murderer. A single mother from a tough estate in Newcastle, she had been found guilty of the manslaughter of her live-in boyfriend. The Crimson Killer case had been huge (so called because of Annie’s red lipstick that was allegedly found smeared all over the dead man’s face). Society back then had been prejudiced against single mothers, especially young, beautiful single mothers who were suspiciously close to their teenage daughters. Neighbours and even Annie’s own mother blackened her name.

Speculation was rife about what had happened in the house that night, but Annie had pleaded guilty as charged. Even with her mother in prison, fifteen-year-old Cathy Fincham had become the victim of a witch-hunt, with many, including a corrupt senior police officer who’d sold his story, insisting she had colluded in the murder. When she subsequently ran away from home and vanished into thin air, her persecutors took it as a sign of her guilt. Three decades on, the conspiracy theories still raged.

Catherine still remembered the terrible moment she’d been exposed with clarity. From reporting the news, she was the news. But Catherine was a survivor, and this time, she was determined to stand up and tell the truth. How her mother had been the victim of domestic violence. How she, Cathy, had pushed Ray Barnard down the stairs that terrible night to stop him from strangling her mother and how Annie Fincham had gone to jail to protect her daughter. How Annie had tragically hung herself fifty-four days into her sentence, convinced her daughter would be better off without her.

This time the public had been united in sympathy. No police charges were brought against Catherine. Isabella Montgomery had suffered her own spectacular downfall and Catherine went on to write the best-selling Cathy: My Story, donating all proceeds to Refuge. As a result, her mother had been posthumously acquitted.

She had been vindicated but it had taken its toll. Two weeks after the book came out, she had collapsed at home in the kitchen and been unable to get out of bed for a month. Her doctor had diagnosed acute exhaustion and ordered serious time out. Watching his wife go through everything, John had wholeheartedly agreed.

When he’d suggested driving out to the Cotswolds town of Beeversham to see a house he’d heard about, Catherine had expected to hate the place. Beeversham, she had scoffed, Are you kidding me? Instead, she’d fallen in love with the dilapidated Georgian house they’d gone on to do up. She had dreaded being the focus of town gossip, but she found the locals to be friendly and surprisingly non-judgemental. Catherine and John had been allowed to melt into country life, enjoying rounds of raucous afternoon barbecues and lively dinner parties.

John had sold his successful construction company just before they’d moved to the country, but he still consulted on a few projects and often had to go up to London in the week. When he was gone Catherine met people for coffee and had long lunches in sunny back gardens. For the first time in her life, she had real friends.

Even after a year she found it weird being a lady of leisure, especially on these lazy sunny midweek days when the rest of the world were at work. Her mobile, which at one time had buzzed every minute, was lying silent on the ground. There were no exclusives to chase, no problems to solve. No one needed her. People kept telling her how relaxed she looked. Privately Catherine thought she was so relaxed she was in danger of slipping into a coma.

She lay back on the lounger and gazed up into the endless blue sky. The sun was like a soporific blanket thrown over her skin. Is this it? she wondered. At the age of thirty-nine, had her chance to make a difference in the world slipped by?


Chapter 5

Country life may have been quieter than London, but it still had its fair share of intrigue. Blaize Castle was at the centre of a huge planning scandal after property developers had snapped up the site and applied for permission to build a theme park, ironically called Ye Olde Worlde. The inhabitants of Beeversham were up in arms at the threat of having the Cotswolds equivalent of Disneyland in their backyard. Controversy was already raging about the vast swathes of green belt under threat from the new planning laws. The Beeversham situation had inflamed an already explosive situation.

The residents had quickly formed an action group: Say No to Olde Worlde (aka SNOW) to fight the proposal. As Catherine and John walked up to the town hall that evening for the first meeting people were pouring in. A pudgy blonde woman with corned-beef arms stood outside bellowing into her mobile. Amanda Belcher, the bossy owner of Wedding Belles.

‘When will the fabric arrive then? I can hardly ask them to postpone the wedding!’

The chatter dimmed momentarily as Catherine and John strolled in. Catherine wasn’t sure if it was because people had Cathy: My Story on their bookshelves, or more the fact that she was with a six-foot-four gladiator of a man with green eyes and hair the colour of coal dust.

A plump, brown-haired woman was standing behind a table festooned with SNOW literature. Her large, rather anxious eyes lit up when she saw them.

‘My lovelies!’

‘Ginny.’ Catherine went up and gave her a hug, inhaling the familiar scent of Anaïs Anaïs. Ginny was married to Felix Chamberlain, the much-respected Chairman of Beeversham’s Conservative Association. Felix was quite devoted to his wife, a legendary cook and homemaker, although it was just the two of them now their children had left home. The couple were an institution in the town.

‘Chaps!’ Felix came striding towards them, his thick silver hair making him look more like a benevolent badger than ever. He shook John’s hand and kissed Catherine on both cheeks.

‘Delighted you could make it.’ Felix was also the head of the SNOW committee. He’d been the obvious choice. ‘We’ve got the proposed drawings from Sykes Holdings on the wall. Wouldn’t mind getting your opinion, John.’ Felix looked to his wife. ‘Darling, are you all right to man the fort? Ginny’s been quite wonderful,’ he told the other two. ‘Whizzing up leaflets and all sorts on the computer.’

The two men walked off, John head and shoulders above everyone else. Ginny looked enviously at Catherine’s sleek brown arms. ‘You’ve got the most wonderful colour on you. The moment I step outside I go all pink and blotchy.’

‘I’ve been sunbathing in the garden all afternoon,’ Catherine confessed. ‘It’s horribly lazy.’

A vast bulk barged into her and nearly sent her flying. Jonty Fortescue-Wellington, drunk as usual, walrus stomach gaping out of the bottom of his shirt. The Conservative MP for Beeversham, Jonty was terrible at his job and a raging alcoholic. His bloodhound eyes fastened on Catherine’s legs. ‘Where’s the plonk, Ginny?’

‘I’m afraid it’s just tea or orange juice, Jonty,’ she said firmly.

A gust of sandalwood heralded the arrival of Tristan Jago. Tall, rakish and energetic, Tristan was the big name in Beeversham’s Labour Party. Half Jonty’s age and weight, Tristan was chomping at the bit for the MP’s job. Jonty wasn’t putting up much of a fight.

‘Missed you at Lavenham’s WI meeting last night, Jonty. The plight of our hedgerow robins not important enough for you?’

‘I was sitting in Parliament,’ Jonty slurred pompously. ‘Shipping reforms.’

Tristan’s eyes gleamed behind his trendy black-rimmed spectacles. ‘Really? I thought that was last week.’

‘Jonty, let me find you a seat.’ Ginny came round the table and ushered him to the back before he caused any trouble.

Catherine went to find a place herself. Felix was standing at the front, a reassuring figure in jaunty mustard slacks.

‘Evening, everybody. Thanks so much for coming along on this wonderful spring evening. I know you’re all keen to know what’s been happening, so let’s get started.’

John came to sit down beside Catherine. ‘What do you make of the plans?’ she whispered.

‘The bloke’s got balls if nothing else. It looks like a bloody monster.’

‘I’ll give you a brief history of Ye Olde Worlde,’ Felix continued. ‘I’m sure you’ve read all about it in the newspapers.’

It made for grim listening. A chain of theme parks across the USA, Ye Olde Worlde was a mawkish, whimsical interpretation of British culture. For eighty dollars per head, customers could experience delights such as the Oxford University Terror Plunge (a bare-knuckle ride through the dreaming spires) and the Loch Ness Log Flume. There was even a waxwork museum dedicated entirely to the Middletons, reportedly featuring a statue of Pippa M’s bottom. It was a billion-dollar brand and a property developer called Sid Sykes had bought up the first UK franchise.

Tristan Jago’s hand shot up. ‘Sykes is claiming Ye Olde Worlde will create hundreds of new jobs. Three million people are out of work under this Conservative government, the highest level for three decades. Since your lot got us in the mess in the first place, why aren’t you creating more jobs?’

‘Ye Olde Worlde would also ruin any existing tourism in the area, Tristan,’ Felix said patiently. ‘I can’t imagine who’d want to come and visit a national heritage site with a theme park looming in the background. Not to mention the disastrous effect it would have on the High Street.’

Mr Patel wasn’t quite as diplomatic. ‘Oh, be quiet, you silly man!’ he cried. ‘What’s going to happen in a few years’ time when you want your gluten-free banana flapjacks and I’ve gone out of business?’

Realizing he’d misjudged the mood horribly, Tristan sat down. But moments later his hand was back in the air like a jack-in-the-box.

‘I’d like to know what our own MP has to say about all this,’ he said piously. ‘Surely as our representative in Parliament, he should be campaigning for stricter planning rules in rural areas?’

Everyone turned round to look at Jonty. He tucked a hip flask back in his pocket. ‘What’s that?’

Felix gave a pained smile. ‘Tristan, as I’m sure you’re aware, planning issues generally come under the county council’s remit, not central government’s.’

‘Fat lot of help they’re being,’ someone grumbled.

‘The county councillors are reasonable people,’ Felix said. ‘I’m sure they think Ye Olde Worlde is just as much of a bad idea as the rest of us, but they have to go through the proper procedures.’

They all started to feel a lot better. If anyone knew what they were talking about, it was Felix.

There was a slithering noise and a loud thump. Jonty Fortescue-Wellington had passed out and fallen off his chair. Ginny rushed over with a glass of water. ‘All right everyone, nothing to see here!’

‘Anyone fancy the pub?’ someone asked.

After a quick drink at Bar 47 Catherine and John headed home. As they crossed the road he put his arm round his wife’s shoulders. Catherine snuggled into his chest. At five foot nine she was hardly a short-arse, but her husband still dwarfed her.

A couple were walking down the street towards them. Catherine watched the woman’s eyes fasten on John. Her gaze moved over him like a tourist taking in a vast, magnificent view.

‘You totally just got checked out then,’ Catherine said afterwards.

‘By who?’

‘The woman who just passed with the huge knockers! Don’t say you didn’t notice.’

John grinned down at his wife. ‘I’ve only got eyes for you, my love.’

‘Liar,’ she scoffed. He gave her a wink. They continued down the street in a companionable silence. ‘Do you think Ye Olde Worlde will get the go-ahead?’ she asked.

Her husband hadn’t said much. ‘These things look clear-cut, but you never can tell. From what I’ve heard, Sykes is a slippery bugger.’

‘What if it did create more jobs though?’ She played devil’s advocate. ‘Wouldn’t that outweigh the negatives?’

‘You mean at the risk of taking others down, like Felix said?’ John gave her a squeeze. ‘I’d keep those thoughts to yourself if I were you.’

The Crescent was a handsome curve of Georgian houses just off the top of the High Street. Catherine and John were at No. 4, halfway along.

She got her keys out and opened the front door. The hallway was in darkness. She went to switch on the light, but his hand curled over hers.

‘Leave it,’ he said softly.

He pushed her against the wall. They stood there for a moment framed in the half-light from the porch. Catherine lifted her hand to trace the six o’clock shadow on the strong chin, the nose broken years ago playing rugby. The lines on her husband’s face were as familiar to her as her own.

His hand slipped up inside Catherine’s T-shirt to caress the warm flesh of her stomach. A moment later her top was off, dropped on the floor beside him. Underneath, Catherine’s breasts were encased in the simplest of nude bras. She’d never been one for pomp and ceremony when it came to underwear.

As John bent his head to nuzzle her cleavage she felt herself grow warm. She reached for the buttons of John’s shirt and popped them open one by one, running her hands across the vast pectorals sprinkled with dark hair.

He pulled her bra up to expose her breasts, fingering a hard, dark nipple. ‘You still do it for me, Cath.’

‘I should hope so,’ she told him, wriggling out of her skinny jeans.

He smiled and lifted her up on to the sideboard. She felt the cold ceramic of the car keys bowl pressing against her right buttock. They started to kiss, slowly at first, but then it intensified until their lips were jammed together, tongues moving in and out of each other’s mouths. It had been a while since they’d kissed so deeply and she felt aroused by the slightly frantic messiness, as if they were two schoolkids getting it on for the first time.

She heard the clink of metal as he undid his belt buckle. She leant back against the wall and pulled the fabric of her knickers aside. John started slowly at first, getting her used to him again, but as they found their rhythm, he gripped Catherine’s hips and started driving harder. She arched her back, taking him in, giving him everything …

They both came at the same time, slippery with a sheen of sweat. ‘Still got it,’ John gasped.

‘Still got it,’ Catherine gasped back.

He sank his head on her shoulder and Catherine wrapped her legs and arms round him, floating on her own cloud of euphoric bliss. In the darkness their breathing eventually subsided. John stood up, and pushed a tendril of hair off her forehead.

‘I don’t know about you, but I’m in need of a drink.’

‘Round two afterwards?’

He grinned. ‘If my knees hold up.’

Arms around each other, they stumbled towards the stairs, Catherine wondering if her husband was thinking the same as her. Was this the one that had struck lucky?


Chapter 6

It was hard to believe that Felix and Beau Rainford were related. Felix was fifty-seven, Beau twenty-four years younger. The two shared the same mother and piercing blue eyes, but the similarities stopped there. While Felix was charm personified and had time for anyone, Beau had a reputation for breathtaking rudeness and arrogance. As much as Felix maintained the equilibrium, it seemed Beau did everything he could to upset it.

The two men’s backgrounds were also worlds apart. Felix was a grammar school boy made good, the son of a bank manager and a local farmer’s daughter. Sally Chamberlain was only nineteen when she’d married twenty-nine-year-old Trevor Chamberlain and their only son, Felix, had soon followed. The Chamberlains had lived in a cottage on the outskirts of Beeversham and seemed the perfect family. Everyone had been stunned when Sally met American racing driver and real-estate heir Doug Rainford at a local polo tournament and ran off with him afterwards.

At the time Felix had been in his second year at university. Despite his mother running off and Trevor Chamberlain dropping dead from a heart attack six months later, Felix had emerged with a 2:1 in Law and the wonderful Ginny on his arm. They had returned to Beeversham to settle and Felix started his own solicitor’s practice, Chamberlains & Co., on the High Street. Property disputes, wills, conveyancing, Chamberlains were the one-stop shop for everything. ‘Get Felix to do it’ was the most overused phrase in town, because

































Chapter 92

Two weeks later

It had been officially recorded as the hottest summer since 1935. Even by mid-September it was still unseasonably warm, and there was actually relief at the prospect of moving into a cooler autumn.

Three things were dominating the press: a new fuel crisis, the recently elected MP Catherine Connor and her first few weeks in Westminster (she’d already had a stand-up row with a backbencher at Prime Minister’s Questions) and last but not least, the scandalous downfall of Conrad Powell. He was now on remand at Wandsworth Prison, awaiting trial. The press were salivating at the tale of the cruel husband, his beautiful wife and her star-crossed lover. Ironically, there was already talk of film rights.

Beeversham had become the most talked-about place in the country, yet as the villagers mingled on the lawns at Beau’s house that day, the scene was one of relaxed conviviality.

For most of them, it was their first visit to Ridings. No one could believe what a beautiful restoration job had been done, or what a gracious host Beau was. Affable, blue eyes twinkling, he moved amongst his guests with easy conversation and an ever-full bottle of champagne. Mr Patel, who only ever had half a lager on Christmas Day, was already becoming very jolly.

The change in Fleur Blackwater was equally incredible. Beeversham’s new coupling had surprised everyone, but as soon as they saw the pair together it all made sense. Beau was so sweetly protective of Fleur, constantly fussing over her, playing with her hair as they talked, asking her if she wanted anything. She had blossomed before everyone’s eyes, and looked beautiful in a sunflower-yellow dress that danced against her red tresses and brought out her amber eyes, but it was Fleur’s new radiance that everyone commented on. Finally, she was being allowed to be a girl again.

It was 4 p.m. by the time Catherine screeched up in her MG. The last two weeks had been completely manic. She’d spent most of the morning haggling for a computer and printer for the tiny office in Westminster she was sharing with two other MPs. So much for the glamour.

She got out of her car, marvelling at Ridings’ clean precise lines framed against the empty sky. The building was a work of art.

A young waitress was waiting at the entrance to the garden. ‘Champagne, madam?’

‘Can I have an orange juice, please?’

Her mobile went off. It was the Prime Minister again. Pressing ‘End’ she chucked it in her bag and went to find her husband.

John was by the pool, talking to the Cooper-Stanleys. Mel looked like a sexy flamingo in an electric-pink peplum dress that barely skimmed her bottom.

‘Have you been inside yet, babe?’ she asked Catherine. ‘It’s amazing. I’m going to have to redesign our whole house!’

Mike groaned. ‘We’ve only just had a refurb!’

Mel laughed and slid an arm round her husband’s waist. She gave Catherine a warm wink. Everything’s all right.

Amanda and Henry were together at the bar, watching the barman whip up a couple of Caipirinhas. On the other side of the pool an elegant Ursula Patel cooled her feet in the water. Lynette Tudor was happily talking to a handsome male waiter. Her daughter reclined on a sunbed behind her, wanton and carefree in a cutaway swimsuit. Olympia Belcher and Pritti Patel sat together on a sofa, enviously looking over at Talia’s flat stomach.

‘It’s really good of Beau to put this on,’ Mel said. ‘It’s just what we need to bring the village back together.’

What Felix had done had shocked everyone to the core. People felt like they were mourning the death of a person they’d once known. Mr Patel, who’d been friends with Felix for nearly thirty years, was still having difficulty coming to terms with the whole thing. Ginny was still at her sister’s in Suffolk, but Beau was passing on all the messages of goodwill. Only time would tell if she’d come home.

The Chamberlains’ house was all shut up, as was Chamberlains & Co. Catherine had heard on the Westminster grapevine that Felix was renting a place in London. She’d tried to imagine how he felt: no family, no friends, kicked out of his beloved Conservative Party and facing charges for dishonest dealings. She had struggled with her mixed feelings. It had been hard being a whistleblower, especially when he was such a good friend. But as she looked around her today, she knew she’d made the right decision.

Most importantly, Blaize Castle had been saved. Realizing he had a poisoned chalice on his hands, Sid Sykes had pulled out of the development. Felix still theoretically owned the land, but the National Trust had expressed interest in buying the site and turning it into a protected area.

Sykes had his own problems, anyway. A disgruntled out-of-work actor had sold his story to a Sunday newspaper, claiming he was still owed money by Damien Sykes for orchestrating the riot at County Hall. Catherine had taken one look at the man’s jug ears and known she’d been right all along. Sykes Holdings would need all the hotshot lawyers they had to get them out of that one.

The champagne girl came round again. ‘Just a tiny bit for me,’ Catherine said, lifting her orange juice up.

‘Babe, you’re being very restrained,’ Mel exclaimed. ‘This champagne is seriously good.’

Catherine and John exchanged a grin. Mel clapped her hand over her mouth. ‘You’re not!’

‘I am,’ Catherine said. ‘Ten weeks, to be precise. We had the scan last week.’

Mel leapt on her friend with a squeal. Mike pumped John’s hand. ‘Guys, congratulations! That’s such fantastic news.’

‘How long have you known?’ Mel asked.

‘About a month.’ She squeezed John’s hand. They were both still stunned with delight.

‘Blimey!’ Mike said. ‘What are you going to do about your new job?’

Catherine looked at her husband. ‘That’s another phone call.’ The poor PM probably thought she’d finished coming up with surprises.

The kitchen was a hive of activity as Fleur walked in. Sergio was putting the finishing touches to a platter of mini-rarebits made with Cotswold brie.

‘You want me to take those out?’ she asked.

‘I’m not sure the hostess should stoop to such duties.’

‘Don’t be silly.’ She smiled, hoisting the silver tray up.

Beau intercepted her coming out of the house. ‘Sweetheart, let me take that. What are you doing?’

‘I am capable, you know.’ She laughed. ‘I throw straw bales round for a living, remember?’

He nuzzled his face in her neck. ‘Am I being too overprotective?’ he murmured. ‘I’m new to all this head-over-heels-in-love stuff.’

He bent his head to kiss her. They melted into each other for a moment. His hand moved on to her bottom. ‘We could just nip upstairs.’

‘No, we can’t!’ she laughed again. ‘You’re incorrigible.’

Out on the lawn Robert Blackwater was clutching a Virgin Mary and talking to Mrs Patel. When Fleur had tentatively given her dad the literature about the rural rehab place in Somerset, Robert Blackwater had actually seemed relieved. One week in, he was looking better already.

‘I’m so pleased Dad came,’ Fleur said. ‘He’s doing OK, isn’t he?’

‘He’s doing great,’ Beau said. ‘I meant what I said. I wish you’d let me pay for his rehab.’

‘I told you, it’s only a loan. We’ve taken enough of your money.’ She looked over Beau’s shoulder. ‘Wow, look who’s here.’

In a simple cream dress and looking uncharacteristically nervous, Vanessa Powell walked into the party. Her face was clear of the trademark glamour make-up, allowing her incredible skin to shine through.

She wasn’t alone. Still slightly pale after his recent stint in hospital, Dylan’s easy smile and demeanour suggested a man unperturbed at being splashed over the papers as Vanessa’s ‘exotic traveller lover’. Vanessa’s mother was also with them, as was an incongruous old woman in a pink baseball cap and Minnie Mouse sweatshirt.

Vanessa came straight up to Beau and Fleur. ‘Thank you so much for inviting us,’ she said, with a dazzling smile. ‘You have a beautiful home.’

‘Now you’ve ditched that horrible husband you can come as often as you want.’ Beau gave Vanessa two practised kisses on both cheeks. ‘Glad you could make it.’

Vanessa was so pretty close up, like a tiny doll. Fleur was suddenly rather overawed.

‘I love your dress,’ the celebrity told her. ‘Diane Von Furstenberg, isn’t it?’

‘Top Shop actually.’ Fleur grinned at Beau. Vanessa Powell was complimenting Fleur on her dress!

The newcomers were a complete hit. Dylan was so easy to talk to and had such beautiful silver eyes everyone was enchanted. Vanessa’s mother was rather aloof at first, but after Mrs Patel went over and asked where her kaftan was from, Dominique warmed up. Really, everyone said, she had the most beautiful smile. There was one sticky moment when the Powells’ housekeeper tripped and nearly fell in the pool, but luckily Mike Cooper-Stanley was on hand to grab her.

The biggest surprise was Vanessa. Friendly and charming, she took her time to go round and speak to everyone. Mike Cooper-Stanley fell completely in love after a three-minute conversation with her about their favourite hotels in the Seychelles.

Catherine was at the bar when Vanessa caught up with her. ‘I hear congratulations are in order.’

‘They certainly are.’

‘I’m really happy for you, Catherine. It’s wonderful news.’

The pale shadows under Vanessa’s eyes were the only hint of the stress she had to be going through at the moment. Both she and Dylan had been called to the trial of Conrad Powell as star witnesses. The press were ecstatic at the prospect of the three of them meeting across a courtroom.

‘How are you?’ Catherine asked.

The celebrity gave a small smile. ‘What doesn’t kill you and all that.’

Vanessa had not seen her husband since that fateful night. Marty had visited him in prison once. He hadn’t said anything about it and Vanessa hadn’t asked. She had expected to feel some sort of vindication, but all she felt was a deep sadness. Conrad’s narcissism had been his ruin. What a waste of a life.

The sous chef manning the barbecue had been working hard. All the produce was local, and the beef and lamb had come from Blackwater Farm. People started to eye up the sumptuous burgers and steaks that were starting to appear.

Catherine took her plate over to where Amanda and Ursula Patel were sitting. She’d just taken an overly large mouthful of burger when Amanda gave a sharp intake of breath.

‘What?’ Catherine said, turning round. Beau was walking towards them, his arm round a pale, wan Ginny. She gazed at Catherine with huge, anxious eyes. The pair looked at each other. Catherine put her plate down and threw her arms round her friend.

‘Oh, Ginny! It’s so good to see you!’

‘Beau insisted I came.’ Ginny gave a small smile. ‘I don’t know what I would have done without him through all this.’

Catherine nodded. ‘He’s a good man.’

They were walking arm in arm round the perimeter of the garden. Ginny had been showered with hugs and kindness since she’d arrived.

‘I wasn’t sure if you’d want to speak to me,’ Catherine admitted.

‘Why on earth not?’

‘Because I was the one who exposed Felix.’

‘You did what you had to do.’ Ginny squeezed Catherine’s arm. ‘My life was in ruins anyway.’ She hesitated. ‘I probably seem very weak to you.’

‘Ginny, you don’t at all. Never think that.’

‘Maybe I’m old-fashioned, but I thought marriage was for life. And I did love him. Enough to turn a blind eye to his indiscretions, and to try and ignore the cruel things he said to me. I just put it down to frustration, and told myself that he would be the man he really was, once he’d got where he wanted to be. It was a terrible shock to find out Felix was behind Pear Tree Holdings. He always told me to keep out of his business affairs. He’d always said I was too stupid to understand.’

Once again Catherine marvelled at how she could have got someone so wrong.

‘That’s one of the reasons I was so scared to come back,’ Ginny said. ‘I was frightened people would think I’d been involved.’

Catherine patted her arm. ‘No one ever thought that.’

Ginny gave her a grateful smile. They continued to walk in a companionable silence.

‘So what happens now?’ Catherine asked.

‘Divorce is inevitable. We’re communicating through our solicitors.’

‘We’re all here for you,’ Catherine told her.

They stopped to look out over the valley. ‘I am going to come back,’ Ginny said. ‘Despite what’s happened, I can’t imagine living anywhere else. Beeversham is my home.’

‘I’m so pleased to hear that.’

‘I know it might sound strange,’ Ginny said, ‘but I want to get to know Lynette properly and try to help her. Felix put the fear of God into us both so much we were afraid even to speak in the street.’

‘So you knew about Talia?’

Ginny nodded. ‘Oh yes, all along. I’ve never really blamed Lynette. She was a vulnerable woman, and I know how charming Felix can be. The fact that he’s always shirked his responsibility to Talia has been one of the hardest things to cope with. Family is so important, and Talia is such a beautiful young girl. I hope we can build up some kind of relationship, even if she never finds out the truth.’

‘I think,’ Catherine said gently, ‘that you’re a pretty amazing woman.’

For a moment Ginny looked like her old self. ‘Felix has ruined my life for too long,’ she said determinedly. ‘I won’t let him go on doing it.’

The sunset that night was later remembered as one of the most spectacular ever seen over Beeversham. Heavenly red skies were streaked with orange and purple. Underneath, the lights from the town twinkled like a thousand fireflies.

Up at Ridings, the atmosphere had become decidedly mellow. Vanessa and Dylan swayed gently in front of the soulful singer. Amanda and Henry were smooching on a sunlounger, prompting loud retches from a horrified Olympia. Sukie and Eddie lay curled around each other on the grass.

Fleur found her dad and Beau talking intently in the kitchen.

‘What are you two plotting this time?’

‘Nothing you need to worry about,’ Robert told her.

‘Come on.’ Beau took her hand. ‘Let’s go and say thank you to our guests for coming.’

The singer graciously stepped down to allow Beau and Fleur to step up on the platform. Beau slid his arm round Fleur’s narrow shoulders and waited for the conversation to die down. Ginny and Lynette stopped chatting and turned round.

‘Guys, it’s been great to see so many of you today. I know it’s been a slightly difficult day for some of us under the circumstances …’ He gave Ginny a stoic grin ‘… but I hope you’ve all enjoyed yourselves.’

‘Not half!’ shouted a blotto Mr Patel.

Everyone laughed. Beau grinned and lifted his glass. ‘I’d like to dedicate this night to new beginnings.’

‘To new beginnings,’ they all chorused.

‘I have one final toast,’ Beau continued. ‘To the beautiful girl standing next to me.’ He turned to Fleur. ‘To Fleur Blackwater, my future wife.’

‘I didn’t know you were engaged!’ cried a delighted Ginny.

‘We’re not yet.’ Beau didn’t take his eyes off Fleur’s face. ‘Would you do me the honour?’

Fleur went into shock. ‘You’re asking me to marry you?’

‘Ask her properly!’ Mrs Patel ordered.

Beau grinned, but Fleur could feel his hand trembling. ‘I’ve loved you since the moment I first saw you covered in cow gunk,’ he told her. ‘My darling, gorgeous, spirited girl, will you do me the honour of becoming my wife?’

Mr Patel burst into tears. Fleur wasn’t far behind.

‘I will,’ she sobbed, covering Beau’s face in kisses. ‘Oh yes, I will!’
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