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About the Book

Life isn’t fun without a scandal

Newly-weds Caro and Benedict have swapped country life in Churchminster for an exclusive London mews. It’s blissful . . . until Benedict’s sister arrives, bringing with her a dangerous secret.

Fashionable socialite Saffron lives next door. She always thought the countryside was boring, but when she’s invited to Churchminster she is shocked to learn just how dirty rural life can get.

Saffron’s boss, workaholic editor Catherine, is fighting to save her ailing magazine. But her scandalous past threatens to destroy everything, especially when rugged builder John Milton strides into her life.

Following a sexy, colourful cast through city and country, Naked Truths is an addictive, funny, feel-good romantic romp.
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Chapter 1

SAFFRON WALDEN PEELED open a mascara-clogged eye. High above, a dusty lampshade dangled precariously from a peeling ceiling. Where was she? Saffron blinked and tried to focus. Her head pulsated unpleasantly, and fuzzy snapshots of last night danced through her mind. Oh God, it was all coming back to her now: she should never have let Fernando talk her into buying that last round of tequila slammers.

Saffron groaned loudly and struggled to sit up. As the duvet fell off she caught sight of herself in the cracked mirror opposite: alabaster white skin, small pert breasts, and a mop of peroxide blonde hair sticking out like it belonged to Worzel Gummidge. The remnants of last night’s Amy Winehouse-inspired eyeliner were streaked halfway down her cheeks.

‘You look like shit,’ she told herself, which wasn’t strictly true. Twenty-four-year-old Saffron Walden had an effortless cool that made her look cutting edge no matter how monumental the hangover.

‘You look pretty good from where I am, cariño,’ crooned a voice lustily. Saffron turned to find the glorious tanned physique of Fernando stretched out beside her. He was a beautiful Mexican barman she’d met in a club and been dating a whole six weeks.

Saffron looked round the bedsit distastefully. ‘Have you never heard of a Hoover? This place is a shit hole.’

‘I thought you liked it dirty,’ he breathed. Despite the pounding against her temples, Saffron resisted the urge to giggle. He’d clearly been watching too much cheap porn recently. Fernando smiled back at her, and looked pointedly downwards. A large bulge was forming like a mushroom cloud under the duvet.

‘I’ll give you something to look happy about,’ he said, suddenly pulling her on top of him. As he started grinding his hips against hers, Saffron could feel his erection burrowing underneath her like an overexcited ferret.

‘I feel like crap!’ she protested.

‘Shut up.’ Fernando kissed her, his tongue working into her mouth. He smelt of sweat and sex, mixed in with the faint tang of alcohol and aftershave. As his hands started running expertly over Saffron’s body, she started to respond.

‘Mmm . . .’

Miraculously, Saffron’s headache was starting to disappear. Fernando wasn’t the sharpest tool in the box, she reflected, but he was a bloody good shag. He looked up from enthusiastically sucking her left nipple. ‘I told you I’d make you feel better,’ he murmured throatily. One hand slid down and roughly pulled her legs apart.

Succumbing to the moment, Saffron sighed happily and reached for the bumper box of condoms on the bedside table. Her jaw dropped. ‘Fuck me!’

Fernando groaned theatrically. ‘Yeah, baby!’

‘Not you, idiot!’ Snapping her legs together like a vice, Saffron grabbed the alarm clock. The red digits glared back accusingly: 10.10 a.m. ‘Shit, I am so late for work!’

Disentangling herself from Fernando’s amorous grip, she tumbled from the bed in a heap of long limbs. Her lover watched in disbelief as she retrieved a minuscule G-string from the floor.

‘Baby, you can’t leave me like this, my balls are gonna burst!’

But Saffron had already disappeared into the bathroom.

Exactly thirty-seven minutes later, Saffron flew through the doors of Valour Publishing, a gleaming modern tower just minutes away from the designer heaven of Bond Street in central London.

‘Late again, Saff?’ called out the cheery cockney security guard on the front desk. Saffron rolled her eyes as she rushed towards the lifts.

The middle doors opened to reveal the welcome form of Harriet Fraser, laden down with exquisitely wrapped parcels. Harriet beamed at Saffron. ‘Just on my way up from the post room. I think Catherine’s been sent another Cartier watch.’

The mountain of packages started to slide, and a small pink box fell out of Harriet’s arms. ‘Oh cripes!’ she gasped, but Saffron had dived into the lift and caught it. The doors slid shut.

‘Ouch, that hurt,’ Saffron winced, clutching her head.

‘Big night?’ Harriet’s eyes twinkled.

‘Wasn’t meant to be. Do I smell like a brewery?’

‘Nothing a Polo mint can’t cure. I’ve got some in my desk if you want.’

Saffron exhaled loudly and surveyed her wild-looking reflection in the mirrored wall. ‘I can’t believe I bloody overslept again. Catherine’s going to give me such a bollocking.’ Her face dropped even further. ‘Oh God, I’ve just remembered – I was meant to be doing a phone interview with Stella McCartney at 10 a.m.!’

The lift door pinged, and the doors slid open on to the fourth floor. As they got out, Harriet turned to Saffron, who was looking distinctly green round the gills. ‘Don’t panic,’ she said kindly. ‘Catherine’s still at her editors’ breakfast, and Stella’s PR called. She’s been struck down with some bug, so the interview’s been rescheduled for next week. I’ve left a Post-it note with the details on your computer.’

Saffron grinned at her. ‘Dearest H, where would I be without you? In fact, where would any of us be without you? I can’t believe you’ve only been here six weeks.’

Harriet’s cheeks went pink. ‘Really?’

‘Totally! And the other day I overheard Catherine saying to the art desk that you’re the best PA she’s ever had. You’re like, a million times better than that useless old trollop Miranda. She only applied for the job because she thought she’d get to shag loads of male models.’ Saffron snorted. ‘As if!’ They reached the office doors, and Saffron glanced through the porthole window. ‘I’ve got to go and change in the loo. I had to make an emergency dash to Top Shop; otherwise everyone will know I’m a dirty little stop-out. Will you cover for me?’

‘I haven’t seen you,’ said Harriet, smiling.

‘You’re a star!’ Saffron placed the pink box in Harriet’s arms and rushed off down the corridor towards the ladies.

Harriet watched Saffron go, flushing with pleasure. They really liked her! When she’d applied for the position at renowned glossy magazine Soirée, she’d never thought she’d get an interview, let alone the actual job.

Her father, Sir Ambrose Fraser, hadn’t been able to understand why she wanted to leave her quaint little cottage in the gorgeous Cotswolds village where she had grown up. ‘Leave Churchminster? To move to London? What the bloody hell for?’ he had bellowed during their weekly Sunday dinner at Clanfield Hall.

Her mother, Lady Frances, had been more understanding. Harriet had been through some life-changing experiences in the past few years. As well as going travelling, she had been very involved in organizing the Save Churchminster Ball and Auction. The event had been put on to raise funds to buy a piece of the village under threat of development, and it had been a roaring success. It made her realize she really was good at something.

At the age of thirty-two, with no real career track record apart from occasional secretarial duties for her father, Harriet had known life was passing her by. So when the job as Soirée PA/events coordinator had been advertised in the Media Guardian, she’d immediately sent in her CV. Two weeks later she’d been offered the job.

Sir Ambrose had retired to his study and refused to speak to her for three days. But thankfully her mother had taken her side. ‘Churchminster will always be here, darling,’ Frances had told her as they’d walked arm-in-arm round the grounds of the Hall one fresh spring evening. ‘This job opportunity won’t.’

So six weeks ago, at the start of June, Harriet had packed up the Golf, put her beloved Puffa waistcoats in the attic, and left. Driving away from the little cottage she lived in on her parents’ estate had been dreadfully hard, especially when they, along with Cook and Mrs Bantry, the housekeeper, had come to wave her off.

Blinded by tears, Harriet had reversed over Sir Ambrose’s foot by accident and nearly crashed into a ditch. Then halfway down the M4, she had been gripped by a sudden terror. It had taken all her strength not to come off at the next junction and flee home. What if she wasn’t right for London, and Soirée? Everyone had seemed so stylish and together when Harriet had gone for her interview. Where on earth would her Laura Ashley wardrobe fit in?

To her immense relief, the team had been a down-to-earth lot, who were so pleased to have someone efficient after the disastrous Miranda that Harriet was given a hero’s welcome on her first day. She enjoyed working for the editor, too, the formidable Catherine Connor. Tough but fair, Catherine set high, exacting standards, and Harriet was relishing the challenge of meeting them.

As well as managing Catherine’s diary and making sure the office ran smoothly, Harriet was in charge of organizing Soirée’s famous autumn cocktail party. This year it was being held at the Natural History Museum. Harriet had been thrown in at the deep end, and was rushed off her feet liaising with florists and caterers, lighting people and guest lists, but she’d never felt so alive. Most nights, she would turn down invites from Saffron to go to one launch party or the other, and return to her rented garden flat in Fulham, exhausted but happy. For the first time in her life, Harriet felt like she was achieving something.

The only downside was that her love life was still so barren she made Ann Widdecombe look like a wanton harlot. She’d had one date, a picnic in St James’s Park with the brother of an old school friend, but it had ended up being a complete disaster. Hugh Bonneville-Thorpe-Radcliffe was fresh out of the Priory, having suffered a mental breakdown from his high-pressured job as a city trader. After two hours recounting every excruciating detail of his therapy sessions, he’d unexpectedly tried to mount Harriet’s leg. She still hadn’t managed to push him off by the time a nearby gardener had turned his hose on them, before frogmarching the pair out. Harriet hadn’t seen Hugh – or St James’s Park – since.

Despite the mortifying experience, Harriet knew there was a man out there for her. South-west London was teeming with jolly, well-built men striding around purposefully with cricket jumpers tied over their shoulders. One of them had to be her Mr Right; she couldn’t rely on the brooding Heathcliffe types in her romance novels for much longer.

But for now there were more pressing things to think about. Pushing the swing door open with her foot, Harriet entered the office. Music blared out from the stereo in the corner, while several staff tripped across the office on their way to a cup of tea and a gossip in the kitchen. Harriet remembered the first time she had walked in: it had looked like a cross between Ugly Betty and The Devil Wears Prada. Racks of expensive clothes had stood everywhere, while clouds of perfume and glitter billowed out from the beauty desk. All around there had been noise, and people laughing and talking loudly into their phones or shouting across the office about something. At that moment Harriet had felt like she’d stumbled on a really fun party, and she’d never wanted to leave.

Manoeuvring her way around the crate of Moët that had been sent from yet another PR company, Harriet deposited the parcels on her desk. Almost immediately the phone started ringing. With a smile she snatched up the receiver.

‘Good morning, Soirée magazine!’


Chapter 2

CATHERINE CONNOR WAS preoccupied as she strode through the office doors half an hour later, having finally escaped her breakfast meeting.

She had always dreaded editors’ breakfasts; they were just an excuse for most of them to show off their latest Chanel handbag, or get one over on a rival: ‘Such a shame Keira dropped out of your cover shoot – did I tell you we’ve got her for our Christmas issue?’

To her discomfort, Catherine had ended up sitting next to her arch-rival Isabella Montgomery. Isabella was editor of Grace, a monthly glossy that tried to be like Soirée but was nothing more than a collection of uninspiring features and advertisements. Small, pin-thin and with shiny blonde hair blow-dried daily at Nicky Clarke’s Mayfair salon, 43-year-old Isabella hid a vicious character behind her red-lipsticked smile.

‘Cath-a-rine!’ she had cried, when Catherine had entered the private dining room at the plush Wolseley hotel in Piccadilly. No one would have guessed that just twelve hours earlier Isabella had been naked save for a pair of thigh-length PVC boots, and riding her latest conquest to an early grave. He was a 71-year-old multi-millionaire German count, with the unfortunate combination of an over-ambitious libido and a pacemaker. Isabella liked money, power and sex – in that order.

‘I was just discussing Soirée’s plummeting sales figures with Fiona! You poor thing, you must be having a horrendous time.’

Fiona MacKenzie, the Australian editor of Teen Style magazine, had rolled her eyes behind Isabella’s back. Though no one would dare say it to her pinched little face, Isabella Montgomery was about as popular in the industry as Ozzy Osbourne at a vicar’s tea party.

Isabella never passed up the chance to undermine Catherine; it was an open secret that she had got down to the last two for the Soirée editorship, and had been so sure of success she’d organized a congratulations party for herself. The day after Catherine got the job, a picture of a furious Isabella, sitting amongst dozens of open champagne bottles, at a party no one turned up to, was gleefully printed in several newspapers. The champagne sponsors had demanded compensation, and Isabella’s employers at the time had given her the sack. It had taken two years of arse-licking and giving blow jobs to the right people before Isabella got offered the Grace editorship, but her reputation had been tarnished. Jealous of Catherine’s success, Isabella somehow blamed her for all her misfortunes, and had had it in for her ever since.

Catherine had raised an elegant eyebrow at Isabella’s latest jibe. ‘They’re hardly plummeting.’

Isabella had arched an over-plucked eyebrow back. ‘But they are down, darling, aren’t they? I read something about it in the Media Guardian last week.’ A smug smile had flittered across her lips. ‘Slippery slope and all that. You must be beside yourself with worry, especially with Sir Robin Hackford at the helm now.’

Sir Robin ‘Hatchet’ Hackford was the chairman on Valour’s board of directors. A ruthless businessman, he had acquired an unrivalled reputation for driving profits up, usually by slashing budgets, cancelling expense accounts and laying off staff, regardless of their track record or length of service. His appointment at Valour six months earlier had set quite a few cats amongst the pigeons. Sir Robin presided over the board from the company’s plush Bond Street office, but despite this Catherine, and the other editors at Valour, had yet to meet him. It was well known that the 62-year-old didn’t mix with common employees, and preferred to let his own minions do his dirty work. Catherine thought he sounded like a complete arsehole.

‘Of course, we’re safe as houses at Grace, as we don’t have to worry about circulation like you do,’ Isabella had breathed. ‘Our advertisers wouldn’t like it if we got too big; one doesn’t want to lose one’s exclusivity. Clearly not something you’ve worried about . . . though I suppose now it could come back and bite you on the bottom! Oh dear.’

She’d looked around her to see who was listening. ‘I hear Valour’s board aren’t happy at all with Soirée’s performance,’ she’d added loudly. ‘Have you spoken to them at all yet, darling?’ She’d taken a sip of mint tea, ice-blue eyes looking innocently at Catherine above the bone china cup.

Luckily Fiona, sensing war was about to break out, had dived in and changed the subject. Ten minutes later, Catherine, not sure she could stop herself pouring the remains of her tea all over Isabella’s head if she stayed, had made her excuses and left.

As much as Catherine hated to admit it, Isabella’s words had touched a nerve. Over the past twelve months, Soirée’s sales figures had been declining. The only consolation for Catherine was that they weren’t alone. The whole monthly market was suffering. Nowadays women were increasingly turning to the internet to get their news, fashion and gossip. Catherine had always wanted to work in glossies because they delivered that once-a-month, quality, luxurious treat. The anticipation was part of the pleasure. Now those times were gone, and the once-hallowed stamping ground was under siege. Especially as the price of Soireé had gone up – one of Sir Robin’s first implementations. Catherine had protested to senior management at the time but it had fallen on deaf ears. It was an added pressure she didn’t need, especially as magazine closures were becoming more frequent.

There was a tentative knock on her office door, rousing Catherine from her thoughts. Harriet’s head popped round. ‘Can I get you anything? Tea, coffee, sparkling mineral water?’ she asked brightly.

Catherine flashed a brief smile. ‘I’m fine, thanks, Harriet. But can you get on to that lunch booking at the Ivy? I’m taking the Fashion Council lot there next week.’

‘Already booked!’ answered Harriet, and discreetly disappeared back behind the door.

Alone again, Catherine leaned back in her chair and sighed. It hadn’t been a great week so far. The day before she had found out that Soirée had lost another major advertising campaign, which would leave a big dent in their revenue. Was it an omen? Catherine shook her head. She was getting way too jittery, and Isabella hadn’t helped.

Despite telling herself this, Catherine couldn’t shake off her unease. It would have been nice to have had someone to talk to, and assure her everything was OK, but her own boss, Soirée publisher Adam Freshwater, was away on yet another holiday with his family. To add to her unease, when she’d bumped into the normally friendly chief executive, one of Valour’s board of directors, in a restaurant last week, he’d barely been able to meet her eye before rushing off, mumbling something about his sea bass getting cold. A clammy knot materialized in the pit of Catherine’s stomach. She was getting a very bad feeling about this indeed . . .

With her air of confidence and mantelpiece of ‘Best Editor’ awards, 35-year-old Catherine Connor was the archetypal successful career woman. Getting the Soirée editorship had been her defining moment, a mark of just how far she’d come. First published in 1865, Soirée was Britain’s oldest and most prestigious glossy magazine. In the nineties it had floundered under a directionless editor, but that was before Catherine arrived and revived the title. Tough and demanding, she had nonetheless won her staff’s respect and loyalty with her hard work, vision and dry sense of humour.

Along with the accolades, Catherine Connor looked the part. Tall and leggy, she had shoulder-length chestnut brown hair, cut by the top stylist at Charles Worthington. Her strong, chiselled face was saved from being too masculine by indigo-blue eyes framed by long eyelashes, and a full, cherry-red mouth. For all the labels gracing her wardrobe, Catherine favoured functionality over frippery, and wore minimal jewellery, light make-up and well-cut trouser suits. High heels were a different matter. Some women were born to glide across rooms in them – unfortunately Catherine wasn’t one of them. A tomboy by nature, she still found it hard to walk in anything more than three inches, and often padded round the office in her stockinged feet.

A seemingly good ‘catch’, Catherine was not married, nor was she in any relationship. In fact, apart from an ill-judged fling – with an Italian financier who had erectile problems – two years ago, Catherine couldn’t remember the last time she had been in anything meaningful. Had she ever been? Motherless, fatherless, and an only child, the truth was Catherine Connor was a loner, a driven perfectionist who lived for her job. At work she was reserved, holding herself at arm’s length from her team. She was their boss, not their friend, and everyone who worked for her respected that, imagining that outside the office she led an exciting and glamorous life, full of ‘mover and shaker’ dinner parties and VIP invites.

Little did they know that, away from the work dinners in Michelin restaurants, most evenings Catherine was curled up on the sofa by herself with a plate of beans on toast and a bottle of Jacob’s Creek Sauvignon Blanc. Even her apartment, a fabulously expensive penthouse south-London apartment overlooking the River Thames, set Catherine apart, sitting high above the London skyline, with its floor-to-ceiling views of Battersea Power Station.

Even though Catherine could come across as aloof, underneath she was funny and warm. Originally from Newcastle (her accent had been refined, along with her wardrobe), Catherine had lived in London for nearly twenty years. Despite this, she didn’t have any close friends. Catherine always told herself that was just the way she liked it; she had learned early in life to survive on her own. Friendships meant sharing confidences, and Catherine’s past hid a dark secret she was determined to keep hidden.

If it ever got out, it would be the end of her.


Chapter 3

IN THE PRETTY Cotswold village of Churchminster, another resident was preparing for a move to London. At Mill House on the edge of the village green, Caro Towey, wife of the gorgeous Benedict, was lugging the last of the luggage into the boot of her 4×4.

Caro’s two-year-old son Milo, who had been dozing happily in his car seat, had just woken up and was demanding Pickles, his bedraggled teddy bear. She couldn’t for the life of her remember where she’d packed it, and it didn’t help that her suitcase, which she had been meaning to replace for ages, had finally given up the ghost as she’d heaved it over the front doorstep. Caro’s control-panel knickers, and various other bits of underwear, had flown everywhere.

Caro had quickly shoved them into Waitrose carrier bags and was just depositing the last few in the car when her grandmother appeared.

‘Darling!’ For the warm summer day, Clementine had traded in her usual uniform of Hunter wellies and waxed jacket for a well-cut cotton blouse and tweed skirt. ‘I know we’ve said goodbye already, but I just had to come and see you off.’ Her stiff upper lip gave an uncharacteristic wobble. ‘I’m being such a sentimental old fool, but I’m going to miss you all dreadfully!’

Caro hugged the upright, grey-haired woman fiercely. ‘We’ll miss you, too, Granny Clem. Don’t worry, I’ll come home lots, and you must come and visit us. London’s not that far away. And now Benedict has set your hotmail account up, we can email every day!’

Clementine resolutely wiped a tear away. ‘That’s if I can get into the blasted thing. I keep forgetting the password.’

Caro smiled at her. ‘It’s “Errol Flynn”, remember? We picked it so there was no chance of you forgetting it.’ Errol Flynn was Clementine’s irascible black Labrador, who spent most of his time making noxious smells and snuffling for imaginary rabbits in hedgerows. ‘I’ve written it on the calendar in your study.’

Clementine surveyed her eldest granddaughter, one eyebrow arched in amusement. ‘I’ve never seen you so organized!’

‘I don’t feel it,’ Caro sighed. ‘Benedict keeps saying how much I’m going to love being in London again, but I’m not so sure. I can’t help feeling city life just isn’t me any more.’

When the subject of relocating temporarily to Benedict’s London house had come up three months earlier, Caro had not been enthusiastic. She had just got the house how she wanted, and Milo was happily settled in nursery. Caro and Benedict had married in a candlelit ceremony at St Bartholomew’s church the previous Christmas, and she had been revelling in her newfound domestic bliss ever since. She loved being a full-time mum to Milo, walks in the Meadows with her grandmother, and cosy lunches at the Jolly Boot with her dear friend Angie Fox-Titt. Life was happy, fulfilling and uncomplicated. The thought of moving back to London, with its traffic jams, pollution and hectic pace – not to mention the remote chance of running into her bastard of an ex-husband, Sebastian – did not appeal to Caro one bit.

But she’d watched as Benedict had slowly got more exhausted. Five years ago, before they’d met, Benedict had started his own design agency, The Glass Ceiling, located off the salubrious Sloane Square in Chelsea. It had doubled in size since, and for the last six months Benedict had endured a hellish commute, putting brutally long hours in at the office and not returning to Churchminster until gone midnight some evenings, only to get up at 6 a.m. and do it all again. Benedict’s beautiful blond looks, which made Caro’s heart flutter whenever she laid eyes on him, were becoming washed-out, and violet-coloured shadows had settled under his eyes. Caro was increasingly worried about his health, and told him so in the kitchen one Saturday morning.

‘Darling, it’s not for ever,’ he’d said wearily, wrapping his strong arms around her. ‘Once this new partner is on board and we can recruit more staff, things will be a lot easier.’

‘That won’t be for another year or so, you’ve said that yourself,’ Caro had replied. ‘I’m worried you’re going to keel over from a heart attack by then! Isn’t there anything we can do? You can’t go on like this.’

Benedict had gone silent for a moment. It was then that he’d put the idea to her of moving to his mews house in Chelsea. ‘I’ve been thinking about it for a while, actually. It would just be while I get the business under control. There’s a fantastic Montessori nursery down the road I’m sure we can get Milo into. The headmistress is married to one of my clients.’ He’d looked into her eyes. ‘I know we’re happy here, darling, but it would only be for a year at the most.’

Completely taken aback by the suggestion, Caro had been lost for words, but by then Benedict had been in full flow.

‘We can spend some proper time together again as a family! And as husband and wife – I can’t remember the last time I took you out for a romantic dinner. Isn’t that what newly-weds are meant to do, after all?’ He’d leaned down and kissed her at this point, and Caro had felt herself weaken as she’d breathed in the familiar woody aftershave. After a moment Benedict had pulled away gently. ‘You can catch up with all your old friends. You keep saying you miss female company since your sisters went away.’

‘I’ve got Angie,’ Caro had interjected. ‘Benedict, I really don’t know about this . . .’

‘You’ll still have Angie. She and Fred can come and stay whenever they want. Besides, it’s not even as though we’re moving into a street full of strangers. Stephen and Klaus will be over the moon to have us as neighbours.’ He’d smiled wryly. ‘I’m sure Stephen would be delighted to babysit Milo now and again.’

They’d both laughed at this. Stephen was a flamboyant furniture-maker who lived in Montague Mews with his long-term partner Klaus. The couple’s idea of a good evening involved a claret-imbibing dinner party with their colourful literary friends – and not watching Bob the Builder for the umpteenth time with a sticky-fingered, pyjama-clad Milo. The two men had a weekend cottage in Churchminster, and had been the ones to introduce Benedict to the village – where he’d met Caro – in the first place.

Caro’s face had turned serious again. ‘What about Granny Clem? With Camilla and Calypso not there, and Mummy and Daddy thousands of miles away, I’d feel like I was abandoning her.’ Caro’s two younger sisters were both abroad: Camilla was backpacking with her boyfriend; and the baby of the family, Calypso, had just landed an exciting new job in New York. Meanwhile their parents Johnnie and Tink had emigrated to Barbados several years earlier.

Benedict had brushed a stray eyelash off her cheek. ‘Your grandmother is a tough old stick, she’ll be fine.’ He’d grinned. ‘Besides, she was the one who suggested it in the first place.’

Caro had looked into her husband’s handsome, tired face at this point and known she couldn’t say no. Benedict had been so uncomplaining, and was working so hard to provide for their family. Despite his manic schedule, he still remembered to send her beautiful bouquets of flowers – and rang from the office every evening to say goodnight to Milo. Stop being so bloody selfish, she told herself. Most people would jump at the opportunity Benedict was offering. After all, twelve months living in a beautiful little mews in London wasn’t exactly going to be a nightmare.

Was it?

Not long after she waved goodbye to Granny Clem, Caro’s resolve severely weakened. As she’d driven out under radiant blue skies, Churchminster had never looked so lush and pretty. It was all very well Benedict saying she could catch up with her old friends, but most of them had moved out to various parts of the countryside too, for a better quality of life. The remaining few sounded so materialistic and self-absorbed whenever Caro spoke to them – ‘Hugo isn’t getting his usual bonus this year, God knows how the two of us are going to exist on five hundred thou!’ – she wasn’t sure if she wanted to see them at all. Where once she had felt excited about London and forging her own career, now Caro just felt daunted. Admittedly, it had helped a lot that Harriet had just moved there. Even though she was Camilla’s best friend, Caro had been cheered by the thought of having a familiar face round the corner. But then again, thought Caro gloomily, Harriet was at work all day and probably out chatting up dashing men all night. She wasn’t going to want to hang out at home with her and Milo.

Caro’s trepidation was made worse by the fact that she didn’t have much idea what the new house was like. Benedict had taken her to see Montague Mews late one evening after a night out at the theatre. The house was being rented out at the time to a rich American financier, so they had just pulled up at the gates at the end. Caro had been feeling rather giddy after too much wine at dinner, and now only had a vague recollection of peering out through the car window into a narrow, dimly lit, cobbled street. The idea of living in a little terraced mews was romantic, but Caro had heard some friends moan about how claustrophobic they were. Used to the wide-open spaces of Churchminster, she wasn’t sure she would like being hemmed in.

The house was fully furnished, but Caro was taking a few things of their own to make it feel like home. The American financier had moved out two weeks ago, and Caro had wanted to spend a few days there cleaning, moving their stuff in and making it nice for Milo. Unfortunately, she had been laid up with a nasty virus, and spent most of that time in bed. Instead, a large van from Clayton’s Removal Company had turned up to move the stuff down. Benedict had also got a team of domestic cleaners in, while Caro had lain in bed feeling redundant and helpless. Now Benedict, and her new house and life, was waiting for her expectantly.

Two hours later, she was stuck in her own private hell. She’d forgotten how dreadful London traffic was, and they were now sitting in a gridlocked line of cars, vans and motorbikes. Distracted by Milo shouting he’d done a poo in his shorts, she had missed the junction she wanted. When she finally got back on the Fulham Palace Road, which led to Chelsea, she’d been undercut, sworn at, and even had a ‘Get out, gas guzzlers!’ leaflet stuck under her windscreen wipers by an indignant group of campaigners at Hammersmith roundabout.

Caro’s hands-free phone rang. She glanced at the screen. Benedict. Forcing herself to sound upbeat – he was always teasing her about her having no sense of direction – she answered the phone.

‘Hi!’ she said, her voice unnaturally high.

‘Are you all right?’ he asked. ‘You sound strange.’

‘I’m fine!’ she replied brightly. ‘We stopped a few times for Milo to go to the loo, but we shouldn’t be long now.’

‘Great. Look, darling, I’m afraid I’m held up at the office, and I might not be able to meet you at the house.’ Caro’s heart sank. ‘I’ve just called Stephen and he’s going to let you in. Just press on the buzzer.’

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Milo was emptying the remainder of his orange carton into one of the Waitrose bags. ‘Shit! I mean, fine. That’s fine, darling. Don’t worry about us.’

‘You’re lost, aren’t you?’ asked Benedict. ‘You keep saying fine, which usually means everything isn’t.’

‘Of course not,’ lied Caro.

Benedict paused. ‘OK, well, give me a call if you need to. I’ve briefed the emergency services, and Central London is on red alert for your arrival.’

‘Very funny,’ said Caro, reaching around to grab the carton off Milo. ‘See you later.’

By now it was four in the afternoon, but London was still melting under the unrelenting heat. Sweat trickled down Caro’s back, making her linen shirt stick unpleasantly to the seat. She glanced at herself in the rear-view mirror. A red, shiny face with shoulder-length wavy blonde hair plastered to the forehead looked back. Caro’s bladder wasn’t feeling much better; she knew it had been a mistake having that mocha frappucino at the last service station. Behind her, Milo was looking similarly hot and bothered, with a large orange stain down his top. Caro’s chocolate-brown eyes caught his big, blue ones in the rear-view mirror again.

‘Not long now, cherub,’ she told him as they pulled up at a set of traffic lights. ‘Mummy will make you a cold drink, and you can play in your nice new bedroom.’

‘Poo!’ shouted Milo again. ‘I need to go, Mummy!’

‘Oh, Milo, you haven’t done it again, have you?’ said Caro, whipping round. She couldn’t tell whether the unpleasant smells wafting from the back seat had got worse, but Milo’s hands and face were sticky, and two lurid green trails of snot trailed out from his nose. Where were the Wet Wipes? Reaching across to the passenger seat, she scrabbled around in her handbag.

A horn honked loudly.

Startled, Caro looked up. The lights were just changing from red to amber, and in the dirty white van behind her, a red-faced stocky man was shaking his fist.

‘They’re not even green yet!’ she wailed.

The white van screeched past her, the angry man giving her the V-sign.

Caro’s temper finally snapped. ‘Arsehole!’ she yelled, sticking her fingers up in return. The man’s mouth opened in a silent tirade of abuse as he drove off.

‘Arsoll, arsoll, arsoll!’ chanted Milo merrily from the back seat.

Caro cringed shamefully. ‘Don’t say that, darling!’ Christ, London driving. She’d only been back two minutes and already she was about to have a coronary. As they crawled along for a further forty minutes, Caro’s stress levels rose even more. Car stereos blared from open windows into the thick humid air. An image of the Churchminster village green, postcard-perfect and emerald-fresh, flashed through her mind, and she forced it out again.

After a while, they left behind the grimy thoroughfare, and the surroundings started to take on a more genteel look. Grand houses and delicatessens appeared, along with swanky looking gastropubs with people sitting outside enjoying an after-work drink. Caro barely noticed. Milo had started crying again, and she’d almost run over a man when he walked out in front of her chatting on his mobile.

‘At the next junction, turn left,’ intoned the satnav. The bloody thing had already led her up two dead-end streets and into a private car park. Nonetheless, Caro put her fate in its hands and turned left off the main road. Immediately they were in a long wide road lined with cherry trees in blossom and impressive white houses. Guinevere Road, this sounded familiar . . . Caro crept slowly along, looking for the sign for Montague Mews. A taxi appeared behind her and beeped its horn impatiently.

‘Get a move on, luv!’ the driver shouted out of the window.

‘I am trying,’ Caro shouted back. Her raised voice made Milo cry even louder, at exactly the same time the red light on the dashboard started flashing to tell her the engine was overheating. Fighting to hold the tears back, Caro suddenly saw a discreet sign to her left. Montague Mews. She pulled in quickly, forgetting to indicate, and earning herself another outraged honk from the taxi-driver. She drove up to an ornate set of wrought-iron gates and pressed the intercom.

‘Stephen? Are you there? It’s Caro.’

Seconds passed and there was no reply. Caro felt her heart sink even more. ‘I knew this was a terrible idea,’ she whispered to herself in despair. ‘What have we done?’

Then, as if by magic, the gates to the mews slowly swung open. And suddenly, all was right with the world again.


Chapter 4

CARO WAS IN the prettiest street she had ever seen. A small mews, it had a terrace of five quaint brick houses and a cobbled courtyard in front. Each front door was painted in a vibrant pastel, the candy colours reminding Caro of the seafront at Brighton. The houses were two-storey, with large square windows on the bottom floor and smaller, rounded windows on top. Above each door hung a Dickensian-style street lamp. Caro had seen grander places in her time, but none that were quite as enchanting as Montague Mews.

Along one side of the courtyard was a high brick wall, festooned with passion flowers, clematis and morning glories. Purple, pink and blue flowers nestled between the shiny, clambering green like sparkling jewels. By rights it should have felt claustrophobic, but instead the wall was like a comforting embrace that kept out the rest of the world. A line of mature horse chestnut trees stood on the other side of the wall, their leafy branches dipping down into the courtyard.

Rainbow-bright window boxes and hanging baskets decorated the houses, while one of the middle ones, No. 2, had a huge ‘Welcome’ banner hanging across the open doorway.

To her delight, Benedict was standing outside. Beside him was Stephen with a bottle of champagne in his hands. Klaus was also there, and a small woman with punky red hair, the colour set off even more by the bright green smock she was wearing.

Caro turned off the engine and opened the car door. As she climbed out, there was a loud POP as the cork flew out of the bottle and sailed over the wall.

‘I’ve never managed to do that before, how wonderful,’ chuckled Stephen. ‘Hello, my dear!’

Caro laughed. ‘What a welcome!’

Benedict strode over and kissed her on the mouth. ‘I made it home from the office after all.’

Caro felt like she was in paradise. Blossom lazily floated in the shards of sunlight being thrown down into the courtyard, while all around the air was thick with a heady mix of scents. An exotically coloured butterfly fluttered past before disappearing into the warm summer day.

‘I wasn’t expecting this,’ she gasped. ‘It’s gorgeous!’

‘We don’t all live in cardboard boxes under railway arches, you know,’ said the red-haired woman, but she was smiling.

Caro blushed. ‘Oh, that really wasn’t what I meant. I think I was expecting something a bit more, well, urban.’

‘I’m Velda,’ said the woman, stepping forward and shaking her hand. Up close she had piercing blue eyes and pixie-like features. Caro put her in her early fifties, and noticed a tiny stud glittering in her left nostril. It really suited her.

‘It’s so nice to meet you,’ said Caro.

‘I – I mean we – live next door to you. No. 3,’ said Velda, cocking her head to the right. ‘I also rent No. 5 as my studio.’

 ‘You’re an artist?’ Caro asked.

‘Ceramicist. Pottery is my bread-and-butter money, but my real love is sculpting.’ She looked down at her hands, which under the various silver rings were covered in dried clay. ‘I’m afraid you’re going to have to get used to me walking around looking like I’ve just crawled out from a swamp,’ she laughed. Caro grinned back. There was something kind and earthy – even strangely familiar – about this woman, that made her instantly likeable.

‘Champagne time!’ announced Stephen, after he had warmly kissed Caro on both cheeks. Klaus followed suit more formally.

‘Velcome. Ve are very pleased to have you as neighbours.’

Caro had never seen Klaus smile in all the time he’d been in Churchminster, and he clearly wasn’t about to start now. Tall, dark and sparing of words, above the beaky nose and high, Slavic cheekbones his dark eyes were warm and intelligent.

‘Thanks, Klaus, it means a lot,’ she told him.

‘Mummy!’

‘Golly, I’d forgotten about you!’ Caro turned round but Benedict was already scooping the evil-smelling, orange-squash- and snot-covered Milo out of the car.

Stephen surveyed the little boy with a certain alarm.

‘Why don’t you, er, see to the little fellow and come over to ours for a celebration drink when you’re settled?’ he said.

Benedict watched him walk off, then turned to Caro.

‘Ready?’

‘As I’ll ever be!’

Caro walked into her new home, and instantly fell in love. The living room was light and spacious, with crisp white walls and a polished wooden mahogany floor. A huge open fireplace, with a stunning framed photo of Benedict’s sister Amelia on the blackened beam mantelpiece, dominated the room. Caro could instantly imagine cosy winter nights in front of the fire with a large glass of Merlot. In between two comfortable-looking brown leather sofas was a rectangular glass coffee table. An enormous vase of oriental lilies, Caro’s favourite flowers, stood in the middle of it.

‘I absolutely love it!’ she declared. ‘And it’s so much bigger than you’d expect.’

‘I had a bit of work done, knocked through a few walls,’ said Benedict. ‘It’s bloody hard to get planning permission for mews houses, but this place was about to fall down when I bought it. I guess the conservation officers approved of the changes. Let me show you the rest.’

Milo started to wriggle. Putting him down, Benedict led them through to the back of the house. On the wall next to the twisting staircase was a row of blackened iron hooks. Benedict pointed them out. ‘That’s where the stable boys hung the bridles when horses were kept here.’

A narrow corridor opened up to another room on the right. It was the dining room, housing a fashionably battered-looking wooden table that would easily sit eight. The room didn’t have any windows, but a glass brick partition had been built between it and the living room, so light still filtered through.

At the back of the house was a gleaming white, square kitchen with dark brown walnut worktops, a light blue Smeg fridge and an Aga. The room was big enough to hold a small round breakfast table, which had a bowl of succulent fruit placed on it.

The kitchen door was an original stable door, still with the bolts and iron hinges. Benedict pushed it open to reveal a long, narrow decked area outside. Brightly coloured plant pots were grouped in one corner, while in the other was a small garden table and two chairs. Sturdy wooden fencing enclosed them on either side, and at the end was another high brick wall. The chimneys of a large building were visible the other side.

‘Montague Mews was originally the stable block for the house over the wall,’ Benedict explained. ‘It was owned by a rich philanthropist, who turned it into a nursing home for injured soldiers coming back from the Crimean War. Now it’s a private hospital. You can get a good view of it from our bedroom window.’

Milo’s bedroom was at the front of the house, looking down into the courtyard. The little boy was heavily into anything with wheels at the moment, and it had been decorated with blue racing-car wallpaper, with a big mural of a red racing car zooming along a country lane on one wall. There was even a plastic red Ferrari bed, complete with steering wheel. A box containing the rest of his toys stood in another corner. Milo gave a squeak of delight and, after changing his shorts and cleaning him up, Caro plonked him down.

‘Vroom vroom!’

Caro turned to Benedict. ‘He’s going to be in seventh heaven. What do you say, Milo?’

‘Thank you Benny-dict!’ came the muffled reply from somewhere under the Ferrari.

Caro noticed a fleck of red paint in Benedict’s hair.

‘How on earth did you find the time to do it?’

He grinned. ‘Oh, I rather enjoyed myself.’

‘Boys will be boys,’ Caro teased him.

Leaving Milo playing, they went to look at the rest of the house. Next door there was a small, cosy bedroom, a good-sized family bathroom decorated in crisp blues and whites, and at the back of the house, the master bedroom. It held a king-sized bed dressed with crisp white linen, along with two elegant off-white wardrobes and a beautiful antique dressing table. A fluffy white rug softened the dark wooden floor. A small window faced the back of the property. Caro walked up to get a proper look. The close proximity of the hospital took her completely by surprise. Just over the other side of the brick wall, Sister Beatrice Private Hospital was a huge, forbidding nineteenth-century building with black-framed windows and spiky turrets. Caro could see directly into the room opposite, which had orange curtains drawn across the windows.

Benedict followed her over. ‘I think that’s one of the consultancy rooms, I once had a rather unfortunate view of a patient who appeared to be having some kind of rectal examination.’ He shuddered. ‘The downside about mews living is that one is extremely overlooked. But hopefully the positives will make up for it.’

Caro turned round and flung her arms around his broad shoulders. ‘I love it! You’ve gone to such an effort.’

‘Thank you,’ Benedict murmured in her ear. ‘I know it’s a big deal for you to do this.’ They stayed there for a moment, their bodies pressed together. Benedict’s hands travelled down to rest on Caro’s bottom.

‘I can’t wait to see what you think of the bed.’

His hands moved inside the waistband of her shorts and knickers so they were resting on warm flesh. Strong fingers gently kneaded her buttocks, and his mouth found hers, tongue slipping inside. Caro responded back, a warmth growing between her legs that had nothing to do with the heat of the day.

‘I’m all sweaty,’ she tried to say. Benedict pulled her in closer.

‘I don’t care.’

Caro didn’t put up a fight. As her soft contours melted into his strong, hard body she could feel his erection. She smiled blissfully. Benedict had the nicest cock she had ever seen.

‘Mmm . . .’

A shout interrupted the moment.

‘Mummy! Where are you?’

They pulled away and looked at each other. Caro smiled ruefully. ‘Oh well, it was good while it lasted.’

Benedict’s gaze didn’t waver. ‘We haven’t even started yet. I’ve got plans for you in that bed later.’

Fifteen minutes later she, Velda and Stephen were in Stephen and Klaus’s back garden, toasting each other with deliciously chilled glasses of Moët. He and Klaus had squeezed a wooden swing seat into the tiny area, which all three were sitting on. By now it was six in the evening and long shadows were creeping down the walls. The burnt orange light cast a glow over the exotic plants and stepping-stones that had been designed to look like a Japanese botanical garden.

Caro took a sip of champagne. ‘It’s so peaceful. I can hardly tell we’re in the city.’

‘These walls do keep out the noise,’ agreed Stephen, stretching out an elegant ankle. Today he was dressed in immaculate white linen trousers and a lemon cotton shirt, an ever-present striped cravat knotted jauntily around his neck. In his mid-sixties, Stephen had the soft pink cheeks and bright-blue eyes of a fresh-faced schoolboy. He was pure old school, educated at Eton and Cambridge. That was followed by twenty-six years in the art trade before finding his true vocation designing bespoke, sought-after furniture. It was through this he had met Klaus, who was two decades his junior and the estranged son of a German aristocrat. Stephen was as effusive as Klaus was impassive, wore his heart on his sleeve as much as Klaus kept his emotions in check. For seventeen years the pair had been blissfully happy.

‘Yes, I think mews living is going to agree with you,’ continued Stephen, leaning forward to top up their glasses. Klaus and Benedict were in the study, where the former was showing Benedict photographs from his recent excursion to Rome, while Milo played happily with his racing cars on the floor of the kitchen.

‘I suppose it suits a certain kind of person,’ said Stephen. ‘One does hear these horror stories about picking up the most unexpected sounds from next door on one’s baby monitor and such.’ His right eyebrow shot up as one of Milo’s cars went round a bend loudly. ‘I have to say, at Montague Mews we’re rather lucky in that respect. We all just get on with our own thing and live in relative peace and quiet. Of course, it helps there are only five houses, but one doesn’t ever feel like one is living in the middle of some ghastly soap opera.’

‘There is a nice feeling about this place,’ remarked Caro.

‘A dear friend of mine lives in a mews just off Marylebone High Street,’ said Stephen. ‘She always says after coming home from a stressful day at the mercy of the London transport system, as soon as she walks through the door, it all melts away. Describes it as being “enveloped by a warm hug”. An overly sentimental thought, maybe, but I do understand what she means.’

Caro mused. ‘In a funny way, it reminds me of Churchminster.’

Stephen’s eyes twinkled. ‘I thought you might say that.’

Caro turned to Velda. ‘How many are there of you next door?’

‘Just myself and my niece, Saffron. She’s twenty-four and isn’t at home that much, to be honest. Saffron enjoys a rather full social life.’ Velda smiled. ‘Actually, we have a connection. Saffron is features writer at Soirée, where I believe a friend of yours has just started work.’

‘Of course! Harriet!’ Caro exclaimed. ‘It really is a small world. We were all so chuffed for her when she got the job. Soirée did a fabulous piece on our village two years ago, when we put on a charity ball and auction.’

‘I remember that, it made all the papers,’ said Velda. ‘Saffron enjoys working there, anyway. Gets to interview all sorts of celebrities, and writes about frightfully interesting people.’ She looked wry. ‘Unfortunately she does have rather a problem with getting up in the mornings, I think she’s had her knuckles rapped for it recently.’

‘She sounds a lot like my youngest sister, Calypso,’ smiled Caro. ‘Who lives in No. 1?’

On her way to Stephen’s, she had noticed the first house in the mews actually looked rather plain and unloved compared to the rest. No flower boxes adorned the windows, while the downstairs ones had large conspicuous locks and heavy-looking shutters drawn across them.

‘Aah, that’s the mysterious Rowena,’ said Stephen. ‘Montague Mews’s famous enigma.’ Velda smiled and nodded her head in agreement.

‘She isn’t very sociable?’ asked Caro.

‘More than that,’ said Velda. ‘I’ve lived in here for eight years, and in all that time I don’t think she’s left the house once. I’ve no idea what she looks like.’

‘Really?’ asked Caro. ‘How extraordinary!’

‘Indeed,’ agreed Stephen. ‘We think she works from home, some computer whiz or other. A delivery driver with what Klaus said were several very high-tech laptops knocked on our door by accident once. When Klaus and I moved here, oh, it must be getting on for fifteen years ago now, we went round to introduce ourselves but no one answered. We thought the house was empty until we saw the lights on at night, and occasionally the shadow of someone moving around.’

‘Gosh, it sounds like something out of an Agatha Christie novel.’

‘We know that she’s vegetarian, drinks bottles of Evian and has a weakness for McVities chocolate digestives. The Ocado van comes here once every ten days, and I often see the driver unloading the delivery,’ said Stephen. ‘He leaves a large box on the doorstep, and at some point Rowena must come out to get it. I’ve never seen her.’ He chuckled. ‘One rather expects a jeep full of khaki-clad tourists to turn up hoping to catch a rare sighting.’

‘I did see an arm once when I was coming out of my house,’ said Velda. ‘Rowena obviously thought the coast was clear. I tried to say hello but the door was slammed quicker than you could say: “Ahoy there.”’

‘In most ways she’s the perfect neighbour, really,’ Stephen remarked. ‘Quiet, unobtrusive, pays all her monitories for the mews on time through her solicitor. But one does feel for the poor woman. She’s obviously a severe agoraphobic or something, and ekes out every waking moment next door in that self-imposed prison.’

‘Maybe she likes it that way,’ said Velda. ‘You don’t need to step outside the front door for anything nowadays, you can get it all online. Sometimes I long to shut myself away with just my clay and kiln and luxuriate in total solitude.’

‘That may well be,’ said Stephen thoughtfully. ‘But I personally think a life without people and experiences and love must be a desperate existence. Don’t you agree?’

An image of a Miss Havisham-type character, surrounded by deathly still, dilapidated rooms and dusty Victorian memorabilia flitted into Caro’s mind. In spite of the evening warmth, she shivered.

An hour later it was time to put Milo to bed. Caro scooped him up from the kitchen floor, said a heartfelt ‘thank you’ to Stephen, Velda and Klaus, and left them opening another bottle of champagne and putting the world to rights. As soon as Benedict pushed open the door to No. 2, Caro could hear her mobile ringing. Putting Milo down, she rushed over to her bag at the bottom of the stairs to answer it. Fairoaks, the name of her grandmother’s house, was flashing on the screen.

‘Caro, it’s me.’ Clementine hadn’t quite grasped the concept of caller ID yet.

‘Hello, Granny Clem!’ Caro sat down on the bottom step. ‘I was just about to call you, actually.’

‘Oh, hold on a minute, Errol Flynn has made a ghastly smell. Errol! Out, now! Hang on a minute.’

Caro could hear a door being opened. For a moment she pictured the large but homely kitchen at Fairoaks House, with its worn stone floors and slightly lopsided path leading out into the glorious garden. Her grandmother would be sitting down to have her nightly glass of Dom Perignon soon, Radio 4 on in the background. Caro felt a pang of homesickness.

The sound of footsteps and Clementine picked up the receiver again.

‘Sorry about that, I really must take that dog to the vet; he’s been emitting the most noxious vapours recently. Anyway, where were we? What is the mews like?’

‘Oh, lovely. The house is perfect. We’ve just been a few doors down, at Stephen and Klaus’s, having a welcome drink.’

‘Good, good!’ Clementine’s voice was a little too bright. ‘Well, I won’t keep you, I just wanted to check you got there in one piece.’ Fiercely independent, Clementine was never the type to insist on daily phone calls, but Caro could still detect a frisson of something in her grandmother’s voice.

‘How about I call you tomorrow for a proper catchup, once I’ve unpacked?’

‘Whenever suits, you know I’ll be here. Send my love to Benedict and Milo.’

Caro smiled. ‘I will, I love you, Granny Clem.’

‘I love you too, darling.’

While Caro gave Milo his evening bath, Benedict busied himself making dinner. It was eight thirty by the time she came downstairs. Delicious smells were wafting from the kitchen.

‘I’ve just thrown together some salmon steaks in tarragon sauce, and some new potatoes,’ said Benedict, carrying two plates through to the table outside. He’d lit two tall white candles, and a bottle of Sauvignon Blanc was chilling expectantly in a wine bucket. Caro’s mouth watered; the tuna sandwich she’d had for lunch seemed like a lifetime ago.

‘So, do you think you’ll like it here?’ Benedict asked after they had finished the meal and were enjoying the balmy night air in companionable silence.

‘Oh, I hope so. Everyone’s made me feel so welcome.’

‘It’s still not Churchminster, though.’

Caro smiled at her husband reassuringly. ‘I think it’s magical, I really do.’

Benedict’s gaze penetrated through the darkening night. ‘Haven’t we got some unfinished business to attend to?’

Caro felt a lurch of anticipation. ‘Why don’t you clear the table while I have a shower? I’ll clean up properly tomorrow.’

Upstairs, she undressed in the master bedroom’s en suite, pausing to stare critically at her reflection in the mirror. All the Standington-Fulthrope women were blessed with good legs, and with her small waist, full breasts and womanly hips Caro had an enviable hourglass figure. Benedict was always telling her she had a beautiful body, but Caro, never blessed with much self-confidence in the first place, had endured eight years of put-downs and sneering remarks from her ex-husband, Sebastian. The damage was taking a long time to repair.

She had barely been in the shower for two minutes before the bathroom door opened and a naked Benedict walked in. As ever, Caro marvelled at the strong, sculpted body that looked like a classic Greek statue. He also had the most enormous erection, his long, wide cock standing to attention like a sergeant major. A sexy smile played on the edge of his lips.

‘Thought you might need some help soaping those difficult-to-reach bits.’

He pulled the screen door open and stepped in, water cascading off his wide, muscular shoulders and back. Taking hold of the loofah, he started rubbing it over Caro’s breasts, a mock-solemn look on his face.

‘Is that better?’

‘Stop it,’ she smiled, but Benedict was pushing her against the tiled wall and kissing her. It was all Caro could do to stop crying out, as his lips moved down her neck and then to her breasts, softly biting and licking her nipples. His erection was pushing hard against her, now, and Caro parted her legs as Benedict lifted her up and eased himself inside her. Memories of their first sexual encounter against the bedroom wall of Mill House flashed through her mind, heightening the moment. They rocked and ground together, kissing through the waterfall until their breathing began to quicken. Caro could feel the first blissful tickles of her orgasm starting in her toes, as it worked its way up through her body like some glorious unstoppable upsurge . . . Eventually they both came, gasping, their soaking bodies moulded together.

‘We seem to have a thing about christening walls. Weren’t we meant to be testing out the bed?’ asked Caro, when she finally had her breath back.

‘Thought we’d save that for tomorrow,’ Benedict replied. She could feel his heart hammering against her chest. He held her even tighter.

‘Have I told you lately how much I love you?’


Chapter 5

THE NEXT DAY Caro awoke to an empty bed and quiet house. She glanced at her wristwatch, 7.45 a.m. On the bedside table was a scribbled note from Benedict.


Early start. Have a good day, see you later. X



Stretching out in the soft bed, Caro felt surprisingly rested. The thick white muslin curtains were slightly ajar, and the early morning sun was streaming through. It was going to be another scorcher. She pulled the duvet back and swung her legs on to the floor. Rummaging through one of the many Waitrose bags piled up in the corner of the room, she found a pair of clean knickers and a long T-shirt, threw them on, and padded down the corridor to Milo’s bedroom.

She opened the door. Her son was still asleep, his cherubic face smiling as if in the middle of a delightful dream.

‘Biscuits,’ he murmured happily.

Tiptoeing across to the window, Caro opened the curtains an inch and looked down into the mews. The courtyard looked cool and serene, cobbles spread out like an earthy patchwork carpet. Behind her, half-conscious of the light in the room, Milo was stirring.

‘Morning, my darling,’ said Caro, turning around. ‘Did mummy’s favourite boy sleep well?’

After giving Milo his breakfast, Caro had just sat down to a bowl of organic muesli made more interesting with a dollop of Benedict’s full-fat Rachel’s yogurt, when the doorbell rang.

Caro put her spoon down. Stephen perhaps? One watchful eye on Milo who was watching CBeebies in the living room, she went to the front door and opened it. At first, she thought a supermodel had wandered into the mews by accident. Standing on the doorstep was the most extraordinary girl, tall and slim with short tufts of white-blonde hair sticking out artfully all over her head. Her petrol-blue eyes were set off even more by her flawless, milky skin. She was dressed in a yellow vest and a dark blue ra-ra skirt, incongruously printed with dozens of Minnie Mouse faces. On her feet were bright yellow ballet shoes, while a mountain of silver bangles adorned each wrist. Somehow, it worked.

The girl smiled. She had a slight overbite, which somehow only added to her prettiness. As she stuck out her hand, the bangles jangled loudly.

‘You must be Caro, I’m Saffron,’ she said. ‘Sorry I missed you last night, thought I’d come and say hello on my way to work. I’m late, of course.’

The smile widened, and Caro thought how like her sister Calypso Saffron was, with her quirky style and self-confident manner. Intrigued by the interruption, Milo had come over and was now looking up shyly at the pretty newcomer from between Caro’s legs.

Saffron bent down and chucked Milo under the chin.

 ‘Hello! You’re a gorgeous little thing. What’s your name?’

Milo, usually not the most forthcoming with strangers, was dazzled by this exotic-looking creature. A huge smile lit up his face.

‘Mi-lo.’

Saffron took his chubby little hand and shook it earnestly. ‘I’m very pleased to meet you. I’m Saffron.’ Milo’s smile became a beam.

‘You’ve got yourself a fan, there,’ observed Caro, smiling, too.

Saffron grinned. ‘I love kids. Not that I’d be able to look after one, I have enough trouble looking after myself.’

Caro picked up Milo and he continued to stare at Saffron in wonder. ‘I hear we’ve got someone in common: Harriet Fraser. You work together at Soirée?’

Saffron’s smile broadened. ‘Dearest H, she’s the office saviour. We’ve become really good mates, actually. She only lives ten minutes round the corner.’

‘I know, it’s marvellous,’ said Caro. ‘You must all come over for dinner soon.’

A mobile went off, the techno trance tune shattering the tranquillity of the courtyard. Saffron dug around in her bag for it.

‘Shit,’ she said. ‘It’s work. I’m meant to be at this charity breakfast thing in Sloane Square. Gwyneth’s making a speech.’

Caro was seriously impressed. ‘Gwyneth Paltrow?’

Saffron nodded as she answered the call. ‘Hello? I’m nearly there, Annabel. All right, keep your hair on!’ She rolled her eyes at Caro, grinning, and took off across the courtyard, leaving a trail of perfume and glamour in her wake.

Caro’s stomach was grumbling. She checked her watch; to her surprise it was nearly lunchtime. The morning had flown by; it was amazing
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