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CHAPTER 1
Saoirse: Thursday 2 December



The weather outside is frightful. Horizontal rain and slate-grey skies. And inside it is, actually, delightful: in the creche of The Montague Hotel, at least. Less delightfully, it’s my final day working here. It’s been a fantastic temping gig for the past month, but now it’s up.

And that means no job.

No money.

I only left Ireland a month ago and here I am, in one of the most expensive cities in the world, with no bloody clue what I’ll do for cash. The prospect of slinking back home, my tail between my legs, is becoming alarmingly likely.

I’ll miss this place. You’d think in a hotel as posh as The Montague, smack bang in the middle of Knightsbridge, that the creche for the guests’ children would be stuffed into a basement corner. But no, The Playroom is a glorious square room, with huge windows looking out over Knightsbridge on one side and Hyde Park Corner on the other.

It’s particularly glorious at this time of year. Over the past month, The Playroom’s team of nannies, myself included, have been sweating glitter and sniffing far more glue than is appropriate in what should be a safe environment for children. Our efforts have paid off, and The Playroom is a festive utopia. All the parents say so.

Well, most of them.

I’ve found myself sitting here late at night, long after the nannies have handed over to the cleaners. While the vacuum whirrs, I sit on a sofa, listening to Now That’s What I Call Christmas! and building endless paper chains, snipping at fold-out snowflakes with some nice sharp scissors I keep safely tucked away in my bag.

It’s lovely here. Just lovely. Far nicer than my bedsit in Park Royal that smells of the kebab shop downstairs. My flatmate, Keeley, is a nanny here and got me this job. Keeley’s Irish too, just with a more English-friendly name. The Playroom may be the kids’ turf, but everything about it screams luxury. I nearly fell over in excitement when I first saw the stationery press (they call presses cupboards over here. I can’t get used to that).

But the month has passed. I’m trying very hard to ignore this fact, and to focus instead on the delights of playing with my new little friend, Bea.

It’s the first time I’ve seen her in here, but she certainly knows her way around, and she’s making it very easy for me to forget my financial woes. We’re both covered in glitter and are sticky from PVA glue. Bea has a few tendrils of hair sticking out at a right angle just above her ear, hardened from the glue. Now we’re happily playing with dolls. The wonderful aroma of gingerbread still hangs in the warm air, and Michael Bublé punches out his take on the Christmas classics.

'My dolly is going to the party now.’ Bea smiles her adorable, crooked little smile. 'She needs some red shoes to wear with her red dress.'

'How about two pairs of shoes?' I ask. 'One pair for the party, and one pair of flats to wear on the tube?'

'My dolly doesn't take the tube! She has a driver.' Bea furrows her brow and gives me a stern look as if to say come on! Have some self respect.

That single sentence tells me all I need to know. Bea can’t be more than four, and yet her version of reality is quite obviously vastly different from my reality of the past twenty-eight years. This tiny girl has interlocking Gs on the soles of her black patent shoes. Gucci shoes on a four-year-old! How long will they last before she outgrows them? Four, five months, tops?

‘What’s Bea’s gig?’ I ask Keeley when Bea is momentarily distracted by dressing her doll. ‘She says she has a driver. And she seems to know this place better than me.’

Keeley speaks out of the side of her mouth. ‘Her dad owns the hotel.’

‘The hotel?’

‘Miles Montague. Like, Montague. Come on, I’ve told you about this guy.’

She has mentioned the owner of the hotel, but I haven’t absorbed much or made the connection that he has a little girl.

‘It rings a vague bell.’

‘Believe me, if you saw him, you’d find him impossible to forget. He. Is. A. Ride. Grumpy as fuck, but so hot, I can’t even… But maybe I’m being unfair. His wife did bugger off to the States, so he has a pretty good reason to be grumpy.’

‘She left? Him and Bea?’

‘Yep. It was a massive scandal over here. She’s gone to LA, I think. Ran off with some yoga entrepreneur just before lockdown.’

‘Oh my God. That’s terrible. Poor Bea!’

‘Seriously. That kid is a rockstar. I wish I had a tenth of the grit she has.’

‘She’s such a lovely little girl. So cute. And she seems a happy little thing.’

Keeley deftly sorts the dolls’ clothes into plastic bins. ‘He’s done a grand job with her, to be fair. But she’s very clingy to the nannies here. I noticed that over the summer; she was in here a fair bit. I think she craves female attention. So heartbreaking.’

That is heartbreaking indeed. The poor little dote. I look over at her playing beautifully. I’m going to make sure Bea lacks for nothing while she’s in my care today. Especially not attention and cuddles.

‘Tell me what you think of Mr Montague,’ Keeley says as I turn away. ‘Fit as fuck, but don’t take it personally if he’s rude.’

I tell myself I won’t take it personally. His life sounds tragic. It’s amazing how heartbreak seems to follow the super wealthy around.
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MILES

I stalk through the double doors of The Playroom at five o'clock sharp. I have a long evening of paperwork ahead of me, once Bea gets to bed, but eight hours in here is long enough for her—too long, really. She can wind down with a movie in the penthouse. A flustered-looking woman lets me in, smoothing down her hair as she greets me.

‘She's over there, Mr Montague.’ She flutters her eyelashes at me.

I roll my eyes and stride across the room. The noise level is insufferable in here, and as I weave my way through the chaos, I’m almost taken out by a tiny, sticky, snotty-looking boy, before an apologetic member of staff yanks him away.

And then I spot her. My beautiful little Bea, light of my life. The only human being on this earth capable of touching my heart, these days.

'Daddy!' She gets up off her chubby little knees and throws herself at me, squeezing around my legs tightly, not letting go, breathing heavily against the fabric of my suit trousers. I reach down, gently disentangling her from my legs, and pull her up. Hold her against my heart.

God knows, it needs all the help it can get.

‘Beadle.’ I breathe her in. She smells delicious, as always. Apple pie. Icing sugar. Someone has painted her little face; she's a delight. Those huge brown eyes, like two chocolate pennies. Thank God she didn't get her mother's eyes. A glossy, nut-brown bob curling in under her chin, framing the perfect heart of her little face. Her eyes shine. They actually shine. Her eyelashes are long and black and delicate.

A girl—woman—clambers gracefully to her feet beside us. My first impression is of long, long legs in red and white striped tights, and a messy cloud of black hair. Ridiculous fluffy Christmas pudding earrings. She raises her face to me, and it's clear my daughter has inflicted her non-existent makeup application skills on this poor creature.

A rush of words tumbles out of her mouth, utterly unintelligible.

I stare at her. 'Excuse me?'

She giggles. Tries again. I catch a few words. Bea and gorgeous and painted and grand and festive. Otherwise, it’s a rapid jumble in a strong Irish accent, and I can’t infiltrate it. I suspect the smile I try for is more blank than polite.

She has a smear of what looks like red grease paint making its way up her cheekbone and past her hairline, so some of her delicate strands of dark hair are caked in petrochemicals. A large foil snowflake has been stuck to her other cheek; it holds a small, grimy thumb print. There’s a trail of silver pen around her nostrils, and Bea has applied pantomime-dame levels of sugary pink lipstick to her lips.

But there’s no disguising the fullness of those lips, the slant of her cheekbones and the creamy paleness of her skin under the grotesque greasepaint. Her eyes, crinkling with laughter at my attempts to understand her verbal diarrhoea, are huge and green.

I shift Bea’s weight on my hip so I can see her more clearly. There’s not much I can say other than thank you, given I have no earthly idea what she just said to me.

Gushy.

She seems gushy.

I have the impression she’s gushing over Bea, in any case.

My eyes slide to her chest so I can thank her by name. Oh, Jesus. Times two. First, her breasts curve ripely under the snug scarlet sweater she’s wearing. Shouldn’t have looked at that.

Second, on what is presumably her name badge sits a random assortment of letters that none of my school Latin or Greek can help me break down phonetically. It’s as if her badge is a ledge for low-value scrabble tiles.

‘Thank you, er…’ I try. Stop. ‘I’m sorry—I have no idea how to pronounce…’ I point at her chest with my free hand. For God’s sake, man. Don’t do that.

She seems undeterred. She beams at me. ‘It’s pronounced Sur-sha. Like Saoirse Ronan. Sur-sha.’ She repeats it as if I’m one of her snivelling pre-school charges and she’s teaching me how to read C-A-T.

‘Who?’

‘Saoirse Ronan. She’s a really famous actress. Have you not seen Brooklyn? Little Women?’

‘I have not.’ I clear my throat, repeat the name she’s attempting to teach me. Glance down at her name badge again. How in the name of phonetic decency does that letter-vomit equate to what she’s telling me?

‘Sore-sha. Thank you for looking after Bea. And for the help with your name. I would have guessed… Cersai, maybe? Like⁠—’

‘Game of Thrones. Yep. I get that a lot. It definitely gives English people a lot of trouble.’

She’s still beaming at me, and I’m aware I’m frowning at her. It’s the strain of trying to decipher what she’s saying in real time. She seems excitable. Maybe it’s an Irish thing. In any case, it’s time to put this strange conversation to bed. And my grubby little daughter straight in the bath. She needs to wind down and clean up in equal measure.

‘Beadle.’ I bump her gently in my arms. She’s already flagging. Her head hangs limply against my chest, and she’s sucking her thumb. ‘Say thank you to… Saoirse. We’ll see you tomorrow at nine.’

‘Oh no, you won’t, sadly.’ The young woman cocks her head and strokes Bea’s cheek with her finger. ‘Isn’t she a little dote? You won’t see me tomorrow, my darling.’ This to Bea. Obviously. ‘It’s my last day today. I was just covering for Sheila for a few weeks. She had a terrible ankle fracture. She fell down the steps of Hyde Park Corner tube station, would you believe? But she’s back tomorrow. So Sheila will look after you tomorrow, love.’

Bea’s telltale stiffening precedes the inevitable. She sits bolt upright in my arms and screams. Her chubby little hands reach out for Saoirse.

‘Nooooo! I want Saoirse! I want Saoirse!’ I have to hand it to her: her pronunciation is impeccable. Though she has the benefit of being four and therefore not thrown off her game by the phonetic head-fuck that is the name badge. Sur-sha on its own is quite catchy. Melodic, even.

Stop it.

Focus on the imminent crisis at hand.

Bea is about to go nuclear.

Unfortunately, Bea’s definition of nuclear is so hideous that my first instinct is always to give her whatever the hell she wants, just to shut her up. Terrible parenting, yes. But we’re in survival mode. Have been since Allegra left. I eye the woman. Assess the variables. Make an instant decision.

‘Are you available to be her nanny for the next month? Up until New Year’s Eve, in any case? We’re staying at the hotel for the next four weeks.’

‘Bea mentioned you were staying—but four weeks?’

‘Yes. I own this place.’

It sounds wankier than normal, saying that out loud. Normally, of course, I don’t have to spell it out. Miles Montague and The Montague Hotel are synonymous in certain circles.

‘Right.’ She doesn’t bat an eyelid. She must already know who we are.

‘So. As I said: nannying. I require help with Beatrice over the next four weeks.’

‘But not including Christmas?’ She recoils as if I’ve suggested cancelling Christmas altogether. ‘I’ll be at home for Christmas. In Ireland.’

‘Ah.’ I scratch my chin. ‘Yes, it would include Christmas, I’m afraid. We’ll be here, in the hotel.’

She really needs to work on her poker face. Her huge green eyes dart from me to Bea, and around The Playroom. The horror from a moment ago transforms into wonder. Childlike excitement.

‘Is it very Christmassy here?’

‘I can assure you, it will be this year.’ My tone is dry. ‘We owe it to our team and our guests after the disaster that was last year. The hotel has a full Christmas schedule. Carols in the Grand Salon every afternoon. Even adult crafting.’

Last Christmas was a fucking nightmare. Millions in lost revenues. The hotel under dust covers. The whole bloody holiday, cancelled for most of the world.

And my little girl motherless and stuck with her devastated, furious, useless father.

Right on cue, Saoirse’s eyes light up. She looks positively thrilled at the concept of adult crafting.

‘I’ll make it worth your while, of course. Financially.’

‘But don’t you need to check me out first? You can’t offer me a job looking after this little one just like that.’

‘Our background checks are rigorous here. Believe me, if you’ve made it through The Playroom doors, you pass muster.’ I turn to Bea. ‘Queen Bea, what do you think? Would you like Saoirse here to be your nanny for the next few weeks?’

My daughter’s face transforms and the tears that have been wobbling precariously miraculously disappear. She leans out of my arms, and Saoirse grabs her under her armpits and takes her. It’s fucking unreal, how quickly kids can turn it on and off as necessary.

But the solution is a huge win for me. I can work solidly through December without feeling guilty that I’m neglecting Bea. And these two can go Christmas-crazy together in peace. It doesn’t take a psychic to see that Bea will have more fun with this giggly, enchanting (in her own weird way) elf, with her candy-cane tights and Christmas pudding earrings and general joyfulness, than she will with me.

And the instant, undeniable attraction that assaulted me as soon as I laid eyes on her is, of course, a non-issue.

She’s pretty.

Beautiful, really.

Great rack.

Endless legs.

I’m an adult.

I’ll deal with it.


CHAPTER 2
Saoirse: Friday 3 December



Ihit Mam’s number on my phone as I walk to Park Royal tube station at eight o’clock sharp the next morning. Better get this conversation over with: the one where I admit I won’t be coming home for Christmas.

Predictably enough, the image that greets me is a close-up of Mam’s ear, all flesh-coloured and blurry.

‘… not sure if this is a FaceTime or a phone call,’ Mam mutters.

‘Mam! Turn your head!’

‘What the—’ There’s some static and then Mam’s face. There she is. I wave a bit manically. I’m not sure why I do this—call them at breakfast time. Seeing Mam and Da and Clodagh at the breakfast table is what makes me the most homesick, which is ridiculous, given I haven’t lived at home for a decade.

But being in Dublin is one thing.

Being in London, away from my family and friends and three million (all right, thirty-eight) cousins is something else.

Mam has her full face on. She looks great. She dies her hair jet black. Has done for years, so I’m not sure when she started greying. All I know is that she was young, because Mam loves to remind me to keep a relentless eye on my roots. She’s one of the managers at Avoca Handweavers, a mill and restaurant that turned the town of Avoca in Wicklow into a huge tourist trap years ago. She loves her job, and the change in her these past few months, as things have started to open up a bit in Ireland and the tourists have crept back, has been amazing.

‘Is that a new lipstick, Mam?’

‘It is.’ Mam rubs her lips together. It looks great, actually, against her huge green eyes. Another thing I have to thank her for. ‘It’s Charlotte Tilbury; would you credit it? I got it in Brown Thomas on Saturday.’

‘Very swish. Mam, I⁠—’

‘Say good morning to your father, would you?’ Mam does not, of course, flip the screen, but instead turns the physical phone over and pans vigorously to where she imagines the camera will pick up Da. Instead, I get a lovely view of the dresser. There are already a few Christmas cards on there. Already? Who on earth sends cards by the 3rd December?

‘Mam. Mam? A bit to the left. I can only see the dresser.’

Mam adjusts accordingly, and Da comes into view. The image bumps around a bit. He raises his mug of tea, and I know, without being able to see, that it’s tar-black. Barry’s teabags. Two in the mug. Revolting.

‘How are ya, pet.’ Da is a man of few words. Which is just as well. Mam has plenty of words for everyone. Da retired a few years back. Mam will never, ever retire. They’ll have to drag her out of Avoca Handweavers, feet first. Preferably in a handwoven shroud, if Mam has her way.

‘Morning, Da. Is Clodagh there?’

‘She’s straightening her hair,’ Mam yells.

‘Right.’ Of course she is. Clodagh is the only one of the five of us left at home, the baby of the family. She’s doing her Leaving Cert in June and has made it very clear that she will hot-foot it to London after that, presumably requiring me to babysit her.

Mam turns the phone over again and comes back into view.

‘Where are you off to, love? I thought you finished the Montague job yesterday?’

‘Yes, well. About that. I got a new job, actually. Looking after a little four-year-old girl. Bea. She’s a dote. Um—her dad actually owns the hotel.’

‘He what? He owns it? Sweet Jesus. He must be made of money, then.’

‘I don’t think he’s short of a pound or two. They’re staying in the hotel for a few weeks. In the Dickens Penthouse. Sounds fancy, doesn’t it?’

‘It certainly does. What’s his name? Frank. Give me your phone. Is he paying you a decent wage? These billionaires can be cheap as sin.’

‘He’s not a billionaire. And yes. He’s paying me about four times more than I was getting in the creche. And he’ll still pay me weekly.’ That clinched the deal last night. There’s no way I can turn down that kind of money. It’s just one Christmas. Christmas was cancelled last year and we all survived. I can do another low-key Christmas Day. And besides, the mere idea of spending Christmas in London (even with a man who seems unfriendly if not downright hostile) is a dream come true.

I have serious plans. Most of them will have to wait until the evenings, when I’ve clocked off duty, but that’s okay. Hot chocolate in Covent Garden. Hot chocolate on the Embankment, looking across at the London Eye. Hot chocolate at Liberty’s. And Harrods. A lot of hot chocolate, basically.

It’ll be like living in Love, Actually. Minus Hugh Grant, or Colin Firth, sadly (although my new grumpy boss does look weirdly like Theo James. Which is definitely an enjoyable bonus). But still. London at Christmas. The magic of how it will be already creeps over my skin like goosebumps. I. Cannot. Wait.

Which brings me to the point of my call.

‘Nice work, love.’ Mam whistles approvingly. ‘That’ll come in very handy for you. So will you have to put your flight back? Or is he letting you come home on the 17th? You’d better get it checked out now. You know Ryanair aren’t the most flexible.’

‘That’s the thing, Mam. He wants me to work over Christmas. Till the 31st. Apparently, they’re flying to the Caribbean on New Year’s Eve.’

‘He can’t have you working over Christmas! Tell her, Frank. Doesn’t he know we all missed Christmas last year? Surely he and his wife can bother themselves to look after their own daughter and let you have a few days with your family, for God’s sake?’

‘I’m not sure there is a wife.’ I have a weird desire to keep Mr Montague’s private life private. Even if Mam can find out everything she needs to know online in an instant. ‘I’m sure he’s very busy with all his businesses. He’s giving me Christmas Day itself off, and I’ll spend it with the girls.’

Mam has put her phone flat on the table, so all I can see are the spotlights on the ceiling.

‘Right. What’s his name?’

‘Miles Montague. But⁠—’

‘Miles. Montague. Wife. Oooh.’

I grit my teeth as Mum inhales sharply at the other end.

‘Oh, it’s not good. Oh, Jesus, really? That poor little dote.’

‘Mam, do you know what? I don’t want to know. I purposely avoided googling him last night. I just feel weird. You knock yourself out, okay? But don’t tell me anything—I’m aware of the basics. I’m sure he’ll tell me in his own time.’

‘Fine, fine.’ Mam’s voice is airy. She will most definitely be spending the rest of the morning googling Mr Montague and discussing him with her colleagues. God help the poor man. Not that he cares what a bunch of randoms in Wicklow think of him.

‘Listen to me, Saoirse. You have to stand up to people like this. Never accept their opening offer, or they’ll walk all over you. Ask him if you can come back, even for two or three days over Christmas. It won’t be the same without you, love. We miss you.’

My eyes prick. A large part of me does feel shitty. I got close to my parents again after being locked down with them for so long. Far better to have been in lockdown in beautiful Avoca than in my bedsit in Dublin.

‘Don’t listen to her, pet.’ Dad’s voice is firm. ‘Do what you need to do.’

‘Thanks, Da. Listen, I have to go. I’ll chat to you later. Love you.’

I pull the phone from my ear, double click and hold it to the tube station scanner. The Piccadilly Line never fails to seem like a magical portal to me. I get on at Park Royal, which has to be one of the most depressing places I’ve ever been, let alone lived in, and I ‘alight’ (as the robot tube voices say) at Hyde Park corner and emerge into open space and utter splendour.

The Lanesborough, a delicious ice cream of a hotel perched right on the corner. The Wellington Arch, Piccadilly stretching ahead of me to the east, the park laid out to the north, and the Montague’s regency symmetry a couple of hundred metres to the west, on the way to Knightsbridge. This is the London I came to immerse myself in. Definitely not Park Royal. No wonder I never want to leave the hotel in the evenings.


CHAPTER 3
Saoirse: Friday 3 December



The Montague feels different today. A large part of it is being able to give the employee entrance around the back a wide berth and make a beeline for that beautiful, iconic entrance, flanked by plump garlands, plumper Christmas trees, and not at all plump, but very smiley doormen, clad in festive red and gold. One of them, an older gentleman who reminds me a bit of Da, tips his red top hat and grins at me as he pulls open the door to the side of the main rotating door.

I beam back at him. ‘Thank you,’—I peek at his badge—‘Norman.’

‘Most welcome, Madam. You have a good day, now.’

‘Thank you. You too.’

Oh, it’s pure magic, sauntering through the opulent lobby with its huge tree literally stuffed full of baubles, so there’s very little green left on show. The air smells of oranges and cloves, and on all the central tables through the lobby sit enormous festive flower displays, heavy on the eucalyptus and poinsettia and gold-sprayed pine cones. It’s simply gorgeous. Someone old—Bing Crosby, probably, croons over the speakers.

I practically float over to the lifts. It’s easy to imagine I’m a guest and to forget why I’m really here, and that everything I’m wearing is Primark or New Look or, at best, H&M. Not really posh enough for the Montague, but nothing will dampen my spirits today. I’m on my way to the Penthouse, to hang out with a lovely little girl and get paid a bucket load for it. Life is good. The universe is a friendly place.

The Montague is old-school enough to have a lift operator. He even wears white gloves.

‘Good morning!’ I give him my biggest smile. ‘Seventh floor, please!’

He raises an eyebrow, flicks his gaze over me. His name tag reads Bertie. I’m loving these old-school English names.

‘Are you sure, Madam? That’s the penthouse floor.’

I don’t take offence. His job is probably to keep grubby, Primark-clad girls away from the posh people in the penthouses.

‘I’m going to the Dickens Penthouse. I’m Miles Montague’s new nanny? Well, I’m minding his daughter. Not Mr Montague. Obviously.’

‘I see.’ A slightly warmer smile, and we’re on our way.

When the door to the Dickens Penthouse swings open, it’s not Mr Montague I see, but Bea, fully dressed as Mrs Claus but with a serious case of bed head. Her tiny red dress fits her perfectly, and I can tell it’s not some crappy high street one. When I squat down to hug her, the velvet is soft and thick. The softest white faux-fur lines her neck and wrists, and over her immaculate (so far) white tights she has on red patent shoes. She’s basically a fashion icon. How depressing. But I can’t wait to get stuck into exploring this kid’s wardrobe. Behind Bea is a world of splendour I can’t even process.

‘You came!’ Bea’s breath is hot in my ear. Her tiny arms squeeze my neck.

‘Of course I came, pet. We’re going to have the best time ever together. And I love your Christmas outfit.’

‘Thanks. We buyed it from Harrods last weekend,’ Bea says airily. ‘I love your earrings.’ She fingers my Christmas tree earrings reverently. I knew this child was worth making an effort for.

Next thing, my jaw literally drops open as Mr Montague comes into view. Oh, good Lord. I couldn’t help but notice his physical attributes in The Playroom last night—Keeley was as right about them as she was about his grumpy manner—but holy shit. He’s holding a coffee mug, and he’s dressed in a white shirt and suit trousers, but to call them that does them a disservice.

The shirt is fitted, and it follows the line of his lean torso as it tapers into the waistband of his trousers. Angels must have tailored those trousers. They’re dark grey, with the lustrous sheen of expensive wool, and they fit him so perfectly I could weep.

Best of all, the top button of his shirt is undone and his collar turned up; an icy blue silk tie hangs open around his neck.

I could help him with that tie.

I could go full Pretty Woman on him right now, given half the chance.

I scramble to my feet.

‘You came. Good.’ He nods and his eyes flick over me, but not in a good way. My blue coat and ancient red tights are definitely not having the same effect on his man parts right now as his get-up is having on my lady parts.

‘Morning, Mr Montague.’

He waves a dismissive hand. ‘Miles, please. The more informal we are, the more comfortable Bea will feel with this situation.’ It’s like he’s parroting words someone has told him to say, and his grimace suggests he doesn’t believe them any more than I do.

Bea chimes in. ‘Saoirse looks like Paddington Bear, Daddy! Doesn’t she?’

I look down at my blue duffel coat and beam. ‘That’s exactly the look I was going for!’ It really is. I saw the blue coat and had to have it. ‘And I didn’t have red wellies. So I put red tights on, instead.’

When I look up at Miles, he’s blinking at me. Clearly, he and his daughter don’t always see eye to eye sartorially. Though his style choices are working well for him.

Very well indeed.

‘Right.’ His tone is clipped. ‘I need to get going, so let me give you the rundown.’ He strides over to a console table and dumps his mug. Runs his hand through his still-damp dark hair, and I swallow. He fastens his top button and ties his tie as he talks. If I remember anything he says while watching him do that, it’ll be a miracle.

‘Coffee machine is there, in the kitchen.’ He points.

‘Don’t worry; I only drink tea.’ I have a sandwich bag full of Barry’s tea bags in my bag. PG Tips is revolting.

‘Fine. Kettle’s in there too. You have complete freedom till four o’clock. You can stay here, you can take her to The Playroom, or take her out. I’d like her to get outside once a day, if possible. I suspect you two will find lots of festive things to do.’ He grimaces as if festive is a swear word. ‘Here’s my Amex.’

Holy moly. The guy’s just put a platinum Amex on the table.

‘Take her shopping, take her out for lunch, hot chocolate, museums, whatever you like. I would like to see some kind of plan for the month. You can draw that up today, and I’ll put you in contact with my executive assistant, Angela, to get things booked. Perhaps the ballet. I’d like her entertained but not over-scheduled. When she’s overtired, it’s⁠—’

He breaks off, looks down at his daughter, who beams back at him, and makes a face at her. ‘Let’s just say you want to avoid that state. She’s been up since six this morning, FYI. Fully dressed since six-ten. She was excited about seeing you.’

My heart constricts. The sweet, sweet little thing. I bend and tickle Bea on her tummy. ‘Did you wake your daddy at six? Oh my goodness! You cheeky girl!’

‘I was already up. I have business interests in Asia… Anyway. She’s a fussy eater, but the hotel is used to her. Room service will suggest some dishes that you can order for her. Make sure she eats some vegetables. Otherwise Signor Sassi in Knightsbridge is a safe bet. Or Daphne’s or Scalini’s in South Ken. Italian, in short. Get the concierge to make any reservations.’

I’ve never heard of those places, but I’d put money on them not being like Pizza Express.

‘You have the run of the hotel. Obviously. If there are any parts you’d like to explore, call Reception and ask for Sandra Robson. She’s our front-of-house manager. She’s been with us for a long time and she’s a big fan of this one.’

He grins at his daughter, and it’s like the sun has come out for a second. He has dimples. Dimples! They transform his entire demeanour. He’s smiling at Bea with his rich brown eyes, as well as with that mouth, and they go from impenetrable to the warmest, crinkliest eyes I’ve ever seen. It’s extraordinary.

I gape.

He turns and strides over to the mirror to adjust the knot on his tie. My eyes drop to his bum. Jesus, it’s a lovely bum, and those trousers are worth every single pound he spent on them, which is probably thousands. They definitely earn their keep.

Oops, he’s looking at me in the mirror.

‘Sandra will get you access to the kitchens if you want to watch the pastry chefs preparing afternoon tea. Other items: keep her well wrapped up when you go out, please. That includes a hat. My driver is with me today, but she loves buses. Especially upstairs. Hates tubes. Please use the Amex to feed yourself too. Obviously. I’ll message you if I think of anything else.’

‘Got it. That all sounds fine. Would you like receipts from everything we use your card for?’

‘Not necessary. I get alerts on my phone when it’s used.’

I expected him to be more prescriptive, but it’s clear he’s anxious to get away to work.

‘Oh. The hotel’s hosting a Christmas party this afternoon for families who are staying with us, and friends of Montague Group. It’s in the Austen ballroom. I need you to take her down there at four and I’ll see you both there.’

And then he’s shrugging on his jacket, which again looks to have been stitched by the hands of angels, or at least fairytale birds and mice, because it’s the Cinderella’s dress of jackets. He fastens the middle button, pulls on the softest looking long black coat, and throws a soft-looking grey scarf around his neck.

That gesture nearly undoes me. Imagine if I walked over to him, and grabbed both ends of the scarf, and kissed him! Put my lips to his beautiful, firm mouth before tying his scarf for him and wishing him a good day at work. I let out an involuntary squeak and clamp my lips together.

He frowns at me. ‘Everything all right?’

‘Yes, Mr Montague. Miles. Everything’s great. We’ll have a grand time together. Don’t you worry.’

And then he’s gone. And I have the weirdest sensation of breathing an enormous sigh of relief that Bea and I can have fun without his disapproving stiffness, while also feeling completely bereft.


CHAPTER 4
Miles: Friday 3 December



Work is crazy, in a good way. This time last year, my management team was fixated on prolonging furloughs, stemming the flow of losses and frantically recalibrating 2021 forecasts to realistic levels, with zero fucking clue what the picture would realistically be for most of the year.

And while the pickup has taken months to kick in post the leisure sector reopening in spring, it’s finally happening. European and Asian tourists returned slowly over the summer; US travel has finally opened up and occupancy rates for their central London hotels, especially The Montague (their flagship) are actually looking bloody decent heading into 2022.

I take some time out of my morning to catch up with the management of Montague Group’s hotels in Hong Kong and Shanghai. Once they’re satisfied I’ve shown them sufficient attention, I pull up WhatsApp on my desktop and message the nanny.

All OK this am? LMK what events you want to book and I’ll put you in contact with Angela.




She sends a flurry of messages straight back.

Everything’s great thanks!!! [image: grinning face with smiling eyes]We’re in The Playroom crafting a Christmas calendar




Bea would love to go to Hamleys (I would too!!) [image: teddy bear]




I asked the concierge for more suggestions, and he suggested ice-skating at Somerset House or the Natural History Museum [image: ice skate]




And the Nutcracker? [image: candy]




Winter Wonderland [image: ferris wheel]




Santa at Harrods [image: Mx Claus]




To shut her up, I reply straight back with Angela’s contact details.

All fine. Please call Angela to book.




She has no way of knowing this, but some of these requests will need serious money thrown at them. Allegra used to book Father Christmas at Harrods in September. And matinee tickets to The Nutcracker at this late date will require some cash. We’ll probably need to get a box. But no matter. I’ve done nothing at all to make December festive for Bea, and I’m damned if it will be a repeat of last Christmas.

Saoirse replies with a photo of Bea, her head bent over a large sheet of white paper, a Pritt Stick in her hand.

That little face.

My angel.

She’s the only thing in my life that matters now. When I think of the Christmas she endured last year, the year she’s endured, for God’s sake, it makes me sick to my stomach.

Her mother—gone. And her inability, of course, because she’s four, to even remotely comprehend the depths of selfishness that drove her mother to abandon her.

And it hasn’t even broken her. I’m blown away by the grace and generosity this little girl has shown. I’m a shell, but her heart is still open for business. Wide open. Far, far too open.

Look at this woman, Saoirse. Bea embraces people so quickly. She latches on to adults, especially women, who show her attention and affection, and she does so with a raw desperation that fucking kills me.

And instead of dealing with it properly, like I should, like I will, with therapy and carefully imposed boundaries around the people we allow into our lives, I jump for the first bandage I see. And I hope to God it will stem the flow from Bea’s huge, invisible wound, for a few days, a few weeks. Just to get us through Christmas.

It’s a lose-lose situation. Either this woman will fail to provide Bea with the maternal and emotional nourishment she’s so clearly craving, because why should she? How can she?

Or, she’ll fall for my little girl, and my little girl will fall for her, and Bea will transfer her desperation for a mother figure onto a relative stranger, and the grieving process will begin again when we bid this woman farewell and I uproot Bea to St Barths. What a fucking mess.

[image: ]


I leave the City at three to get back to Knightsbridge in time for this party. Being driven is the most civilised way to get around London, but it certainly isn’t the quickest. I make good use of the time, though. Emails, budgetary sign-offs, phone calls. A WhatsApp comes through from Angela.

Holding box for The Nutcracker. Royal Opera House. 1.30 matinee on the 18th. Will you join?




I shoot back a reply.

Yes. And The River Restaurant @ Savoy for after thx.




I’m not a total killjoy, and if I have to do anything festive, the ballet and an excellent fish supper are hardly intolerable. The River Restaurant is Gordon Ramsey’s new place, and I’ve heard great things. Besides, it’s always good to keep up with what dining options the competition is offering.

And it’s not like it would kill me to make Saoirse’s London Christmas a little more fun. She’s given up Christmas with her family for me and Bea, after all. Something tells me she won’t have crossed the Royal Opera House and the Savoy off her bucket list just yet. She mentioned she’s only been here a month.

It will be a nice gesture to show off London’s best side. I’m just not sure why the idea of seeing London through Saoirse’s eyes gives me the first spark of something I’ve had for a long time.


CHAPTER 5
Saoirse: Friday 3 December



My first day couldn’t be going better. It’s been dreamy, in fact. As soon as Miles left this morning, Bea gave me a tour of the penthouse, and it was sublime. It reminded me of the suite at the Ritz where Anna Scott stayed in Notting Hill. The one with all the rooms, where she held those excruciatingly awkward interviews.

Bea, who is a fount of knowledge about the hotel, tells me there are only two penthouses. Which makes sense, because the footprint of this thing is insane.

There’s a gorgeous living room with a huge fireplace, and when we get back from our fancy girls’ lunch at Scalini’s on Walton Street (which is the cutest street ever, with its tiny posh shops and terraces of pastel dolls’ houses), someone has put the gas fire on, so the whole room is toasty. There’s also a dining room, a kitchen, three bedrooms, and four bathrooms. Why anyone needs more bathrooms than bedrooms is not clear, but that doesn’t make it any less impressive.

It’s more like a very fancy apartment—flat, they call them over here—than a hotel suite. It’s decorated so beautifully, its high ceilings dripping with creamy, curly mouldings and huge chandeliers. The lighting system looks like something you’d need a PhD to work. But, of course, Bea has it sussed, and between lunch and going down to the party she demonstrates it by dimming the chandeliers until they glow softly and turning on the ridiculous number of pretty lamps dotted around the room.

Although everything in here is flawless, the designers have managed to create a welcoming mood that begs you to sink down onto a well-stuffed sofa with a book and a glass of wine. It’s heaven. I can’t even imagine how much it costs per night.

We’ve stuck the festive calendar up in Bea’s room. It’s already looking great. We stole a sheet of tiny gold star stickers from The Playroom, and every time we book something up, we write it in and decorate it with stars.

Miles’ assistant, Angela, is a miracle worker. She’s really friendly, too. She seems genuinely excited about being able to help me book up treats for Bea. We’re kicking off tomorrow with Winter Wonderland, which is just a stroll away in Hyde Park, and we’ve booked up ice skating at Somerset House, too. But the thing I’m most excited about is going to see The Nutcracker. In a box. This gig is so jammy! I can’t believe my luck.

Bea has decided to stick with her Mrs Claus look for the party at the hotel, although she’s changed her white tights, which got mud-spattered in the rain, and put on red glittery slip-ons with a huge bow and a band of red elastic to hold them on. I’ve had an absolute ball going through Bea’s wardrobe. She’s like a little doll, with her huge brown eyes and rosebud mouth, and I get to dress her up. I’ve even curled her glossy brown hair into ringlets and added a red grosgrain hairband.

The only painful moment in the whole day was when we were making the festive calendar. As we inked in The Nutcracker for the 18th, and I selected a ballerina sticker for good measure, Bea looked up at me, her brown eyes huge.

‘Saoirse?’

‘Yes, pet?’

A pause. It’s as if she’s weighing her words. Do four-year-olds weigh their words? I was under the impression they had no filter.

‘Will my Mummy be coming to the ballet with us?’

I searched those brown eyes as if they held the clue to whatever on earth I should say to that question, because I was damned if I had a clue either where Bea’s mum was or what the official line was where Bea was concerned. I should have done my homework when I had the chance. Or Miles should have equipped me to field these potential landmines.

My finger hovered over the Google icon on my phone. But whatever I found on there wouldn’t tell me what the right answer was for this little girl. I’d ask Miles as soon as I got a chance. For now, I was stuck with what I had: the truth and a massive dollop of affection for my tiny charge.

‘I’m not sure, pet,’ I told her. ‘But I’ll find out for you.’

By the time we’re ready to head down to the ballroom, Bea’s thoughts are squarely on the glittery beguilement of her Wizard of Oz shoes and the likely presence of a chocolate fountain at the party. We pack her tiny red handbag with a cherry-flavoured lip balm and a tiny, squidgy stress toy, which is apparently called a mochi. Because, you know, being a four-year-old is so stressful. But I’m a fan of Bea’s attention to the smallest details of an outfit.

The party is already in full swing, and when we find the Austen Ballroom, I have a full-on Cinderella moment. This place is spectacular. In front of the entrance stands the facade of a huge wardrobe, manned by a footman in a white wig.

He bows to Bea and opens one of the wardrobe doors. ‘This way, Madam.’

The wardrobe is, in fact, backless and opens out into a real-life Narnia. The entire room is up-lit in pale blues and whites that cast their shadows up over ornate panels, abundant white-sprayed naked branches, and snowy firs. There are all manner of actors dressed as animals scampering about. And on the stage at the far end of the room sits an enormous throne and, on it, the Snow Queen.

‘Wow.’ Bea’s eyes are saucers.

‘This is amazing!’ I lift her up into my arms to give her a better view. Children are everywhere, and beautifully dressed grown-ups stand at the poser tables punctuating the room, making conversation and drinking champagne. In front of them, a snowy signpost directs us to alluring places such as Santa’s Grotto, The Land of Chocolate, and The Magical Marquee. They may be interpreting the Narnia theme loosely, but the kids are in heaven.

By the time Miles arrives, Bea and I have made ourselves properly at home. Bea’s in a red cotton apron with her name embroidered in curly white letters across the front. It’s already covered in the fallout from her encounter with the chocolate fountain. The level of detail and effort from the organisers of this thing blows my mind. It’s having quite a weird effect on me, actually. Bea’s entranced too, but she’s taking it all at face value, naturally. Whereas I’m equally mesmerised by the final effect and by the behind-the-scenes machinations that have gone into producing said effect.

Every can of spray paint that must have been used, the fact that the iridescent glitter on every tree is perfectly even, the headache of having a personalised apron for every child attending despite the fact that the guest list must have changed God knows how many times… it makes me overwhelmed and profoundly happy in equal measure. This is what I’d love to do as a job. Dream up magical worlds, so far removed from everyday existence, and bring them to life in the physical realm. Could there be a more creatively indulgent career? I can’t think of one.

And then Miles arrives, and I forget everything else for a moment. He’s more entrancing than the most glittery tree in this fantastical kingdom. He’s lost the coat, but that scarf still hangs around his neck, and he’s holding a glass of champagne as he stalks across the room to us. His hair is damp; he combs it back off his face with his free hand.

‘What a bloody nightmare. Hi, baby.’ He stoops and kisses Bea on her forehead as she beams up at him. I can’t blame her. Hi, baby. Lucky Bea.

Stop it.

You cannot be jealous of a four-year-old.

That’s twisted.

‘I had to walk from Piccadilly. The whole damn street was gridlocked.’ He exhales deeply and seems to collect himself. ‘How was your day?’

‘It was great!’ I’m instantly torn between a desire not to annoy him with too much wittering—he doesn’t seem big on small talk—and the pool of enthusiasm that’s threatening to spill over inside me.

Enthusiasm wins.

As always.

‘We went for lunch at Scalini’s. It was yum; I can’t believe how much this one ate! They love her there. And this is, like, the most amazing party I’ve ever been to. Isn’t it gorgeous? Look at this tent!’

I gesture over my head at the pale-blue-and-white big top that’s been erected in a room connecting to the ballroom, housing the Christmas craft tables. Which Bea and I are loving. From the top of the tent hang millions of glittering snowflakes. There are full-height Nutcrackers everywhere, in sugared-almond colours, with gold and silver and white frogging and bejewelled mitres. I’m in sensory heaven.

Miles follows my eyes upwards and then looks back at me blankly.

‘One of these nutcrackers just came to life!’ I continue. ‘He gave Bea such a fright. I can’t actually work out which ones are real people and which are statues. It’s a bit freaky. We’re making this advent calendar right now. Look. I can’t believe how adorable it is.’

At this table, there’s a selection of wooden chests of drawers in the shapes of gingerbread houses and festive trucks. They’ve been pre-sprayed, and I’m now busy decorating a pale blue gingerbread-style house with stickers and jewels. Bea’s job is to put a dinky foil-wrapped chocolate in each little drawer. I’m fairly sure she’s taken more than twenty-four chocolates so far.

Miles humours me with a glance around the room. ‘It’s exceptional. Siobhan’s done an amazing job. As usual.’

‘Who’s Siobhan?’

‘Siobhan Quinn. She’s a very well-known event organiser. She does this party for us every year, but she’s excelled herself this year.’

‘Wow.’ My voice is dreamy. ‘I would kill for that job.’

He looks at me in surprise. ‘Would you really? I’ll introduce you, in that case.’

He’s as good as his word. He tracks Siobhan down and introduces us.

‘Are you Irish?’ is the first thing out of my mouth. Siobhan is extremely glamorous, with an immaculate scarlet mouth and a glossy black bob. She’s in a long scarlet gown I would literally sell a kidney for.

She smiles, and she’s suddenly less severe, less intimidating. She’s gorgeous.

‘Yes, but I’ve lived here since I was a baby. Hence the accent.’

She is extremely posh.

‘Miles says you’d like to get into this field, is that right?’

‘I. Um.’ I look wildly at Miles, who nods impatiently at me. He’s bothered to introduce us, after all. The least I can do is find my tongue. ‘I’ve thought about it. A lot. But what you’ve done here is another level. I can’t even imagine how much work it’s taken to make this happen. And working with kids must make it even harder. It’s so, so beautiful. I’m an adult—well, in theory, anyway—and I’m blown away. I’ve never seen anything so transporting.’

‘You’re very kind.’ Siobhan pats me on the arm. ‘I usually avoid doing kids’ events, but this one’s a lot of fun, and Miles is such a sweetie I can never say no to him.’ She reaches over and squeezes Miles’ jaw like he’s a little kid, and he wriggles away as if she’s an annoying aunt. Even though she can’t be much older than him. I can’t imagine having the nerve to squish Miles’ face.

Siobhan’s still talking. ‘Think of this whole thing as a swan. It might look like it’s running smoothly, but behind the scenes, it’s a mess. I have two girls in the back there with digital sewing machines, running up aprons because there’ve been so many last-minute additions to the guest list.’ She mock-glares at Miles. ‘But if hard work doesn’t scare you, and I’m sure it doesn’t, if you’re working for Miles, then I’m happy to have a coffee sometime. Maybe after Christmas, when things quieten down. I can give you some tips about getting into the industry.’

Good Lord. This woman is divine. And even Miles seems to eat out of the palm of her hand.

‘That would be amazing.’ I’m gushing now. ‘Thank you. Thank you. I’m free from New Year’s Day, when these two jet off to the Caribbean. This is just a temp job.’

Siobhan turns to Miles for confirmation, and I can’t help but notice that the nod he gives in confirmation is grim.

He’s a weird one.


CHAPTER 6
Miles: Wednesday 8 December



What a fucking nightmare this place is. Winter Wonderland is the epitome of everything that’s gone wrong with this country, and the utter antithesis of how I’d choose to spend a dark, cold evening. My choice would be to hole up in our—now my—Cotswolds pad by a roaring fire with a few fingers of whisky and the Bourne trilogy.

Alone.

I’d settle for the same thing at The Montague, to be honest.

Instead, I’m in Hyde Park, cursing the day I agreed to this. That day was yesterday, in fact. It turns out Saoirse’s persuasive. She has a similar persuasion technique to Bea—boring her victim into submission—but Saoirse uses relentless positivity as opposed to relentless whining. The only decent call I’ve made all day was slipping back to the hotel to put on waterproof boots and my warmest jacket. It’s been a beautiful, crisp day, and it is now fucking freezing.

I scour the crowd for my girls. The girls. The girls. Jesus.

Saoirse and I made a deal with Bea last night, that if Saoirse took her to this chaotic cesspit of commerciality turned dystopia early in the afternoon, I’d join them for an hour, and Bea could have her dream: to be there while it was dark. It’s four o’clock now, and I can’t even tell if it’s properly dark because the eery glow of a planet’s worth of junk light illuminates the sky in a neon haze. I can see it far too clearly from the terrace of my penthouse, half a mile away.

I could swear it didn’t use to be this diabolical. I have hazy memories of going with Allegra donkey’s years ago, when you could stroll in and buy vin chaud and tartiflette from some chic little kiosks in the park. It was festive and charming then. But, at some point, someone’s turned it into a money-maker, and now a perfectly good section of beautiful Hyde Park is a churned-up swamp, flashing lights and light-up toys polluting the planet as much as my view, and the air thick with a stomach-churning mixture of fried onions, hot dogs made of the most questionable ‘meat’, and sugar.

Pushing through the crowds, I keep my eyes peeled for the Grand Carousel. A WhatsApp from Saoirse two minutes ago told me they’d meet me there. Jesus, I wouldn’t like Bea to be here any later than this. This evening, the teens and adults will take over, drunken and raucous, and the over-hyped atmosphere, already intolerable, will ratchet up a few notches. I’m not even comfortable having Bea here now that it’s dark. If a kid got separated from its parents in this place, it would be a fucking disaster.

There they are. Relief, because it means Saoirse’s done her job and looked after my little angel in this hell-hole. And because now I can take control of the situation and keep her safe. I steel myself for the inevitable barrage of high-pitched female excitement from the two of them and walk forward. Produce a smile.

‘Beadle!’

I squat, and she runs into my arms. She’s heaven. Her face is streaked with sticky pink candy floss remnants, and her breath is sweet.

‘Daddy!’ she cries into my ear. ‘I’m having SO MUCH FUN!’

Dear God. She’s high as a kite. I pick her up and get back up. Ouch. Quad burn.

‘How’s it going?’ I ask Saoirse. She’s glowing: a scarlet beanie is pulled low, and her dark hair clouds prettily around her face. Her cheeks and nose are rosy, and her lips are flushed red. She’s in that ridiculous blue duffel coat, but I’m glad to see she’s covered her legs up with jeans and boots.

Warmer for her.

Less distracting for me.

She has a revolting-looking pink cuddly toy wedged under one arm. She gives me a radiant smile. Her endless joie de vivre is exhausting, but it makes my heart hurt at the same time, in the most bizarre way.

‘It’s amazing! We’re having such a fab time! She’s been on the carousel three times already, but she wants to go on with her daddy. It’s her favourite ride.’

‘I’m game.’ I point at the toy. ‘What’s that?’

‘She won her at a kiosk. She did a great job. It took her two tries. She’s very determined.’

‘Daddy, she’s called Twinkle. Can she sleep with me tonight?’

I throw Twinkle a dirty look. I can tell without sniffing that its fur will stink of petrochemicals.

‘Of course.’ I’ll go in when she’s asleep and make sure Twinkle accidentally tumbles to the floor. I gesture to the carousel. ‘Right, princess. Your knight is here. Show me which horse is our trusty steed.’
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We make it out of there after an hour. There’s no way Dave, my driver, could have got anywhere near the place, so we walk back through the park. I have Bea in my arms, and Saoirse’s carrying the toy of doom. Bea had a blood sugar crash, which manifested as a gigantic tantrum, so I reluctantly bought her a burger from one of the more authentic-looking kiosks, which she polished off. She’s slumped in my arms now, exhausted from the walking and the assault on her senses.

‘That,’ I tell Saoirse, ‘was hideous.’

‘Oh.’ She gapes at me. She’s doing a good job of matching my stride through the park. ‘I loved it. I thought it was incredible. I’m going to see if I can persuade some of the girls to come back with me one evening and have a few drinks. I want to try Hangover - that giant thing that sticks up in the sky.’

‘You’re crazy. You’ll throw up, especially if you’ve had a few drinks.’

‘No, I won’t. I’m made of stronger stuff than that.’

She crosses her arms tightly over her chest and hunches over. It is pretty freezing now. I wrap my arms more tightly around Bea to keep her warm. Look sideways at Saoirse.

‘Did you not think it was horribly hectic, though? The lights alone gave me a thumping headache. Let alone the noise.’

‘No, I loved it. It was so Christmassy.’

‘That was not Christmassy. That was plain tacky. There’s no other word for it. Everything was fake. The lights. The food. The revolting toys they classed as prizes. Horrible.’ I shudder.

She throws back her head and laughs. It’s a heavenly sound: warm, and rich, and hearty.

‘You miserable grump. The joy wasn’t fake. The people having fun together. You know—the human connection. Something we didn’t have much of last Christmas. I’d like to go back this year just to make a point. Just because we can, thank God.’

Bea pokes me sleepily in the temple. ‘Daddy’s a grump.’

I raise my eyebrows at Saoirse, and she giggles. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean for her to pick up on that. But she might have a point…’

‘I’m not a grump. I simply object to the gross commercialisation of every holiday to the point that removes all the soul from it, and that, back there, is a case in point.’

‘Daddy’s the Grinch.’ Bea’s not letting this go. She’s obsessed by that film. It’s not the first time she’s made the connection between me and the green, anti-Christmas beast.

Saoirse mock-gasps. ‘The Grinch, or Scrooge?’

‘The Grooge!’ Bea twists around in my arms to see Saoirse. She’s got a second wind. She wriggles to be let down, and I put her on her feet.

‘The Grooge.’ Saoirse puts her finger to her mouth. ‘Hmm. Good call, young Mistress Bea. He’s a bit like grumpy Gru, in Despicable Me, too. The Grooge is a great name for him. Maybe Grooge, for short.’

Excellent. They both think I’m a miserable fucker. And neither of them has an ounce of respect for me.

We walk into the hotel, each of us holding one of Bea’s hands. An older couple makes way for us in the lobby, and the woman smiles fondly at Bea, puts her hand to her heart and then twinkles at me.

‘What a lovely picture you three make.’

I stare at her in a panic. ‘We’re not—’ But she’s gone.

Inside the penthouse, Saoirse unbuttons Bea’s coat and pulls off her cosy knitted hat. Bea’s losing that second wind, and quickly. Her limbs are floppy and she drags her feet as Saoirse unzips her little boots. She holds tightly onto the toy, which she grabbed off Saoirse as soon as we got inside the hotel.

‘I feel yucky,’ she announces.

‘Stick her in the bath,’ I tell Saoirse. It’s the best thing we can do for her right now.

I pick Bea and the dratted toy up and direct Saoirse into the main bathroom, where she leans over the tub and plugs it. I try, hard but unsuccessfully, not to look at her delectable arse bent over the tub. The water rushes out of the tap with a roar.

‘I’ll leave you to it.’ I need to get out of here. Now. ‘I have emails to check. Okay, baby?’ I plant a soft kiss on Bea’s velvet cheek and go to hand her over to Saoirse. There’s an awkward moment where our hands and arms brush as we transfer Bea’s weight.

And then it happens: Bea retches, and her whole body convulses, and she throws up burger and candy floss and God knows what else, all over both of us.


CHAPTER 7
Miles: Wednesday 8 December



Bea immediately starts wailing. Huge, distressed sobs wrack her tiny body as Saoirse and I freeze.

‘Oh my God,’ I say. ‘It’s okay, sweetie.’ I smooth Bea’s hair off her face. She has vomit all down the front of her jumper and leggings and it fucking stinks. It’s that smell from the fair again, mixed with bile and regurgitated. Shit. I have no bloody idea what to do. We’re both still holding her.

‘Daddy!’ Bea screams. ‘I’m YUCKY!’

‘I know, darling, I know. We’re going to get you cleaned up.’ I lean my head around to see Saoirse. ‘Are you okay?’

‘I’m fine. Here, let me take her. You run the bath.’

Saoirse takes Bea’s weight off me and I’m free to get a good luck at the carnage. She’s covered in Bea’s vomit too. It’s all down her sweatshirt.

‘Oh, Christ. Are you sure?’

‘Yep. I’ve got her.’ She rocks Bea very gently and croons in her ear. ‘It’s okay, pet. It’s okay. You poor little dote. Do you feel like being sick again?’

‘No. But Twinkle has sick on her!’ She howls, a huge mournful lament.

There’s a silver lining.

Hopefully, the fucking toy is ruined.

‘Don’t worry,’ Saoirse tells her. ‘We’ll get Twinkle all cleaned up, too. We’ll get you lovely and clean in the bath and then we’ll wrap you up in a big, cosy towel, okay pet?’

She’s handling it brilliantly. Meanwhile, I’m flapping. I turn the tap up to full volume to fill the bath more quickly. The vomit has soaked through my sweater to my t-shirt and it clings wetly to my chest, chilling rapidly. It’s revolting. Thankfully, it mostly missed my jeans. There’s only one thing for it. I need to take my damn tops off. How mortifying.

‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘I have to get these off me.’ I roll my t-shirt and sweater up together and hold them as far away from my body as I can. Even so, a slick of wet smears my cheek as I pull them over my head. Ugh. I’ll never, ever get used to other people’s vomit. Even if it’s my beloved daughter’s.

I throw my tops on the tiled floor and risk a glance at Saoirse. She’s staring at me, and her tongue slides across her lower lip. I look hastily away and drop to my knees, testing the water temperature.

‘Let’s get her in. She can sit in it as it fills and then I’ll shower her down.’

Saoirse sets Bea down on the bath mat. Her little face is a picture of misery, and she’s still weeping piteously. I plant a careful kiss on the top of her head and peel the toy away from her, throwing it in the sink.

‘It’s going to be alright, angel. There’s my brave girl.’

Together, Saoirse and I strip her and I sit her in the bath. I give her a tiny bottle of the hotel’s bubble bath.

‘Why don’t you pour this in? See how many bubbles you can make? That’s my girl.’

I get to my feet, painfully aware that I’m still topless and that the reek of vomit is rising from my chest. I risk another look at Saoirse. She’s valiantly dealing with Bea’s clothes. Oh, God. She has vomit down her jeans, too.

‘Leave them. We can deal with them later. You get yourself sorted out. There’s a shower in the spare room. And robes.’

‘Do you not want me to wash her?’ She’s avoiding looking anywhere near me.

‘No. I’ll jump in with her, kill two birds.’

‘Well, if you’re sure, that would be great.’ She looks down at her front. Bea has done a great job of drenching her, and the vomit is all the way up to the collar of her sweatshirt. She holds the front of it away from her body. ‘Oh, yikes. I have absolutely no idea how I’m going to get this thing off.’

I grimace and take a tentative step towards her. ‘It’ll get all over your hair and face if you pull that off. Would you like some help?’

That gets her to look at me. ‘Um. I mean …’ She shrugs uselessly. ‘I suppose so, if you’re comfortable…’

‘At least I won’t be the only one getting my kit off.’ I smile at her, to show her I’m joking and to try to make her feel more comfortable in what is an excruciating situation, one day in to her new job, for God’s sake. First my daughter vomits all over her. Then she has to deal with her creepy boss taking off her clothes. Jesus.

‘Right. Let’s do this.’ She nods firmly, like I’ve asked her to walk over hot coals and she’s got herself on board mentally with the necessary sacrifice.

‘Pull your arms out first,’ I tell her. ‘Then use your hands to cover your face, and I’ll take it off and try to keep it away from you. Okay?’

She does what I say, so the sleeves hang limply at her sides, and then she sneaks her hands up under her sweatshirt and through the collar, covering her face with them.

I grab the hem and gingerly tug it up, avoiding her face and hair as much as humanly possible. And when I’m done, I see she has a t-shirt too, and she’s also removed her arms from it, and that, like my t-shirt, it’s covered in damp, brownish slime.

‘Oh.’ I freeze. ‘Should I take this off, too?’

She nods vigorously behind her hands. ‘Yes, please.’

Right.

No big deal.

I pull the t-shirt up. It’s clingier and harder to get off. And, when I have it up to her shoulders, a sheer lace bra comes into view, cupping breasts whose generous, luscious curves are sheer perfection. There’s even a shadow of the darker skin around her nipples through the lace. To make matters worse, the way she has her arms up pushes said breasts even closer together, and fuck.

My jeans stir, because, for Christ’s sake, it’s been a while, and I’m only human, and this woman is even more stunning when she’s half naked. But I cannot possibly allow myself to get a boner in front of my poor employee and traumatise her even further.

I turn my head away from her as much as I possibly can and yank the t-shirt up over her ears with pretty much zero consideration for whether the patch of vomit touches her hair or not, and I grab a huge bath sheet from the towel rail and practically shove it at her. I toss the t-shirt on the tiles, where it lands with a wet slap.

‘I can take it from here, thanks.’ I clamp a hand over my eyes while she scurries out of the room, towel pressed to that heavenly chest.

And breathe.

Breathe, for God’s sake, mate.


CHAPTER 8
Saoirse: Wednesday 8 December



Ilean my forehead against the tiles of this very nice shower. Water thunders down my back and shoulders.

Oh God oh God oh God.

What the hell was that?

Could I have conceived of a situation that was any more mortifying?

No. Definitely not. You can’t make this shit up.

Clodagh is going to howl when I tell her. And Keeley and the girls are going to die—Miles Montague took off his top in front of me and then took off my top.

I want.

To die.

When he peeled off his sweater and showed me what was underneath, I nearly lost it. His skin was golden—how? In the middle of winter?—and his chest and arms were so beautifully defined. Perfect curves and swells, and a smattering of light brown hair on his chest that being dampened with vomit didn’t even spoil.

And when he leant over to test the bathwater, I got a glimpse of his stomach and his happy trail down to his jeans before I hastily looked away again. So far, I’ve been existing on views of his gorgeous suits and coats and this evening’s casual glamour. He has great taste in clothes, and he wears them well.

But tonight’s ruined all that.

That man should never wear clothes again.

And he saw my boobs! Sweet Jesus. Well, not all of them, but enough. He saw me in a lace bra—probably got an eyeful of nipple, too. I groan and bang my head softly against the tiles. I will never live this down.

Never.

But it’s not about me. Or him. It’s about poor darling Bea, who must be feeling rubbish and miserable. And Miles is paying me very well to look after her. I need to get it together.

I finish showering quickly, washing the traces of vomit off my body and out of my hair under the blessed torrent, and dry off. I put my pants back on, but a sniff tells me the vomit went through to my bra. Yuck. I grab the thick velour robe and wrap it as far around me as I can, pulling the collar up to hide my entire chest area.

They’re still in the main bathroom. For a moment I’m not sure what to do, then I shout.

‘Miles? I’m done. I can take over with Bea, if you like.’

He shouts back. ‘Okay. Give me a minute.’

And then the bathroom door opens, and there he is. He’s wet, and just has a white towel wrapped around his waist, and it’s possible I have never wanted anything in the world more than I want to press myself up against him and pull that towel off.

My eyes dart to his face, and down his chest to his happy trail, and back up before I manage to get control over them. His eyes are doing a dance too, over me.

I mentally shake myself and flip into mother hen mode. I point towards his bedroom.

‘Go. I’ve got this.’

I busy myself with the little, sick girl who needs me. Who needs to be dried off and cuddled and soothed. Because there’s nothing more miserable when you’re little than being sick. It’s the absolute worst.

And it’s even worse when your mummy’s not here.
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By the time I’ve put Bea in her nightie and laid clean towels over her sheets and pillow in case of more vomit, the little dote is practically asleep in one corner of the huge bed. I emerge into the living area and hover awkwardly.

Miles is sprawled on the sofa with his laptop. He’s dressed in a soft white t-shirt that caresses his pecs, and what look like grey flannel pyjama bottoms. He’s slicked back his damp hair, but some strands have fallen back down over his forehead. Someone up there really has it in for me tonight. This is too much.

I clear my throat. ‘She’s basically asleep. I’ll just go and clean up the bathroom.’

He looks up briefly. ‘Don’t worry. I have the cleaners coming up to deal with it.’

‘No, don’t make them do it. Please. I’m more than capable.’

‘It’s their job.’

‘Miles, honestly. It’s not fair to these poor people who are on the minimum wage to have to clean up other people’s vomit.’

He looks at me then, properly. ‘It’s not fair to you to deal with it on your second day on the job, having been vomited on yourself.’

‘I’m a nanny to a four-year-old. Newsflash. This stuff happens. Please, let me sort it. I want to give Twinkle a good scrub, anyway.’

I put my hands on my hips, and he sighs.

‘Fine. Thank you. Now, your clothes. Put them in that bag, and Housekeeping will do a ninety-minute turnaround on them if that works. I’ll get dinner sorted while you wait, and I’ll cab you home later. That okay?’

‘You don’t have to do that,’ I begin, and he cuts me off.

‘Yes. I do.’
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The steak is sublime. And the red wine, which Miles says is claret, is the silkiest wine I’ve ever tasted. We’re eating on the sofa, and it’s… nice. Slightly awkward, but nice. I’ve demolished almost all my fries—who knows what they cooked them in, but they’re insane—but Miles has eaten only his sirloin and the green beans. He’s getting stuck into the wine, though.

I look around at the beautiful space. The gas fire throws off heat, and all the occasional lamps glow softly. ‘How long have you lived here?’

‘We’re just here for the month. I’m getting some work done to my place in Holland Park, so we moved in here the day I met you. I thought it would be more sociable for Bea, in any case. Hopefully, the house will be done by the time we get back from St Barths.’

‘It’s so gorgeous. The hotel looks so festive; it makes me feel so Christmassy, just being here. But why didn’t they decorate the penthouse for you?’

He blinks. ‘I never thought to ask. We don’t decorate the guest rooms, but I’m sure I could get them to do something in here.’

‘Bea would be thrilled.’ I chomp down my last few fries.

‘She would.’ A pause. ‘You’re welcome to do it, if you’d like. Maybe it’s something you could do together.’

‘Really?’ I sit bolt upright. ‘I would love that. And so would Bea.’

‘Knock yourselves out.’ He waves a hand. He’s losing interest in this conversation already. ‘Go to Harrods. Or the Chelsea Gardener. Use the Amex. Dave will take you—I’m staying local tomorrow, so I don’t need the car.’

‘We will. Thank you.’

He puts his cutlery together and sits in silence, swilling his wine in his glass, and I have an acutely surreal moment. Imagine if I was here with him in real life.

Like, as an actual girlfriend.

Imagine if this was our life.

Drinking wine on the sofa with him, before edging closer, and pulling up that soft, soft t-shirt, and⁠—

Suddenly, I’m hyper-aware of having only a robe on. I pull it more tightly over my knees and pat the lapel to make sure I’m not gaping in the boob area. I haven’t had a chance to bring up the delicate matter of Bea asking about her mum. Now is the perfect opportunity.

I clear my throat. ‘Um. Miles?’

‘Saoirse.’ He turns to look at me. It must be the first time he’s said my name since he met me. And it actually, physically makes my spine tingle. It sounds so exotic, and languorous, and forbidden coming from that mouth.

Focus, Saoirse.

‘Bea asked about her mum yesterday. She was wondering if she would join us for the ballet. I didn’t know what to say.’

‘Ah.’ He peers into his wineglass. ‘I see.’

‘You don’t need to tell me anything,’ I say hurriedly, ‘but if there’s an official line or something that you want me to use with her…’

‘My ex-wife isn’t really in the picture. Bea hasn’t seen her in person for eighteen months.’

‘Oh, my gosh.’ My hand flies to my mouth, and I just about manage to swallow the phrase that’s terrible.

‘She left us last February. She’s “building a new life for herself” in LA.’ He does bunny ears to show precisely what he thinks of that jargon. ‘Obviously, it’s been very difficult to travel between the US and the UK during lockdown.’

‘Of course,’ I murmur to be polite. But internally, I’m screaming are you serious? What kind of mother leaves their tiny child and moves to LA? ‘Is she in contact with Bea?’

‘Yes. They FaceTime a couple of times a week. I don’t know.’ He covers his face with his hand. ‘It’s important for her to have a relationship with her mother, of course. Not important, critical. I know that. But it would be easier to manage if she left us the fuck alone. Bea doesn’t understand why she can’t see her mum. It’s an impossible situation.’

He pinches the bridge of his nose, and raises his head, and meets my eyes. When I see the hopelessness in his, I finally understand the concept of one’s heart bleeding for someone. My heart is bleeding. For him, and for his little daughter, and for what their reality is in the wake of this desertion. It feels like my heart is haemorrhaging itself dry for these two.

‘I’m so, so sorry, Miles.’ I whisper the words. ‘I mean—you’re doing a great job with her. She’s so resilient.’

‘That’s all her. I barely know what I’m doing with her. She is a fucking rockstar. She blows me away.’

‘I can’t believe what a happy, well-adjusted little thing she is. Losing her mum, in such a messy way… I’m in awe of her.’

‘She’s really enjoying having you around.’ He nods at me for emphasis. ‘Seriously. I know it’s only been a day or two. But I can tell you get her. You really connect with her. We’re lucky to have found you.’

He’s staring at me as if he means every word, and the heat of pain and empathy and pure emotion in my chest spreads through my whole body. So when Bea cries out from her bedroom, I bolt. As long as I’m here, this little girl won’t spend a second wanting for anything. Help. Attention. Comfort. Love.

I swear it.

Bea’s half asleep but retching again, and I sit behind her in the bed and hold up a bin so she can vomit up some residual food. I wipe her hair away from her face and rub her back while her small body convulses.

‘Good girl,’ I whisper. ‘That’s it, pet. Get it all out. I’m right here. I’m not going anywhere.’
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MILES

When I surface a couple of hours later from a number of calls with the US, during which time I’ve managed to finish the bottle of wine, I tiptoe into Bea’s room. Housekeeping left a bag with Saoirse’s laundered clothes outside the door, and I have it in my hand. But she’s fast asleep in her robe, curled up on top of the duvet next to Bea. Bea’s sleeping soundly on her back, her little fist wrapped around Saoirse’s fingers.

The peaceful picture that the two of them make does things to me that I can’t quite understand. All I know is that I don’t want to disturb them. I grab the duvet off the spare-room bed and return to lower it carefully over Saoirse. Put her laundry bag at the end of the bed so she’ll see it in the morning. Brush Bea’s forehead with my lips.

And reluctantly leave them to it.


CHAPTER 9
Saoirse: Thursday 9 December



Bea is back on fine form this morning, which is a relief, because we have work to do. She demands porridge and pancakes from room service. I sit next to her and watch in amusement as she proceeds to systematically devour them both.

Waking this morning next to Bea, in a massive cloud of duvet in this gorgeous place, was surreal. My brain helpfully served me up some visuals once I remembered where I was.

Miles stripping off his top.

The expression I caught in his eyes as I moved my hands away from my face to cover my chest, right before he chucked a towel at me.

There was something in the air at that moment. As if the heat between us could have ignited. Something I shouldn’t revisit too closely. Best to focus on Bea’s enormous smile when she woke up to find me next to her. By the time we emerged, fully dressed, from Bea’s room, Miles was in his shirt and tie again. Coffee cup in hand.

I sit through the particular torture that is watching Miles put on his tie while Bea stuffs her face. Groundhog Day. He’s back to his usual shut-off self after last night’s confidences (and soft porno moments). He’s curt with me. Offhand. Bea’s put Shakin’ Stevens on the sound system (it’s incredible how a preschooler can be so proficient with technology) and he grouchily tells her to turn it down. Says he’s got a headache.

Grooge is back, for sure.

In any case, Bea and I are on a mission. Miles’ driver, Dave, who’s as smiley and cheerful as Miles is gruff and miserable, drives us the ridiculously short distance to Harrods and tells us he’ll wait for us out the back, in Hans Crescent.

Inside, Harrods. Is. Amazing. I haven’t braved it before, but having Miles’ Amex in my pocket fortifies me. Bea and I are unleashed. We stroll through the jaw-dropping beauty hall and try out Dior lip glosses on each other, before a kind assistant directs us to the basement, where the Christmas shop is.

‘Teddies!’ Bea cries. Enormous teddies, dressed as Harrods doormen, guard the basement, and I snap some photos of Bea with them. But when I step into the Christmas Shop, it’s like I’ve found my spiritual home. This place is nirvana.

There are huge displays with theme names like St Moritz (all cosy reds and whites and needlepoint) and Holland Park (glitzier, more metallic, but still tasteful. Obviously. This is Harrods). The way the themed displays have been merchandised makes me positively tingle with creative joy.

There’s only one problem. Everything is extortionate. Miles told me there was no budget, to buy what we needed to buy, but this is insane. Each bauble is around twenty pounds. I’d spend thousands and thousands in here to kit out the penthouse. I decide the best plan is to let Bea choose one special Harrods decoration and call The Montague’s concierge for help with where else I should go. Miles works far too hard for me to splurge all his money on something he’s not even into.
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MILES

I don’t consider myself a man easily blindsided. I’ve been in business long enough that very little surprises me. But when I insert my keycard into the door of the penthouse that evening and push, I am utterly gobsmacked.

It’s as if the hideous tackiness of Winter Wonderland has infiltrated my precious sanctuary in this beautiful hotel. Everywhere I look: flashing lights. Tack. One of those revolting fibre-optic garlands hangs on the mantlepiece, its ends morphing slowly from green to blue to purple. And is that an inflatable snowman through the French doors to the terrace? Eighties Christmas music blares so loudly through the sound system that I can barely think straight.

My first thought: what the fuck has happened to my penthouse?

My second thought: why the fuck is Dave sitting on my sofa, tucking into tea and biscuits?

Dave jumps to his feet as soon as he sees me. ‘Hiya, boss. Sorry.’

‘Daddy!’ Bea launches herself at me. Her mouth is smeared with chocolate and her little face is flushed. ‘We decorated! We buyed loads of things for you!’

‘I can see that.’ I bend to give her a smacker, but my tone is dry.

Saoirse appears from the bathroom. She’s in the same clothes as yesterday, which makes sense. Skinny jeans, and that clingy white t-shirt I remember all too clearly peeling off her. No makeup, and her hair is pulled back, a messy cloud of baby curls framing her face. She’s beautiful.

‘Hi.’ She looks at me and then around the room self-consciously. Almost as if she’s scared of my reaction.

‘You’ve been busy.’

‘You have no idea!’ Her natural enthusiasm takes over, and she comes towards me, hands going, speaking speed ratcheting up at a scary pace. I focus hard on processing her accent.

‘We went to Harrods, and it was absolutely gorgeous, but everything was so dear, and I felt guilty spending so much of your money on things that really were a crazy price, so I called the concierge and asked if there were any garden centres we could drive to that might be cheaper than Harrods, and she suggested one in Hounslow, so Dave took us, and we⁠—’

‘Hounslow?’

‘Osterley, boss,’ Dave chips in. ‘There’s a pretty decent garden centre out there. Nice trees, too.’

What looks like a real tree stands over in the corner, in front of the French doors. It’s a fine tree. Shame it’s covered in all manner of tack and flashing coloured lights. Revolting.

‘How the hell did you get that up here?’ It must be eight feet.

‘Dave helped. And there was a nice porter downstairs—Carl.’ She giggles. ‘He was very muscly. He and Dave got it in the stand.’

Was he, now. It’s unclear why the mention of muscular Carl makes me want to act churlishly. I’m feeling usurped in my own hotel suite.

‘You can get going, Dave.’ My tone is gruff. ‘I don’t need you this evening.’

A flash of annoyance crosses Saoirse’s face and she rolls her eyes at me. ‘Thank you, Dave.’ She skips over and gives him a bear hug, and the surprised delight is clear on his face. ‘You’ve been an absolute rockstar. We couldn’t have done it without you. Sorry for trashing your car.’

Wait, what? ‘The car is trashed?’

‘Only a few pine needles, Grooge. Don’t get your knickers in a twist.’

‘It’s fine, boss,’ Dave says hurriedly. ‘I’ve been charging the cordless vac over by the door. See? I’ll get it all cleaned up right now.’

I’m planning on laying into her once Dave shuts the door behind him, to tell her she shouldn’t speak to me like that, especially not in front of my other employees, but then Bea kisses my face.

‘You’ve got to see the bathroom, Daddy. It’s sooo beautiful.’

She can’t say th properly yet, so it comes out as barf-room, which is appropriate, considering last night’s shenanigans.

I put her down. ‘Okay, squirt. Show me.’

She bolts into the main bathroom, which I noticed last night Saoirse cleaned up impeccably, and I follow her. I can sense Saoirse trailing behind us.

Oh, Jesus Christ.

The opulent zen of the marble bathroom has been defaced by Christmas tat of the shittiest order. These little minxes have covered the loo seat with a cheap and nasty polyester felt cover designed to look like Mrs Claus. It features a round, flesh-coloured smiling face, white puffs for hair, a red gathered nightcap and two red felt circles to denote rosy cheeks. I snort in derision, not amusement.

‘Isn’t it cool, Daddy?’ Bea lifts the seat, and the cluster of bells at Mrs Claus’ throat emit a tinny tinkle.

Dear God.

Bea puts the seat back down. Lifts it. Puts it down again. She could get hours of mileage from this.

‘And look!’ She points. Saoirse has blessed us with a complementary U-shaped mat around the base of the loo, crafted (not the right word) to look like Mrs Claus’ dress. It’s a red felt mat with white buttons and puffy white edging. It’s a monstrous masterpiece. Who the hell comes up with shit like this?

But my daughter’s face is pure sunshine. She beams up at me as if it’s Christmas Day already. ‘Isn’t it cute, Daddy? And we found a Christmas soap!’

Over on the marble vanity, there’s a tiny green Christmas tree-shaped soap. Bea picks it up reverently and sniffs it. ‘It smells like Christmas trees, Daddy! Smell it!’

I squat, and she shoves it under my nose. It smells exactly like pine-scented Toilet Duck. But her face. Her face is killing me.

‘Wow,’ I tell her softly. ‘You ladies have done a great job. You must have been so busy this afternoon, getting all this decorating done.’ I rub her nose with mine. ‘I’m so proud of you.’

Because the upshot of having a suite that’s guaranteed to give me a migraine is that my little girl is lit up. She’s busy, filled with purpose. Doing this, partaking in traditions and making the penthouse feel more like a home for herself (if less like a home for me) is important. Even if they’re purely superficial, these rituals will ground her. And more critically, we need to implement rituals of our own. Ones that aren’t tarnished with any memories of her mother, however blurry.

I twist my head and look up at Saoirse. She’s leaning against the wall, arms crossed, observing my reactions. There’s an unreadable expression on her face. I can’t quite square this heinous lack of taste with her rapturous reaction to the magic Siobhan Quinn worked with the decor at the family party downstairs.

As I carry Bea out of the bathroom, I gesture around the room and raise a derisive eyebrow at Saoirse. ‘So, you were unleashed at the garden centre, were you?’

She looks at Bea, and then back at me. ‘None of this was me. It was all her. She’s a young lady who knows her own mind. I helped, but this is her vision. And I happen to think it’s beautiful.’

There’s a defiant set to her chin when she speaks, and I can’t help but think how differently it would have gone had I taken Bea decoration shopping.

We would have gone to Harrods.

Spent thousands.

I would have overruled Bea on anything I found overly tacky.

There would, without a shadow of a doubt, have been meltdowns (from both of us).

And the penthouse would look far, far classier than this, but I would have cast a shadow over my daughter’s experience of the festive season.

I squeeze Bea harder, but when I speak, I’m looking only at Saoirse. This woman, who seems to understand, with every fibre of her being, the kind of emotional sustenance my daughter needs right now.

‘I think it’s beautiful, too.’


CHAPTER 10
Saoirse: Friday 10 December



Somerset House is one of those London landmarks I’ve heard of, but it hasn’t particularly infiltrated my consciousness except as one of the options Miles’ assistant Angela serves up for ice skating, along with the Natural History Museum. Given that I’ve walked past the museums multiple times over the past month, I opt for the novelty value of Somerset House. And apparently it’s easy for Miles to get there from the City.

Because Miles is joining us. It’s Friday afternoon, and he’s promised to get out of work early and see us there. I’ve held onto this delicious prospect since Angela informed me she’d made the booking for three people at Miles’ request.

I’m not sure why I find it so delicious.

There’s obviously the reassurance of the fact that I’ll have another adult for moral support, because I can’t skate for toffee. I’ve only been skating once, in Dublin, in fact, and I didn’t let go of the rail for more than a few seconds each time. Apparently there are penguin skating aids for the little ones to hold onto, so Bea should be fine, at least.

But there’s something more. There’s something that blooms inside me at the prospect of spending dusk on Friday in a magical environment with Miles and Bea. Some part of me wants to see if he’ll come to life on the ice. If he’ll let himself go. Surely the ice is a good leveller. He’ll either be crap, and we’ll have a good laugh, or he’ll be one of those annoyingly good skaters, and being unleashed will put a twinkle in his eye. He can’t be the same as he is off the ice, all stiff and closed and tight.

Can he?

When Bea and I walk under the huge archway that takes us into the Somerset House courtyard, I’m unprepared. I wasn’t expecting this much magic, and beauty, and majesty. The immense rusticated stone building—apparently it’s an old palace—is lit up in peachy-pink all around us, and spread ahead of us, lined with festive stalls, lies the ice rink.

The sound system belts out Christmas music—currently Slade—and all around me is the sound of Londoners having a wonderful time, getting stuck into food and drink and fun, reminding themselves what Christmas can be like when the world is open again.

It’s intoxicating. This is why I came to London. I can’t believe I’m lucky enough to be here, and to be experiencing London very indulgently thanks to Miles’ generosity.

I squeeze Bea’s mitten’d hand, then stoop down to pick her up. ‘Look at this, pet! Isn’t it gorgeous? Are you excited?’

‘I want to see Daddy.’ Bea cranes her neck. ‘And I want hot chocolate.’

‘Please,’ I say automatically. I pull my phone out of my pocket. There’s a message from Miles.

I’m here. By boot hire.




We make our way over to the boot hire stall, and there he is. Head bent over his phone, obviously. He has a beanie on, and that grey scarf is tied tightly around his neck and tucked into his coat. But, as wrapped up as he is, he’s instantly recognisable. Something about his height, and his impeccable posture, and his mere presence, for want of a better word, makes him stand out in any crowd.

And that face.

Of course, that face.

I still have Bea in my arms when we approach him. He spots us, and his face brightens, and he shoves his phone in his pocket.

‘Hi, baby.’ He leans in to kiss Bea on the cheek, and he’s so close to us both, and the obligatory shiver hits my spine at my favourite phrase coming from his mouth and at his proximity.

‘Hey.’ He nods at me. It’s not hi, baby, but it’s not as hostile as previous greetings, and I’ll take it.

Within minutes, we’re booted up and edging out onto the ice, and right now I would kill to have the grace of a newborn foal as I cling desperately to the rail around the edge of the rink.

Bea looks like one of her American Girl dolls, with her locks poking out from under a pale pink, pearl-encrusted beanie and her beautiful matching palest pink wool coat. It even has a velvet collar. She’s in tiny skates, and she’s gripping the penguin’s handles. She’s ready for action.

Miles glides—yes, glides, goddammit—effortlessly onto the rink. He circles back and stands, hands on his hips, his mouth twitching in amusement as he eyes me up.

It’s annoyingly sexy.

‘Come on, Bambi. Let’s see what you’ve got.’

I shoot him my dirtiest look and try letting go of the rail. I make a tentative move that’s half slide, half step, before my legs threaten to give way beneath me. Sweat instantly pricks under my arms despite the fact that I’m bloody freezing. Shit. What was I thinking, booking this? This is going to be the worst. I swear under my breath.

‘What was that? I didn’t quite catch it.’ Miles is grinning now, and the appearance of his dimples is the only good thing about this nightmare.

‘Nothing.’ I shoot him another dagger and blow some hair off my face. I’ve got this.

Miles turns to Bea. ‘You okay there for a sec, baby? Mind if I help your incompetent nanny?’

Bea grins. She’s hunched over the penguin like a determined old lady with a zimmer frame, but at least she’s in full control of her limbs.

‘Come on.’ Miles holds out a leather-gloved hand. ‘I won’t let you fall. Is it your first time?’

‘Kind of.’ I eye the hand with suspicion. That dry, Groogy exterior could be hiding the soul of a twisted bastard.

‘That’s nothing to be ashamed of. Seriously, come on.’ He holds out his other hand.

‘I don’t want you to fall because of me.’

‘I won’t. I’m a lot heavier than you. And—ahem—more experienced.’

He’s full-on smiling at me now, and I find myself taking my hands off the rail one at a time and putting them in his, because the force of his smile is so great that I’d follow him over the edge of a cliff if he asked.

‘Well done.’ He glances behind him and takes a couple of graceful glides backwards, and I follow him. I can’t feel his heat through two pairs of gloves, but the grip of his large hands is secure and unflinching. I’ve taken precisely two steps, so the sudden sensations of smugness and wellbeing that envelop me are certainly unwarranted.

‘Thank you,’ I mutter.

‘Not a problem. I’ve got you, okay? I’m going to let go of one of your hands so I can steer Bea, too, and we’ll go for a little walk, the three of us. All right?’

He drops my right hand and grips my left one harder. ‘Come on, Bea.’

And we’re off. Yikes. Instantly, I can feel my weight is too far forward. I’m constantly on the brink of stumbling over my own feet.

‘Try to keep your back straighter,’ Miles tells me. He’s completely straight-backed.

He’s a pro.

I straighten up and allow myself to relax. Just a bit. Last Christmas belts out from the speakers and my fellow skaters stream past us in a haze of colour and laughter and movement. I throw Miles a non-smirky, genuinely happy, grateful smile and lift my face up to the cool air. The dark sky is lit in a pinky haze above us and, although we’re moving far more slowly than the people streaking past us, this is invigorating. And festive. And surprisingly intimate. And⁠—

We’re down.

My feet shoot out to the right, and I crash, my bum hitting freezing, soggy ice. Ugh. And ouch. Miles may be heavier and more competent than me, but he’s no match for my particular brand of clumsiness on this ridiculous surface, and he’s totally taken by surprise. I bring him down, and he lands on his knees with an oof sound, crouching sideways over my body. It’s like Twister gone horribly wrong.

‘I’m so sorry,’ I gasp. ‘Oh my God, Miles—I’m sorry. Bea? You okay?’

Miles thankfully released his grip on the penguin as he went down and Bea stands over us, her hand plastered over her mouth, trying in vain to hide her laughter at the car crash in front of her.

He turns his head to me. His face is so close to mine. ‘I’m fine. Bea’s fine. How are you?’ He’s trying to catch his breath. His eyes roam over me. ‘Anything hurt?’

‘Just my bum.’ I groan. ‘And my pride.’

His mouth twists in amusement. ‘You’ll live. Come on.’

And he drags me to my feet.

God. My quads are burning, just from trying to get up and stay upright. This is the worst activity ever. It’s—oh.

He’s spun around, so he’s facing me, and he takes hold of both my hands. Tight. ‘Let’s try again, Bambi. It’s your only chance of getting out of here with your pride intact.’ He turns to Bea. ‘You okay to give it a go on your own, princess? We’ll go super slowly.’

‘But won’t you crash? You can’t go backwards.’

‘Everyone’s skating in the same direction,’ he points out. ‘There’s no one to crash into unless someone falls. But you can be my eyes.’

I look up into his face for confirmation that this is really happening, and he nods at me, but it’s not curt like his usual nods. His eyes are soft. Kind. And his fingers are tight on my hands. We move off cautiously, with Bea valiantly pushing herself along beside us, and the three of us make slow but deliberate progress around the rink with our fellow revellers.

There’s a genuine risk that I’ll let my feet get out of sync with his. I look down at my feet for the millionth time. Nope, they’re still miraculously moving forward of their own accord. Left, right. Left, right. Miles is mirroring my movements backwards.

‘Eyes up,’ he says. ‘Eyes on me.’

I look up at him, and he’s watching me, his eyes flicking over my face, the ghost of a smile at the corner of his mouth. And then it’s as though it’s just the two of us, floating on the ice, as I give my entire focus over to the miracle that is having permission to drown in his brown eyes, which are currently warm and encouraging and… something.

And not just that, but there’s the glorious security of my hands in his determined grip, and the sensation of being perfectly in sync with him.

‘You’ve got it. See, you’re doing brilliantly.’ He gives me a smile then. A proper smile. With dimples. And heat rushes through my body, from my head to my toes.

I take it back.

Skating isn’t stupid.

It’s fantastic.

After an acceptable period has passed (probably fifteen minutes), Bea and I put Miles out of his misery and quit the rink so he can enjoy himself. And what a sight it is to see him enjoying himself. As I predicted, he’s transformed. He glides gracefully around the rink as fast as the crowd will allow, while I stand with Bea in my arms for a good view and soak up the glorious sight of his tall figure cutting a dash through the ice.

‘Ha!’ I point. ‘Look, Bea! Your Daddy just did a spin!’

After a few minutes of serious flair, he glides back over to us, stopping with a dramatic flourish, and winks. ‘Ladies.’ His nose and cheeks are flushed, and his scarf has come loose from his coat. I could swear he’s just taken ten years off his age. His face is unguarded and clear. And if there was ever a time to grab that bloody scarf, and pull him in for a kiss, and feel the flush of his cold skin and warm mouth on me, this is it.

‘That was very impressive.’ I keep my tone light.

He shrugs. ‘Skiing holidays for New Year, every year as a kid. There was always an ice rink. My brothers and I were very competitive. I’d forgotten how much fun it was, though.’

This is news. ‘You have brothers?’

‘Two. I’m the oldest. I bet you could never have guessed that.’

We hand back our boots, and Miles buys a hot chocolate for Bea and mini bottles of Moët & Chandon, who are sponsoring the ice-skating, for himself and me. I sip the delicious champagne through a clever gold mini-funnel thingy and revel in the glow the alcohol gives me. Although, if I’m honest, the alcohol is probably not the cause of the warmth that’s spreading through my body.

It’s the memory of Miles leading me, his hands on mine, his eyes on me, that does that all on its own.


CHAPTER 11
Saoirse: Monday 13 December



‘What do you mean, you can’t make it? It’s her ballet recital, for God’s sake.’

It’s no way to talk to my boss, but I. Am. Fuming. I’m standing in a church hall in Westbourne Grove with Bea, who is the sweetest ballerina I could ever hope to see. She’s kitted out in the palest pink leotard, tights, a wisp of a ballet skirt, and satin ballet shoes. A soft cropped cardigan crosses over her chest and is tied behind her. I’ve put her hair into a neat bun, and she has a little pink headband on to keep the baby hair off her sweet face. And she’s looking up at me while her bloody father blows us off at the last minute.

‘I’m sorry, but it can’t be helped. I have an emergency to deal with here.’ His voice is clipped. ‘I have to go. Give her my love and send my apologies to her, please. I’ll see you later—I’m not sure what time I’ll be home.’

‘Don’t you want to tell her yourself? She’s not some client you can “send your apologies” to.’

‘I don’t have time. I can’t talk now, Saoirse. Later.’

He’s hung up. Un-bloody-believable. I stare at the phone before squatting down to Bea. He didn’t even have the decency to let his daughter down himself; he’s left the nanny to do his dirty work.

He should be here.

Her fucking mother should be here.

‘Hey, pet.’ I stroke Bea’s soft cheek. ‘Your Daddy is so sorry, but he’s got an emergency, and he’s not going to make it to your show. But he’s asked me to take loads of videos, okay? And we’re going to do something special after.’

My phone pings, and I look down. It’s from Miles.

Take her to The Biscuiteers after on Ken Park Rd. She loves it.




‘What’s a ‘mergency?’

I roll my eyes at the phone and turn back to Bea, whose eyes are getting bigger by the second.

‘It’s when something really important happens that you have to deal with quickly. Otherwise, he would definitely be here. He was so excited about it at breakfast this morning.’

‘But I want Daddy to be here.’ A giant tear rolls down her cheek. Her tiny mouth quivers. ‘I have to show him my snowflake dance.’

‘I know, pet. I know. Let’s put the same music on for him later, all right? I’ll ask your teacher for the playlist. And then you can do a recital for him later. He’ll love that.’

The recital is a delight. If I wasn’t so heartbroken on Bea’s behalf that no parent was here to see her, I’d be on cloud nine. Seeing twelve tiny girls, their faces grave with focus, executing wobbly pliés and bunny hops, is a rare treat. It’s a privilege to witness such a display of innocence.

I find my eyes pricking with tears as they pick up baskets of white confetti and do a little snow dance, fluttering around the room to Swan Lake and throwing their ‘snow’ in the air with wild abandon as they get deeper into their roles.

I’m biased, but Bea’s the best, even though she’s one of the younger members. Her pointy feet are the straightest. Her stillness when they sit in a circle is commendable. She has a lovely line, a natural grace. She is such a special little girl, and she deserves all the blessings that life holds. At the very least, parents who actually show up for her.

That’s unfair, because Miles is clearly doing a great job with her despite all the work pressures he’s juggling, but I want to shake him for missing this. It’s his loss. Half an hour of this is the kind of quiet, profound joy that his millions can’t buy him. It’s like therapy.

After it’s finished, and I’ve showered Bea with kisses and praise, I do indeed take her to The Biscuiteers, which is a delightful, monochrome shop serving biscuits so beautifully iced that it’s a sacrilege to eat them. But eat them we do, on the bus home, and they taste as good as they look. Bea devours her nutcracker biscuit mercilessly.

We take the long way home, along the north side of Hyde Park and then down Park Lane, sitting on the upper deck so we can enjoy the beautiful hotels on one side and the hurdy-gurdy delights of Winter Wonderland on the other. Bea seems happy enough. We’ve salvaged the afternoon.

No thanks to Miles.
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MILES

I slide my keycard through the door at seven. I’m shattered. Emotionally drained. I brace myself for bright lights and godawful Christmas pop, but it doesn’t happen. Instead, the lights are dimmed. The tree and fireplace garland aren’t quite so monstrous when they’re not competing with the chandeliers overhead. The fire is on, low, and Saoirse has some atmospheric panpipe music on. The two of them are laid out, in the space between the kitchen and the sofas, on yoga mats, doing downward dogs.

It should be a reassuring scene. It should be exactly the welcome I want after the afternoon I’ve had. But it’s the opposite, and I flip.

‘What the hell is going on here?’ My voice sounds rough and choked, even to me, and Saoirse’s head snaps up.

‘Daddy!’ My loyal little Bea flops to the floor, rolls over, and runs to me. Her little arms go around my thighs. She’s the sweetest thing: always so generous with her love. Even when I’m at my absolute worst, my lowest lows.

‘Hi, baby.’ I cup my hand around her glossy little head, attempt to ground myself. Saoirse’s kneeling on her mat, her hands on her thighs, staring at me.

‘Get rid of that stuff. Now.’ I gesture at the mats.

‘What? The mats?’ Her voice has a you can’t be serious edge.

‘Yes. Now. Please.’

She gets to her feet and starts to roll them up.

I sigh and pick Bea up, carrying her through to my room. I need to be alone with her for a few minutes, away from that woman who can’t begin to know the pain my daughter and I are in.

I lower us both onto my bed and put her on my lap.

‘My baby.’ I rub my nose against hers. ‘My beautiful girl. Look at you. You look like a real ballerina.’ She’s still in full regalia. Palest pink from head to toe.

‘You missed it, Daddy.’

‘I know. And I’m so, so sorry. I would never, ever miss it if I could help it, but I had to take Angela to the hospital. You remember Angela? My assistant?’

‘Is she sick?’ Bea’s hand strokes my jaw, plays with my earlobe.

‘No. She’s not sick, thank God. But she’s having a baby, and she was feeling… a bit sick, earlier. So we had to go to the hospital so the doctor could check her out. But she’s fine. And so is her tiny baby.’

‘When will her baby come?’

‘In springtime. March. That’s three months from now. But she needed my help, sweetheart. I didn’t want her to go to the hospital on her own, because she was a bit scared. Otherwise I would never, ever have missed your recital.’

She’s quiet for a moment. ‘That’s okay. Did you hold her hand?’

‘I did. I squeezed it like this. She said it made her feel better.’

‘Can I show you my snowflake dance?’

‘I would love that, sweetheart. I’d love that so much.’

We walk back into the drawing room together. Saoirse’s pottering around, tidying things up. Avoiding my eyes. The yoga mats are rolled neatly by the front door. She must have borrowed them from the wellness centre.

Bea breaks the tension. ‘Daddy said I can do my snowflake dance for him.’

‘What an excellent idea!’ Saoirse’s voice is artificially high and unnecessarily enthusiastic. ‘Here, pet.’ She hands Bea a bowl. ‘Why don’t you go into the bathroom and tear up some toilet paper into tiny bits, and we can use it as your snowflakes? I’ll come and help you in a sec.’

Once Bea’s out of earshot, I take a step towards her. ‘Saoirse.’

She stands and turns to me, crosses her arms over her chest.

‘I’m sorry I overreacted when I came in.’

‘I honestly don’t know what we were doing wrong. It was just a bit of yoga. I was trying to wind her down.’

‘I know.’ A quick glance behind me, to make sure Bea’s still in the bathroom. ‘Look. I’ve had a shitty afternoon. I had to take Angela to A&E.’

‘What? Is she okay?’

‘Yes, thank God. But she’s six months pregnant, and she started bleeding. Heavily. She was fucking terrified, and her partner was stuck in Birmingham. I couldn’t let her go alone. They’re keeping her in overnight, and he turned up eventually, but the baby’s fine.’

‘That was your emergency? Why didn’t you say something?’

‘I was in a cab with her when I called you, and I didn’t want to betray her confidence.’

‘I was really cross.’ She rubs between her eyes. ‘I thought you were blowing Bea off for some stupid work emergency.’

‘I could tell. You made it pretty obvious. But Saoirse. I appreciate how fiercely protective you are of my daughter, but do not second-guess me again. I am your employer. For God’s sake, don’t presume to tell me how to behave with my own daughter.’

To her credit, she meets my eyes. ‘You’re totally right. I’m sorry. I was just gutted on her behalf. But it’s none of my business. It won’t happen again.’

‘While we’re on apologies, I owe you one for behaving like a wanker just now.’ I fiddle with the loose change in my pocket. ‘Bea’s mother was—is—a yoga queen. It’s one of the reasons she’s gone off to LA. She left me for some guy who is apparently far more enlightened and charismatic than me—her words. She’s going to help him run his holistic wellness centre. She fancies it as the next big wellness empire, I think.’

She’s staring at me. ‘They both sound horrific. They sound like they deserve each other.’

My first laugh of the day comes out as a snort. ‘That’s nice of you to say. I suspect you’re right.’

‘She told you he was more charismatic than you?’

‘I mean, I know it’s hard to imagine, but…’

She giggles. ‘Charismatic just sounds like sleazy to me. Or fake. I can’t imagine you get accused of being fake very often.’

‘Nope. Or charismatic, funnily enough. It’s just—seeing you there on the mats with Bea in your yoga gear—it pissed me off. It reminded me of her. She used to do lots of yoga with Bea, before she fucked off, and I was worried it would trigger her. So I lashed out at you, and it was unfair. I’m sorry.’

‘No lasting damage done. Would you like me to get you a drink?’

I think. ‘I would. Only if you’ll join me. I think we have a show to watch.’

She strolls into the kitchen to fetch the wine. Her yoga pants and vest top showcase her beautiful figure: long, long legs and the perfect swell of her arse beneath a narrow waist. The way those cheeks move when she walks.

A messy bun contains her dark curls and exposes the elegant curves of her neck and shoulders. I’m fucking exhausted, and I’d give anything right now to walk into the kitchen behind her, slide a hand around the dip of that waist, and lay my weary head on her shoulder.

I stand there and watch as she moves around the kitchen, grabbing a bottle of white wine from the fridge, uncorking it, pouring it into some glasses. I watch every single thing until she turns and walks back towards me. Holding out a glass. Smiling at me, any unease already forgotten.

‘Here you go, Grooge. Get this down you.’

I swill, eyes still on her. I’m too tired to make the effort to keep my walls up. Something’s shifted after the minor altercation we just had. It’s as if a little snapping feels far healthier than the polite dance we’ve been doing around each other the past couple of weeks.

‘What did you go for?’ I ask, brandishing my glass.

‘It says Meursault on the label, but I’m hoping it’s some personality in a bottle. For you, that is. I don’t need any help in that department.’

I taste. It’s excellent. Wine this good deserves food.

‘Have you eaten?’

‘No. I’ll grab something on the way home.’

‘Stay and eat with us?’

‘Bea’s eaten, actually.’

I hesitate. ‘Stay and eat with me, then?’ Too creepy. ‘The least I can do after bawling you out is feed you.’

‘Hmm.’ She narrows her eyes at me. ‘For future reference, I’m a food whore. All manner of bad behaviour can be glossed over with the promise of a good meal.’

I take a step towards her. What the hell am I doing? I’m flirting with my daughter’s beautiful nanny, for God’s sake. Is this what I’ve been reduced to? Hitting on employees because the only love in my life comes from a four-year-old, and I have neither the time, energy, nor most definitely the inclination to find anyone to fill the woman-sized gap in my existence?

‘Room service does excellent mash. And dauphinoise. And I can highly recommend the triple-cooked chips.’

She licks her lips. ‘You wouldn’t make potato-based cultural assumptions about me. Would you, Miles?’

I just stand there, the corner of my mouth tugging up into a grin.

She sighs. ‘You win. Get me some dauphinoise, and we’ll pretend your sub-par efforts at communication and your little hissy fit didn’t happen.’


CHAPTER 12
Saoirse: Tuesday 14 December



I’ve finally got around to tracking down Sandra Robson, the Front of House Manager, as Miles suggested. And when I meet her, I have to stifle a smile, because either Miles can see into my soul, or he’s totally reductionist: Sandra is basically me, a couple of decades on. She’s Irish, she’s warm and friendly, and she has dark, curly hair.

‘I wondered when you were going to come and see me!’ she exclaims when she finds us in the lobby. ‘I’ve heard a lot about you from Miles.’

It seems highly improbable that Miles would talk about me at all. ‘Have you?’

‘Oh, yes.’ She smiles. ‘You’re quite the lifesaver, according to him.’

Something about Miles calling me a lifesaver makes my chest tighten: it was probably a throwaway comment, but it gives me an idea of how desperate he must have been to find a workable solution for Bea, and how tough it must be for him, being a single parent with the weight of such a huge role on him, too.

He does a really good job. He has his moments when he lets it all get to him—last night being a case in point—but he’s a good man.

‘I’m lucky to get this gig,’ I tell Sandra, ruffling Bea’s hair. Bea’s not listening. She’s intently, and carefully, studying the decorations on the huge tree. ‘This little one is pretty cool. Aren’t you, pet?’

‘Of course she is,’ Sandra coos. ‘I’ve known her since she was a tiny baby. And she’s always been the best girl. A credit to her parents.’

I tense. It hasn’t occurred to me that Sandra would know Bea’s mum, but it makes perfect sense. I quickly change the subject. ‘And the best bit is that I’m getting to explore London at Christmas, which is a dream come true. Bea and I are having a great time together.’

‘I heard she threw up after Winter Wonderland! Poor little dote. Miles said it was a nightmare.’

A nightmare.

Not exactly how I think of it when I look back.

Did he tell you he pulled off his tops, Sandra? Did he tell you I got to see his gorgeous happy trail, and his arm muscles flexing when he stripped off? Did he tell you he peeled my sweater off me, and my t-shirt, and that when he saw me in my bra he gave me this look as if he wanted to reach around and unhook it, right there and then?

No.

Of course he didn’t.

Because for him it was just a ‘nightmare’, a messy incident with his sick little girl and his awkward new employee that may have triggered a momentary Pavlovian reaction when he saw a woman in her underwear, but which has been long forgotten.

So obviously I need to forget it too. I need to stop remembering the swell of his pecs and the golden sheen of his skin, and I need to stop lying in bed at night, imagining how it would feel to touch that skin, and to brush my lips over it (ideally when it wasn’t covered in puke).

Right.

Anyway.

‘It was a nightmare, yeah.’ I give a little laugh. ‘No more burger vans for her, eh?’

Sandra has promised us a tour of the kitchens, and this is genuinely exciting. Bea leads the way through the vast expanse of the main restaurant, where we’ve had a yummy breakfast a couple of times before going on our outings. The Montague knows how to serve up a breakfast of champions.

Breakfast service is over, and servers are clearing away dirty dishes and entire table settings, but a few guests linger over coffee. It’s a wonderful space in the front left corner of the building, with vast bay windows lining the walls and making the most of the watery winter sunshine.

‘Have you done this before?’ I ask Bea, who seems to know exactly where we’re headed.

‘Lots of times, silly!’ she says, and Sandra laughs.

‘She’s quite the favourite in the kitchens. She used to come in a lot with her mummy before lockdown.’

There it is again, and the discomfort of discussing Bea’s mum, who is clearly persona non grata where Miles is concerned, jostles for position in my conscience against curiosity. The closer I get to Bea, and the more this weird, inappropriate and addictive attraction to Miles consumes me, the more desperate I’ve found myself to learn more about Allegra.

I blurt it out. ‘What was she like?’

‘Oh, she was gorgeous.’ Sandra pulls open the kitchen door. ‘Just stunning. We all adored her. Let’s get this little one set up, and I’ll tell you all about her, if you’re curious.’ She winks. ‘Why would you not be?’

The kitchen is vast, with white-tiled floors and gleaming steel surfaces everywhere, and it’s teeming with chefs and kitchen porters carrying huge metal trays of food and dishes. It has that unmistakable industrial kitchen smell: a mixture of cooked food and steam and disinfectant.

‘This is the main kitchen,’ Sandra tells us, ‘that serves the restaurant. We have two big service kitchens for the function rooms behind this one. But over there’—she points—‘is where little Miss Bea is headed. The pastry kitchen.’

The pastry kitchen is separated from the main kitchen by a heavy fire door, and as soon as we pass through, the intensity level of the atmosphere drops and the smell improves. The heavenly smell of baking and sugar hits my nostrils. There are four chefs in the space, and they’re not racing around. One man, who’s cutting tiny star shapes out of a perfectly flat piece of dough, gives us a huge smile.

‘Bonjour, Bea! You’re just in time to make some Christmas cookies!’ He wipes his hands on his apron, holds one up and stoops so Bea can high-five him.

‘Can I help Xavier?’ she asks me. ‘I helped him before, and we made chocolate chip cookies.’

‘Go for it, pet.’ I throw Xavier a grateful smile. Miles’ decision to come back to The Montague for Christmas is growing more understandable. It’s clear the Montagues have a community around them at the hotel—a kind of found family—which must be exactly what they need at this point in their lives. It’s not just Miles and Bea here, in a vacuum. These lovely people have known Bea for a good chunk of her little life, and they can hopefully provide much-needed support and continuity.

Xavier finds Bea an apron, which swamps her, puts her kneeling on a stool, and rolls out a piece of dough for her at lightning speed. He hands her a selection of cutters. ‘What’s it going to be, Bea? Stars, like me? Or angels?’

‘Stars and angels.’ Bea wastes no time getting cutting.

‘Fantastique. We will cook them, and then we will dip them in white chocolate,’ Xavier tells her.

‘Mind if I take Saoirse off for a coffee?’ Sandra asks him.

He waves us both off. ‘Go. I want some time with my Bea.’

‘Xavier has let her help since she was two,’ Sandra confides as we walk back through the main kitchen to the restaurant. ‘He has three kids; he’s great with her.’

‘You have a lovely team,’ I say.

‘We do. We’re very lucky; the turnover overall is a lot lower than most hotels. But the Montagues are good people, and they inspire loyalty. Miles looked after everyone far better than he needed to, when the hotels closed and we got furloughed. He broke his neck to make sure everyone was okay, even though he was going through an unimaginably tough time himself.’

We take a seat in the far corner of the restaurant, at a small table in the window. The window boxes outside are studded with topiary covered in fairy lights, and beyond them, the streets of Knightsbridge are a hive of activity.

This is it. It’s my chance to ask what I want to know, and I can’t help but feel disgusted with myself, like I’m snooping into someone’s private business. Even though Google would tell me a lot of what I want to know.

When we’ve ordered our teas, I lean forward. ‘It isn’t really any of my business. But I have to admit, I’m curious about what went down with Bea’s mum. I mean—she’s such a gorgeous little girl. I’ve looked after a lot of kids, and Bea’s amazing. But even if she wasn’t—how can a mother up and leave her child and move to the other side of the world?’

Sandra settles her hands in her lap. ‘None of us really understand it. None of us know for sure. There was a lot of speculation in the tabloids that she left for a guy—that man she’s set up the yoga thing with—and that the guy didn’t want kids. But other papers said Miles wouldn’t let her take Bea. Whatever the truth is, there’s a little girl in there who’s without her mother, and there’s a parent who’s hurting.’

I haven’t thought of this—it hasn’t occurred to me that Allegra might miss Bea as much as Bea misses her. God, it’s excruciating to think of. It’s horrific to imagine the pain Bea must have been in for the past year or two.

‘But she was a good mum, when she was here?’

‘She was devoted. They were so girly together. Miles used to laugh at them. My girls, he always called them. My girls. They were always off shopping together, and scheming, and doing each other’s hair. Bea was like a little mini-me of her mum. She looks more like Miles, mind you. She has his colouring. Allegra’s very fair. Have you seen photos of her?’

‘No.’ I haven’t dared.

‘Allegra was good for Miles. She brought him out of his shell. He can be very quiet. He’s shy, of course, but he can come across as quite terse if you don’t know him. Allegra was completely the opposite. She’d drag him around the hotel, chatting to everyone. She knew everyone’s names. She was very sociable. And gorgeous. What a gorgeous-looking woman. She dazzled us all.’

Oh, God. He was shy even then, and since then he’s been abandoned and emotionally scarred and overwhelmed with single parenting, and I’ve had the nerve to wonder why he’s not skipping about like a Christmas elf who’s overdosed on cookies?

Suddenly it’s not just Bea my heart’s breaking for.


CHAPTER 13
Saoirse: Tuesday 14 December



Ican’t resist anymore. It’s time to get Uncle Google involved. For the past few weeks, I’ve held firm on googling Miles, feeling like I’d somehow be betraying his trust if I unearthed background on him from any source but Miles himself.

But chatting with Sandra has been a turning point. She mentioned how frenzied the tabloid interest had been in their split. If the rest of the world has been privy to what’s happened, it’s stupid for me to hold off.

I don’t even know why I want to know. Morbid curiosity, if I’m honest, but also an attempt to understand this man who’s getting under my skin as much as his daughter is.

Maybe learning more about his ex-wife, Bea’s mum, will help me be more sensitive regarding these two bruised, fragile people. The more knowledge I’m armed with, the less likely I am to do yoga with Bea or other stupid stunts that will trigger Bea or upset Miles unnecessarily.

And so, when I get home that night, I make myself a bowl of pasta pesto, liberally grate parmesan on top (it smells a bit like old dishcloths but I can’t see any actual mould on it yet), and pour myself a generous glass of white wine. Keeley’s babysitting tonight—she gets a lot of babysitting gigs through The Montague and they’re a great moneymaker—and our other three flatmates, all Kiwis, are out on the lash.

It’s nice and quiet, but I shut myself in my room just in case and sit on my bed, back against the wall. I open up my laptop as I shovel pasta into my mouth and start typing into the search bar. Miles Montague—pause—wife.

Oh, shit.

It’s a bloody avalanche.

Because I have no self-control, I click straight into the Images tab and I’m hit with a tile of photos of a woman who genuinely looks like an A-list celebrity. Sandra wasn’t exaggerating. She’s gorgeous. Like, Gwyneth Paltrow or Elle Macpherson-level gorgeous, with endless honey-blonde hair and an even tan that doesn’t make her look fake, just healthy and glowing. She’s on Miles’ arm in so many of the photos. And he’s smiling. Not smiling—he’s beaming. Those dimples of his have come out to play in every photo.

I don’t fall down an Allegra-and-Miles rabbit hole so much as dive in headfirst. I’m unleashed. There are so many photos and articles—of them as a couple, and as a family, and of their split.

Couple time first. There are shots of them in black tie, standing in front of those logoed meet-and-greet walls, Allegra in various sequined, spray-on dresses that are incredible on her. Her body is amazing. And Miles in tuxedos, black tie and white tie, groomed and glossy and, more often than not, smiling admiringly down at his wife. Ugh. They’re a perfect power couple.

And there are some shots of Bea. Tiny little Bea, as a toddler, with less hair, and a rounder face, and the same delicious little rosebud mouth and huge brown eyes. The three of them stand in front of a beautiful white fireplace, in a room that’s all neutrals and complementary textures, in a spread for Ok! magazine.

Allegra’s holding baby Bea in between them, her smile dazzling, her honey-coloured hair falling perfectly over a white tweed dress that’s almost certainly Chanel. And Miles leans into them, his arm tightly around Allegra. His stance says my family.

My girls.

Relief and devastation hit me in equal measure. This woman is in a different league from me. Miles is in a different league from me. When he held my hands on the ice, he was just being protective. It wasn’t meaningful to him. He was just trying to help his daughter’s useless, Bambi-like nanny out.

Allegra Montague is the kind of woman men like Miles Montague go for, and get, and I would do well to remember that, get back in my box, and stop being a total fantasist where my poor boss is concerned. If I feel a tidal wave of pity for him and Bea for having had and lost this magical, beautiful woman, then by far the best way to harness that emotion and help them out is to do my bloody job properly.

I can tell Miles is someone who doesn’t relinquish control easily, but he’s done me the enormous honour of letting me look after the most important person in his life, of putting Bea’s wellbeing in my hands for ten hours a day.

It’s unlikely he’s done so because he’s been so blown away by my competence, but because the poor guy is totally overwhelmed. He’s on work calls and answering emails whenever I see him, but it’s painfully clear how seriously he takes his parenting responsibilities. He’s split down the middle, and he’s at breaking point.

I need to focus on Bea, on preempting her needs and wants and making that little girl as happy and secure as is possible under the circumstances. If I can excel in that, then I’ll be giving Miles the best gift possible: the ability to relax, even a little, to know that his daughter is thriving and he can give himself a break. Because, God knows, that beautiful man needs a break.


CHAPTER 14
Miles: Wednesday 15 December



It’s eight o’clock. Time for Saoirse to burst through the door, all rosy, and breathless, and cheery, and radiant, and noisy, and so fucking beautiful that it takes me by surprise every single morning.

Not only is she a stunning woman, but her unwavering faith in the world and in humankind lights her up from the inside out. She touches everyone she encounters, and she has no idea. Even grumpy Bertie from the lift asks me to give her his best every time I get in.

She’s blunted the edges of my pain. Blunted isn’t the right word—she’s softened them to a gentle blur that makes the pain manageable. Because my pain has always been for Bea, not for myself, and the relief that engulfs me every time I see her with Saoirse is a tidal wave.

How we’ll ever move on from her mother leaving her, I don’t know, but I do know that taking it a day at a time, and seeing her so animated and joyous with Saoirse each day, means that day we’ve done okay. We’ve survived. And Bea has practically thrived. At present, that’s enough for me. It’s more than I could have hoped for a few months ago.

Saoirse’s light is infectious because she’s so generous with it. She shines it outwards, and it’s weaving its magic on both of us.

There she is.

The heavy door handle cranks downwards, and she appears in her ridiculous blue duffle coat that makes her look like a five-year-old, raindrops shimmering on her shoulders. She beams at Bea, and then at me, as she unfastens the large toggles and wriggles out of her coat, exposing her slender figure in a little tartan skirt and a red polo neck that hugs her incredible breasts.

It’s my favourite part of the day, when she turns up.

When she does that.

I’ve been nursing a semi pretty much continuously since I took her top off in the bathroom that night, and, unfortunately, my cock’s memory is razor sharp. I scoot my chair further under the table and spit out a curt greeting as Bea climbs down from the table and runs to her.

‘It’s lashing outside, guys!’ She pulls out a chair, settling Bea sideways on her lap, and I pick up the teapot, lay a strainer over the cup I’ve put on her place mat, and pour her a cup of tea. This is our relatively new, but already familiar, morning routine.

I’ve lingered at the breakfast table in the mornings, rather than shooting off to the office like I used to the moment she arrived. I’ve even persuaded her that The Montague’s house breakfast blend is far superior to those tea bags she carts around with her, and I’m pleased to see what an enthusiastic convert she’s been.

She pulls Bea’s bowl closer and spoons some porridge into her mouth, scraping the overspill off her lip with the side of her spoon.

‘Good girl. Yummy.’ She puts down the spoon and smooths Bea’s hair off her face. ‘You look very chic today, Bea. Nice dress.’

‘Daddy choosed it,’ Bea says with her mouth full.

Saoirse wiggles her eyebrows at me. ‘Well, Daddy’s taste in dresses is grand.’

‘Thank you. I enjoy channelling my inner four-year-old girl. Speaking of which, I need to have a word with you in private in a moment, Saoirse.’

‘In private?’ Bea whines. The kid has a hugely overactive FOMO gene. It’s the price I pay for not having given her a sibling and forcing her to spend far more time with adults than she should.

‘I need to talk to Saoirse about presents.’ I whisper the last word theatrically.

‘Oooh!’ She squirms excitedly in Saoirse’s arms. ‘Presents for Beadle?’

‘Maybe. If you’re a good girl.’

‘I am a good girl!’ She’s indignant. Then, with the random subject change small children excel at, she tells Saoirse: ‘Daddy calls me lots of silly nicknames. Beadle. Beeper. Beady.’

‘Because you have beady little brown eyes,’ I say. ‘Beamer. When you give me big smiles. Hmm. What else can we call you?’ I take a sip of coffee.

‘Beaver?’ Saoirse suggests.

Jesus.

I jerk forward. My hand shoots to my mouth to stop me ejaculating coffee, but I can’t prevent the huge snort I make.

Saoirse goes bright red. Fuchsia. ‘Oh my God,’ she says to herself, bowing her head. She takes a hasty slug of tea.

I’m still laughing when I take my hand away. ‘Delightful nickname.’

‘What’s a beaver?’ Bea asks.

Saoirse and I look at each other. She’s squirming like she wants to crawl under the table and die.

‘Um…’ she attempts.

‘A beaver is a semi-aqueous rodent,’ I tell Bea. I raise my eyebrows at Saoirse in mock disapproval. I’m really enjoying this. ‘They’re bigger than mice or rats, and they live in wetlands. And they’re very busy. Just like you. Hence the expression busy beavers.’

‘I like the name,’ Bea announces.

I grin at Saoirse. She’s put me in a seriously good mood this morning. ‘Now look what you’ve done,’ I mutter.

Unfortunately, I’m now going to spend the rest of the morning trying not to think about Saoirse’s beaver.
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SAOIRSE

I’m still obsessing over my mortifying beaver comment as Miles puts CBeebies on the TV for Bea, pulls me into his bedroom— literally, by the arm—and shuts the door.

The room smells of him, expensive and herbal and male, and his bed is unmade. Duvet cover thrown back. Sheets rumpled. One battered-looking pillow lies vertically along the centre of the bed. Almost as if he was hugging it.

He cannot sleep hugging a pillow.

He cannot.

It’s too much.

I’ll die from an emotional overload.

My heart won’t survive this.

Just the thought of him lying in this bed—naked? Does he sleep naked? Or in those sexy pyjama bottoms I saw?—is causing me to have trouble breathing in and out. I turn away from the bed, but I can hardly look him in the eye.

What is going on? Has he pulled me in here to seduce me? That arm tug was quite… alpha, actually. Understated, but commanding. Like you know you want to come into my lair with me. Maybe the beaver conversation turned him on, or got his mind going in a sexual direction?

Oh, dear Lord.

I’m sweating.

He’s looking at me strangely, as if he’s reacting to what must be a weird expression on my face.

‘So, I need your help. I’ve got her lots of American Girl stuff for Christmas, but I don’t have much for her stocking, and despite my smart comment in there, I really have no ability to channel my inner four-year-old girl. I need you to go shopping for me. Please.’

Oh, thank God. Thank God.

The presents.

Doh!

Get it together, Saoirse. The poor guy has no interest in a post-breakfast, CBeebies-enabled quickie. He’s firmly in dad mode.

Presents. Right.

I’ll just ignore the disappointed, sinking feeling in my stomach.

‘Of course,’ I say. ‘Sure. I mean—no problem. But what about Bea?’

‘I’ve booked her into The Playroom after lunch.’ He brushes his hair out of his eyes and reaches up, opening the top door of the wardrobe. ‘They’re doing cupcake decorating. It’ll be good for her to hang out with some other kids. So you’re free to shop. Right’—he pulls down a huge bag; the muscles in his shoulders and upper back flex against the perfectly crisp cotton of his shirt, and my lady parts clench in sync—‘this is what I’ve got. Have a look through so you don’t duplicate.’

He dumps the bag on the bed and I waste no time rifling through. There’s a blonde American girl doll in full equestrian regalia. She’s gorgeous. Bea is going to lose it. And a horse! Bloody hell, an actual American girl horse. And several flat boxes containing an outfit each. A beach ensemble. A nurse’s outfit—adorable. A white diamante-trimmed dress.

‘Miles! This one’s the same as her favourite dress in The Playroom!’

‘I hoped it was,’ he muttered. ‘She’s gone on about it enough.’

‘They’re all amazing. She’ll love them.’

‘I just need’—he waves his hand around—‘bits and pieces for her stocking. I’m not so good at that stuff.’

‘Give me two hours on Oxford Street.’ I beam at him. ‘And your prayers will be answered. But are you really happy for me to channel my inner four-year-old? It won’t be a classy collection. As you know’—I point my thumb in the direction of the living room—‘her tastes don’t run subtle.’

‘I know.’ He nods his head. He looks pained. ‘I want her to be happy. Do what you need to do.’


CHAPTER 15
Saoirse: Wednesday 15 December



This is the dream errand. Much as I adore Bea, it’s thrilling to be unleashed on Oxford Street, child free and in possession of Miles’ Amex. I made a list on my phone on the tube of what I need for the stocking, and I’m going to be strategic:

A couple of edible things: chocolate, or sweets.

Some pyjamas.

Perhaps a fluffy hot water bottle cover.

Fun toiletries. I’ll go to Lush and buy some bath bombs. Bubble bath from Boots.

Story books.

Cute stationery: maybe glitter gel pens and a colouring book.

Accessories: hair clips, stick-on earrings, and the like.

And the obligatory Disney Store stop, where I’ll allow myself to go a little crazy on Moana and Frozen gimmicks. Miles has asked me to get a big personalised sack that will act as a stocking. Apparently Selfridges does personalised ones, according to Keeley. I’ve never been to Selfridges—I haven’t targeted the swanky department stores much—so it’s exciting to have a valid reason to check it out.

Oxford Street is as busy as I would have expected with ten shopping days to go till Christmas. The Christmas lights flash jauntily, reflected in the shallow puddles dotting the road and pavement, and shoppers brush elbows good-naturedly.

There’s a busker outside Bond Street station doing an excellent version of Fairytale of New York, and the air vibrates with excitement and festivity. It’s crazy to think that this time last year, Oxford Street was empty. The shop fronts darkened. Perhaps just the odd bus winding its way down the traffic-free streets, carrying key workers across London. I shudder. Doesn’t bear thinking about. But how far we’ve come.

Thank God.

The afternoon speeds by productively, and the rucksack I brought fills up quickly with things that I know Miles will call ‘plastic tat’ but that Bea will go crazy for. I save Selfridges for last, but by the time I get in there, I’m so hot and laden down, and my feet are so tired, that I have to give myself a serious pep-talk to enjoy this outing and make the most of it.

Selfridges, to be fair, is spectacular. It’s everything I didn’t know I wanted from a department store. Brown Thomas in Dublin is bijoux and exclusive, and Harrods has a great warren-like layout, but Selfridges is pure wow factor.

I readjust the straps of my rucksack, hitch my coat over my shoulder bag (I stripped as soon as I came through the doors and hot air hit me in the face) and ride the amazing central escalators up from the dazzling, endless beauty hall to the Christmas shop, past giant suspended disco balls and luxurious garlands.

I’ve just placed an order for Bea’s beautiful new Santa’s sack when my phone rings. It’s Miles. My tummy does a little dance, and I put down my excess bags, rubbing my shoulder.

‘How are you getting on?’ He’s not much for small talk.

‘Grand. I’ve got all the stocking fillers. They’re just embroidering the stocking and it’ll take half an hour⁠—’

‘Are you in Selfridges?’ He’s walking and talking, breathing heavily.

‘Yep.’

‘Excellent. I’ll come and meet you, give you a hand with the bags.’

A flutter of panic hits me. I want to see him, but I don’t. It would be weird, being here with him, with no Bea to smooth over our mutual awkwardness. It always feels like he disapproves of me.

‘You don’t need to—I can see you back at⁠—’

‘It’s fine. I’ve just finished a meeting in Mayfair. I’m on Davies Street. Meet me in ten in the basement, by the booze section. I have a couple of gifts to pick up.’

By the time I get myself all the way back down to the basement on the vertiginous escalators, I’m even hotter and edging towards a full personality failure. This place is rammed. At least Miles has big muscles. He can put them to good use with the bags.

I put down my stash and pull off my jumper, tying it around my waist. That’s better.

I’m pretending to peruse four-figure magnums of champagne when there’s the lightest brush of a hand on my shoulder and he’s there.

‘Hi.’

‘Hi.’ Suddenly I’m not remotely bothered that he came to find me.

Quite the opposite.

I stare at him in wonder. His beautiful wool coat is open, his grey scarf hanging loose around his neck. Shirt and tie immaculate. He reeks of good taste and luxury, and that’s without even looking at his face. Because his face is the best part. By a mile.

He mustn’t have shaved this morning. His stubble is pushing through, just a fraction, just enough to make me want to rub my knuckles over it. Those dimples are nowhere to be seen, but the overhead lights throw shadows from his dark eyelashes across his cheekbones. He looks at me and licks his lips before casting his gaze at the bags at my feet.

‘You’ve been busy.’ He pinches the bridge of his nose.

‘Yep. It’s been productive. Have you had a tiring day?’

‘It’s fine. I need to grab some bits for my parents, and then we can get out of here. I owe you a drink for doing this.’

The panic returns. I don’t belong here with him. No one, even in my wildest fantasies, would believe we were here together in the real sense. I definitely don’t need the torture of sitting across from him and watching his Adam’s apple work as he sips a drink, while posh people judge him for being with a girl in a cheap duffle coat and ancient Zara boots.

‘You don’t need to buy me a drink. Honestly, it was fun for me to do this. I’ll just grab the sack from upstairs and then we can go.’

‘Nonsense. You’re still on the clock. I’d like to buy you a drink.’

And so I watch as he buys an eye-wateringly expensive whiskey for his dad (Scotch, of course. No English people seem to drink Irish whiskey) and some beautiful candles for his mum, from a brand I’ve never heard of, called Cire Trudon, that makes the most incredible scents. This gift floor is sublime. I could get lost in here forever. Maybe I could get a job here when Miles and Bea have gone abroad. The thought of moving on without them hurts my heart a bit, but Selfridges would soften the blow. I could⁠—

Miles interrupts my reverie. ‘Go get the sack. I’ll stay with the bags and see you on the ground floor.’

And off I run.

[image: ]


The cold air is a huge relief after the stuffiness of Selfridges, as is the fact that he insists on wearing the rucksack (even though it looks grubby and awful against his smart clothes) and taking the majority of the carrier bags. I swing my arms as I walk.

‘I hate Oxford Street,’ Miles comments as we stroll.

‘I like it. It’s fun and… atmospheric. And huge.’

‘It’s garish and tacky and commercialised. Selfridges is the only reason I ever brave it.’

We cut away from Oxford Street within seconds, walking down an elegant street of glossy shop fronts and stylish restaurants. It’s a world away from the Disney Store and Primark.

‘This is pretty. What street is it?’

‘North Audley. Have you explored this area much?’

‘Not at all.’ I lengthen my strides to keep up with him. Somehow, I feel like a child when I’m with him.

‘This is Mayfair, essentially. A bit nicer than Oxford Street.’ He turns to me and winks, and the shock of it nearly makes me trip.

Wink again, please, Miles.

‘Where are we going?’

‘To Claridges. I thought you might like it, given your obsession with all things Christmas.’

There’s something about the idea of Miles picking out a venue because he thinks I’d like it, combined with the allure of that iconic name, Claridges, that makes me feel as though I wouldn’t change places with a single human being on this planet right this minute.

My smile appears and stretches across my face of its own accord, and in response, his face softens from its usual impatience to something more… tender? Patient, anyway. I launch into what’s practically a skip.


CHAPTER 16
Saoirse: Wednesday 15 December



Claridges is even grander than I’ve expected, its front porch bearing the weight of a cluster of Christmas trees, monochrome chequered flags waving majestically, and a lobby inside with the glossiest, dreamiest black and white chequered floor. It’s timeless, and it hums with decades of glamour and stories and fabulous guests.

In the bar, Miles greets the barman with uncharacteristic warmth and orders two glasses of champagne.

‘That okay?’ He pulls a low chair out for me and I sink into it with a groan, tugging off my coat. He glances down my body before quickly averting his eyes and throwing his outdoor clothing onto a spare chair.

‘Lovely,’ I say. ‘You seem to know the competition well.’

‘Always. It’s a small world at the top of the hotel industry. My parents used to drag us relentlessly round the best hotels in London so they could check out what everyone else was doing.’

‘Did you always know you wanted to take over from them?’

He cocks his head and considers. I feel like even more of an imposter here than I did in Selfridges, but I push the feeling firmly down. I’m with Miles Montague, who’s presumably one of the hottest and most eligible entrepreneurs in London, and right now, I have him to myself. So all the gorgeous women out there who’ve set their sights on him will have to wait.

Enjoy it, I tell myself sternly. Loosen up and enjoy this for what it is: a pleasant, friendly drink with your generous, and impossibly gorgeous, boss. The champagne arrives, and I take a sip. It’s cold and refreshing and delicious.

‘I was always interested,’ he says slowly. ‘They would have been pissed off if I hadn’t wanted to take over, yes, but I wanted it enough that I didn’t feel pressured. To be honest, I was itching to get my hands on our hotels business before I even left uni. There were too many things I disagreed with them on.’

‘Really? Like what?’ I lean forward, clasp my hands over my knees.

‘They were old-fashioned. Not in terms of aesthetics, but thinking. They were good at investing in what they saw as the showpieces: bars and restaurants. They didn’t see the wellness trend coming, not even when it was firmly established. I had to push them.

‘But the main trend we disagreed on was couples versus families. Take the Montague. It’s always been a family hotel, but families with a large travel budget want more. They don’t just want a babysitter; they want their kids to have as good a time as them and they want to spend quality time together. My parents lost that traffic because they rested on their laurels.’

‘Was The Playroom your idea?’

‘Yeah.’ He grins. ‘First thing I did when I took over the reins. They thought I was insane, giving that gorgeous corner of the hotel over to kids. But we’ve reaped the rewards.’

‘It’s an amazing space. So, you came up with that even before you were a dad yourself?’

He shrugs. ‘It’s not rocket science. You just have to look around you. Pay attention. And stay humble. I’m not sure my parents were very good at the latter. Oh, and never, ever get comfortable. Which leads me to ask you: what are we missing?’

He’s talking to me like an equal, for probably the first time. It’s heady stuff. No wonder he gets model-grade women. No wonder he’s the CEO of a super-successful global hotel chain. Right now, I’d do whatever he said. Whatever he wanted.

The weight of his attention goes to my head a little, and it gives me the confidence to answer as if he’s seriously asking, as if he’s really interested in my reply. And so I tell him about my experiences in The Playroom, and my suggestion that the hotel has so much behind-the-scenes magic to offer the children of VIP guests, based on Bea’s morning in the pastry kitchen. And he listens. He listens and interjects and asks questions and even pulls out his phone to take notes.

And all the while, the warm glow of his conversation and proximity and of the champagne grows, and a bubble of happiness expands inside me, and when he laughs and flashes his dimples just for me, I consider how easy and yet insane and inappropriate and impossible it would be to climb onto his lap and tuck my head into the crook of his neck and put my hand on one of those firm, hairy pecs that I haven’t remotely been able to forget.

My thoughts must be showing on my face, because he frowns at me.

‘Are you all right?’

‘I’m fine.’ I blush. Put down my glass. ‘Just hot. It’s boiling in here, isn’t it?’ I reach down for the hem of my polo neck, which I put back on before we left Selfridges but which is far too hot to wear in here, and pull it off in one move. And when I get it off and blow my hair away from my face, his gaze slides up to my face, as if it’s been somewhere else entirely, and he squirms in his chair, and grimaces as if he’s in pain, and crosses his legs.

‘It is hot.’ He tugs at his tie to loosen it and undoes the top button of his shirt, and damned if my jaw doesn’t fall open at the tiniest glimpse of his collarbones. I look down at my lap in embarrassment. My skirt really is quite short when I’m sitting down like this, even though I have opaque tights on. I tug it down and pat it and avoid his eyes while he flags down a server.

‘Two more,’ he says. Excellent. Because another glass of champagne is going to do wonders for my soaring libido and ability to hold myself together in front of this man.

And then I start babbling. ‘This is the problem at this time of year. Layers. You have to wrap up so warm outside, and then the shops and hotels are sweltering, and you have to strip off as soon as you get inside. Not strip off. I mean—that would be inappropriate, obviously—but remove layers. And then you’re trying to shop with your arms full of coats and scarves.’ I pause and shake my head primly. ‘It’s a nightmare.’

‘Indeed.’ He frowns. He still looks like he’s in pain.

‘You know, Miles.’ I’ll do anything, now, to keep the conversation flowing and avoid thinking about how much I would like to undo the rest of those shirt buttons, and why, if I’m so hot in here, my nipples are now pinched to the point of pain under my t-shirt and my bra. Anything. I push on.

‘I’m not trying to angle for overtime, but while you have me, you should make good use of me.’

Oh, good Lord.

Not the right turn of phrase at all.

His eyes widen.

‘I mean,’—I wipe my forehead with the back of my hand—‘you should get me to do some babysitting. It’s Christmas. I’ve been working for you for two weeks and you haven’t been out at all. Unless you have a secret babysitter who comes in after I leave, obviously. But you seem to work so hard. You should let your hair down. Go out for some festive drinks. Go on a date.’

Shut up, Saoirse. Shut up!

‘I don’t date.’ His reply is like whip lash.

‘Sorry, it’s none of my business. I shouldn’t have said that—you don’t?’

‘I don’t have time. I seem to have a pattern of attracting high-maintenance women. And I have a high-maintenance career and a daughter who deserves a lot more of me than she gets. So the dating will have to wait.’

‘It’s just’—I rub the back of my neck, which is sweating under my hair. He glances at my chest and then whips his head around to look over in an entirely different direction.

I try again. ‘I’m sure you could do with some adult company. You know, apart from the people you work with. I don’t really count. You could go out for a few beers with your friends. Or your brothers. Or, I don’t know, go on Tinder.’

His eyebrows rise. ‘Tinder? Would you go on Tinder?’

‘God, no, but⁠—’

‘Exactly. I think I’ll stick with celibacy and Peppa Pig of an evening. But thanks for the concern, Saoirse.’

He picks up his fresh glass of champagne and sits back in his chair, surveying me with what looks like amusement.

Great. Now he’s gone and said my name in that sexy, clipped, even tone. And he’s used the word celibacy. It’s such a loaded concept: it smacks of him being all puritanical and self-controlled and self-denying, and it’s hot as hell, because he is a ride; he is the biggest fucking ride I’ve seen on either side of the Irish Sea, and it is such a waste that he’s not sharing himself with any women at the moment (particularly me). It’s such a bloody travesty. It’s such a waste.

‘It’s such a waste.’

‘What?’ It comes out like a laugh, and he sits forward.

I’m instantly scarlet. Oh, God. ‘I mean. Because you’re, you know. A good-looking guy. You’re a catch. Objectively. I just feel bad for the women who are… who are your type, who are being deprived of dates with you.’

He doesn’t take his eyes off me. He’s enjoying this. He definitely has a sadistic streak.

‘Being deprived of dates with me? Or sex?’

‘I don’t know.’ I shrug sulkily. I’m furious at myself for being such a total idiot. ‘You’re the one who brought up sex, or the lack of it. All I said was that you should go on a date.’

His mouth twists. Dimples, dimples, stay away. Come out to play another day.

‘What are you doing Friday night?’

‘Me? What?’ I’m seriously sweating now; I’ll have damp patches under my arms any second now. Really attractive, Saoirse. But he’s looking at me in this intense way, and he’s rolling the stem of his champagne flute between his fingers, and I stare at his hands to avoid looking at his face. His fingers are manly, but long. Strong. Elegant.

God.

‘Would you like to come on a date with me and Bea on Friday?’

‘I. Um.’

‘Don’t worry. I won’t try anything funny. Bea can be our chaperone. I’ve been meaning to ask you to join us, actually. As our guest, not our nanny. It’s about an hour outside of London, at a resort called Sorrel Farm. It’s an afternoon and evening thing, a family party. I think you’d like it. It’s a stunning venue—a friend of mine runs it. Evelyn.

‘And Siobhan will be there; she’s doing all the event planning. You might find it inspiring. Oh, and it saves me having to drag along some high-maintenance pain in the arse who doesn’t like kids as my date.’

Another wink. And a pseudo date. And the suggestion that he’s thought hard about how much I’d enjoy this event.

I may actually have a heart attack.


CHAPTER 17
Saoirse: Wednesday 15 December



‘Keeley. I am a total fucking liability to myself, and you should just kill me now and put me out of my misery.’

Keeley sloshes some more Oyster Bay into my glass. I’ll have a headache tomorrow, but carrying on drinking after my little interlude at Claridges seems the sensible thing to do right now.

‘Is this about your man? Miles-I’m-a-ride-Montague?’

‘Yep.’ I press my forehead to my glass.

‘Oh, jeez. What did you do?’

‘He asked me to go Christmas shopping for Bea this afternoon and⁠—’

‘I wondered why she was in The Playroom.’

‘Yeah. Anyway, he met up with me afterwards and took me for a couple of glasses of champagne in Claridges.’

‘You know most women would give a kidney to go on a date with Miles Montague, right? You lucky bitch.’ Keeley puts the bottle back in the fridge and takes out some packs of stir-fry vegetables and chicken strips.

‘It wasn’t a date, smart-ass. But the conversation may have got a little out of hand, and I may or may not have blurted out that it was a waste, when he told me he doesn’t date.’

Keeley snorts. ‘You’re a class act, you know that? Here.’

She passes me the chicken strips, and I turn the wok on high and slosh in some oil.

‘I know.’ I groan. ‘But it all just went to my head—the champagne, and being there with him, and I wasn’t exactly monitoring my internal filter. I suggested he should go on Tinder.’

‘Oh, God! You are horrifying.’

‘I know, okay?’ I add the chicken strips. They make a satisfying sizzling noise as they hit the pan. I poke at them carefully with the spatula. ‘I wasn’t thinking with my head, all right?’

‘You were thinking with your vagina. I understand. My vagina gets very vocal around that man, too. Look, it’s understandable to have a raging crush on him. You wouldn’t be normal if you didn’t. But you don’t like him, do you?’

I let my breath whoosh out of me. ‘Here’s the thing. It’s hard being around him all day, because he’s so bloody gorgeous. I mean, he’s such a ride. It’s ridiculous. As you say, anyone would fancy him.

‘But I’m in this fucked-up position where I get to see him up close, at home. I see him in his pyjamas, drinking his morning coffee, I see him cuddling Bea and cleaning up her puke.’ And taking off my clothes to facilitate said cleaning up process. ‘It’s intimate. I know I’m—I know I’m nothing to him. But it feels like we’re a little family, sometimes. Y’know?’

‘Woah.’ Keeley comes over to inspect the chicken and chucks in the pack of vegetables. ‘Careful, love.’ Her eyes are wide with concern. She’s a straight-talking Cork girl who does not pull her punches, and I flinch in expectation that this could hurt.

‘Listen to me. You are not his family. He and Bea are in a whole world of pain; you’ve said so yourself. And he’s unlikely to let anyone else in easily. Even someone as obnoxiously gorgeous as you.’

‘I know.’ To my horror, pressure builds behind my eyes. ‘You’re right, of course.’

‘They’re lucky to have you. God knows, they deserve a break. You’re doing a great job with Bea. She was on flying form today; couldn’t stop talking about you and all the stuff you’ve been doing together. But that’s your job. And that’s where it ends. With her. Not with him.’

I blow out slowly through my mouth.

‘With her. Got it. Focus on my little Bea; pretend the hot dad doesn’t exist. It’s just… there’s something there, you know. Between us. A chemistry. I swear he keeps checking out my boobs.’

Keeley laughs. ‘Of course he does! He’s male, and it sounds like he hasn’t been laid in a while, and your rack is perfection, damn you. You’re a beautiful girl, and he’d have to be blind not to notice.’ She takes a sip of her wine. ‘Why doesn’t he date? Did he tell you?’

‘He said he tends to attract high-maintenance women, and that he doesn’t have time for them, that Bea’s his priority.’

‘He’s a good dad; I’ll give him that.’

‘He said he’d rather be celibate. I swear, it made me want to get on my knees there and then. That may have been when I let it slip that it was such a waste.’

Keeley puts down her glass and presses her fist to her mouth. She’s shaking.

‘You are one crazy woman. I wonder if the poor guy knows how close he came to getting a blow job in Claridges. Please, for everyone’s sakes, leave the blessed man alone and just do what he’s hired you to, which means looking after his daughter so he can get on with his life.’

‘Message received. I’ll deal with it.’

‘Unless—you don’t want to save him, do you? I know you, Saoirse. You’re a softie. Miles is a lovely-looking guy whose wife abandoned him and their daughter. It’s a sob story if I ever I heard one, and you wouldn’t be the first woman to fall for a broken man. Especially one who looks like that.’

‘I don’t want to save him.’ It’s true. I wouldn’t presume to believe I could ever fill the hole Bea’s mum left in their lives. That would be laughable. Practically blasphemous. Especially now I’ve seen the photos of them together, and heard from Sandra how much Allegra complemented Miles, and how widely adored she was. ‘I just want to jump him,’ I add flippantly.

Keeley rubs my back as she crosses the kitchen. ‘You should probably forget about doing either. I don’t want you to get hurt.’

Keeley’s right.

I need to get a grip on these feelings I have for Miles: not just the lust, which is about as straightforward and frustrating as a scratch that needs to be itched. But I need to put aside the pangs I get when he pours me a cup of tea in the morning, when I acknowledge that The Montague blend is indeed delicious and he smiles with pleasure, when his dimples flash and he gets out of his own way enough to tease me.

I need to stop letting Miles Montague get under my skin.

‘I won’t get hurt. But he did invite me to a thing with him and Bea on Friday night. He said he wants me to go along as their friend, not their nanny.’

Keeley’s eyebrows shoot up. ‘What kind of thing? Where?’

‘Sorrel Farm? He said it’s about an hour outside of London.’

‘Oh, I’ve heard of it. It’s supposed to be amazing. It’s in Kent, I think. Do you know what the format is?’

‘I’m pretty sure he said it’s a family Christmas thing… late afternoon into evening? It won’t be a late one if Bea’s with us.’

Keeley pulls her phone out of her back pocket and types.

‘Here you go. It’s really a gorgeous place.’

I take the phone. Wow. Wow. Sorrel Farm looks like heaven. The carousel on the homepage scrolls to show beautiful barns, endless fields, and chic interiors shots. I want to crawl into the place in the photos and never leave. Suddenly the feeling of unease and yearning and disappointment that’s been crawling over me since I got home subsides.

This is going to be the best non-date ever.


CHAPTER 18
Saoirse: Thursday 16 December



Whatever tiny shift I might have imagined as having taken place between me and Miles over drinks, he seems oblivious when I show up the next morning. It’s Groundhog Day. He greets me curtly, pours out my tea and does his best to disengage from my conversation with Bea.

Only when I grill him on this Sorrel Farm party does he warm up.

‘What’s the party for?’

‘It’s a Christmas celebration for friends of the farm—guests and members and people they know. They had to cancel it last year, but we went a couple of years ago. They put on a great show.’

Bea pipes up. ‘Did I go?’

‘Yes, we went with Mummy.’

With Mummy. I swallow.

‘Will Father Christmas be there?’

‘I’m not sure, baby, but they’ll have a choir, I think. And some fun games. And lots of yummy food. Zoe, their founder and chef, is amazing.’ He turns to me. ‘And my friend, Evelyn, who’s their Commercial Director, is the ex-wife of Seb Macleod. Know him?’

I let out a laugh. He’s kidding, right? ‘Er, yeah, he made it to Ireland.’ My mum has all of Seb Macleod’s cook books. I didn’t click that Miles’ friend Evelyn is Evelyn Macleod, Seb’s beautiful ex-wife. The scandal made it to Ireland, too. Seb coming out as gay in the tabloids a few years ago, and them getting divorced. I eye Miles. I would have guessed he’d run in some swanky circles, but this is beyond exciting.

‘Seb should be there, and his husband, Gino. It’s a good laugh.’

For Miles to describe anything as a good laugh, it must be bloody amazing.

‘How do you know them?’

He waves a hand dismissively. ‘Business. Seb’s done his fair share of events here. And Allegra and I used to see them socially.’

Did they, now? ‘Will there be celebrities there, then?’

‘Probably. They have a pretty loyal fan base.’

‘Do you know what the dress code is?’ I’ve been low-level stressing about this since I looked up Sorrel Farm last night, and that stress is rapidly rising.

He frowns. ‘From memory, it’s outdoors first and then indoors for food. So a smart dress, but wrap up warm. And wear boots. That okay?’

‘That’s fine,’ I squeak. Great. That sounds like two totally different events with separate clothing requirements.

Fuck.

I’ll have to wear my old but safe black wrap dress, probably. Unless one of my flatmates has something better. I’ll figure it out.
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Bea and I spend the afternoon at The Playroom, using acrylic pens and tiny star stickers on old jars to create festive tea light holders. Bea does a great job. Her jar is so pretty. She definitely has artistic flair. At five o’clock, just as I’m thinking about getting her upstairs to tidy up before tea, I have a text from Miles.

How soon can you get back to the room? There’s someone I want you to meet.




Hmm. I type back.

Up in five.




My curiosity is piqued. But when I open the door to the penthouse, I’m unprepared to see Miles standing in the middle of the living room, holding a glass of champagne. He looks as animated as I’ve ever seen him, probably because he’s talking to the most immaculate blonde.

She’s dressed head to toe in cream silk, and her platinum hair is coiffed to perfection. She’s like a creature from another era, and she’s stunning. Miles says something to her and she throws her head back and laughs. She’s vaguely familiar. Is Miles dating her? Is she famous?

I’m aware of a flush coming up my body. I stand there like an idiot for a second before the woman turns and throws us a dazzling smile, opening her arms.

‘Bea!’ she says. ‘Come here! Just look at you!’

And Bea runs into them for a hug.

Miles is still grinning. ‘Saoirse. Meet a very old friend of mine, Astrid Carmichael. Astrid, this is our nanny, Saoirse.’

Oh. Of course. She’s Astrid Carmichael, the fashion designer. I follow her on Instagram. She’s amazing, and right now she’s every inch the face of her luxury brand.

Another of Miles’ friends? Dear God.

But as Astrid comes to shake my hand, I’m practically blinded by the flash of diamonds on her fingers. Oh, good. They look like engagement rings. Wedding rings.

‘I asked Astrid to come over.’ Miles sticks his hand in his pocket. ‘I. Um. I hope you don’t mind, but I didn’t want you worrying about the dress code for tomorrow. You seemed a little stressed about it earlier. I thought maybe you could borrow a sample from Astrid.’

A sample? From Astrid Carmichael’s collection of zillion-pound dresses? Oh, shit. I back away.

‘Oh, no. Oh, no. You don’t need to do that. Honestly. It sounds like it’s going to be muddy, and…’

‘Don’t stress.’ Astrid puts her glass down on the coffee table. ‘They’re samples. They hang on a rail in my studio, being ignored. It’s no hardship for me to have someone who looks like you walking around in my dresses.’

Someone who looks like me?

Astrid turns, and I become aware that there are some bulky black garment bags lying on the sofa.

‘You were so right, Miles. Scarlet is the perfect colour for her. She is gorgeous.’

Miles told Astrid that scarlet would suit me? This is getting weirder and weirder. I turn and gape at him.

He glances at me briefly and then mutters into his glass. ‘I just told Astrid you wear red a lot.’

Okay, then.

Astrid rummages in one of the garment bags while Bea peers in. ‘Miles thought you were a size ten, and it looks like he was spot on.’

Miles has been sizing me up? My flush is deepening. I can’t even look at him.

Does he know my bra size, too?

‘Be a darling, Miles, and put the clothes somewhere we can try them on?’

Miles springs into action at Astrid’s command, gathering both huge bags up flat in his arms, and carrying them into the spare room like a straight-backed butler. Astrid winks at me.

‘Come on. Let’s go have some fun. Bea? You want to come and help Saoirse pick out a party dress?’

The dresses are amazing. Astrid has brought eight different ones, in black, forest green, off-white (on a farm? No way) and, my favourite, scarlet. She’s also brought the most enormous faux-fur black coat. It’s so snuggly that Bea instantly bends over the bed to lay her face on it and strokes it like a pet. She has the right idea.

Astrid gets to work, unzipping the dresses as I strip down to my underwear.

‘Shall we try the scarlet first?’ she asks. ‘If Miles was right, and it is your favourite?’

‘He’s right.’ I sigh. ‘I wear red every day in winter. I feel so flat without it.’

‘If I had your colouring, I’d wear red every day too. Here you go.’ Astrid bends and holds the dress open so I can step into it, and then she zips up the back. The sensation of the silk against my skin is incredible, weighty but slinky. I swish a little, and Bea’s face lights up.

‘Saoirse’s so pretty!’

‘She is,’ Astrid agrees. ‘Miles was right.’ She winks, and my tummy does another little flip. I can’t ignore this, can’t miss this opportunity for an insight into the weird and wonderful workings of Miles’ mind. I turn my head away from Bea and whisper.

‘What did he say, exactly? About me?’

Astrid gently gathers up my hair and puts it over one shoulder so she can fasten the tiny covered buttons at the back of my neck.

‘He called me this morning and asked me to do him a favour and lend you a dress. But he said I wouldn’t regret it; that you were a knockout.’

A knockout.

Good Lord.

The flipping in my stomach moves further south to between my legs. That phrase is so strong coming from Miles, who seems detached from everything. The fact that he could see me every day, in my cheap clothes and old tights, and actually conclude that I’m in any way a knockout, is so odd, and so unbelievable, and so utterly captivating that I feel light-headed.

‘Oh my God,’ I whisper. ‘I mean—I’m sure he was just being polite.’

‘I doubt that very much, somehow,’ Astrid says quietly and slowly, in a tone I would use with Bea if she was being obtuse. ‘Is there a mirror in here?’

I lead her into the huge marble ensuite that has so many mirrors that instantly I’m reflected back at myself to infinity: a glorious red flourish amid the white and grey and glass. I twirl in the dress. It is beautiful. So beautiful. It’s by far the most exquisite thing I’ve ever had on my body. It could have been made for me.

The heavy silk glides over me, miraculously skimming my boobs and hips while fitting perfectly on the waist. There’s a light, gathered bodice that disappears into the high neck, and long sleeves, also in the lighter material. It flares out from the hips, ending just below my knee. It’s ladylike yet festive. It’s spectacular. I can definitely face the great and good of Sorrel Farm in this.

I finger the fabric. ‘What kind of silk is this?’

‘It’s a heavyweight crêpe de chine, lined in the same fabric for extra weight. The bodice and sleeves are georgette. It works brilliantly for winter.’ Astrid stands behind me and folds her arms. ‘It really does look fabulous on you.’

‘Thank you so much for letting me borrow it. I’ll guard it with my life, I promise.’

‘It’s my pleasure. I sponsor the winter party at Sorrel Farm, you see, so tomorrow’s a bit of a showcase for my brand. So I’m thrilled to have as many guests as possible walking around in my clothes. It’s great publicity for us. Let me fetch the coat.’

She comes back with the coat. Bea’s still attached to it, holding it against her face.

I squat down. ‘Do you like that, Beadle? Isn’t it soft?’

‘It’s so soft,’ Bea says in a tone of wonder. ‘It’s like a teddy bear.’

‘Let’s see if Saoirse looks like a teddy bear in it.’ Astrid holds it out behind me and I thread my arms through the sleeves and yank it on. It’s enormous. Dreamy.

‘I look like Cruella—in the most fabulous way.’

‘No puppies were harmed in the making of this,’ Astrid drawls. ‘You’ll need it if you’re standing outside for a few hours. Now, do you have some boots you can wear with it?’

‘I do.’ I have my black shearling-lined Dubarry boots that Mam and Da gave me last Christmas. They’ll be perfect.

I eye Astrid up in the mirror. ‘You remind me of someone so much. An old movie star. It’s driving me crazy.’ I bend my head and squeeze my eyes shut to visualise. ‘I’ve got it! Baroness Schraeder from The Sound of Music. I think it’s the outfit—you look just like her.’

‘That’s spot-on,’ Astrid says, ‘because she’s on every single mood board I create. She’s fabulous. Now, Bea.’ She bends down. ‘I brought a big bag of clothes that Tabby’s outgrown. There’s a coat like this in there, but in pale pink. Maybe you can wear it tomorrow. Do you want to run and try it on?’

‘OMG.’ Bea takes off at a sprint, as Astrid helps me off with the coat and unzips the back of the dress.

‘Do you want to show Miles?’ she asks.

‘Oh. No, God, no. He can see it tomorrow.’ I have no intention of doing some forced fashion parade for Miles. That would just be wrong.

‘Quite. Make an entrance when you’ve done your hair and makeup.’ Astrid goes to the door and shouts. ‘Miles? Can you call someone up to help me down with this stuff?’

She shuts the door and takes the dress off me. Drapes it back on its hanger and hangs it on the wardrobe door, as I pull my t-shirt back on.

‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’ Astrid pats me on the shoulder. ‘You really will be a knockout.’
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MILES

I help Astrid downstairs myself.

‘Thanks for doing that.’ I manoeuvre the garment bags onto one arm and press the lift button for the lobby.

‘My pleasure.’ She checks her reflection in the lift’s mirror. ‘You were right. She’s stunning. And very sweet. Wait till you see her in it tomorrow.’

I look down at the garment bags. Say nothing.

‘I’ll tell you now,’ Astrid says conversationally, ‘if that dress ends up on your bedroom floor tomorrow night, make sure you hang it up nicely for me. Okay?’

Blood rushes to my head as I jerk it up to look at her. It’s the visual she’s painted: it’s so real.

A scarlet silk dress billowing to the floor.

And Saoirse.

In my room, in her underwear.

On my bed, naked.

I inhale harshly, my nostrils flaring as I attempt to get my flash of arousal under control.

‘Fuck’s sake, Astrid. Not going to happen. She’s my employee. I’m not planning on fucking Bea’s nanny.’

‘She’s lovely. And you two can hardly look each other in the eye, for Christ’s sake. I wasn’t born yesterday. You could cut the tension in there with a knife. I saw the look on her face when she came in and saw me with you. Utter desolation.’ She nods her head for emphasis.

‘Just because you and Gray are obscenely loved-up,’ I mutter, ‘doesn’t mean you have to match-make everyone else around you.’

‘No.’ Her voice is mild. ‘But there’s no one I’d rather see happy than you, Miles.’


CHAPTER 19
Saoirse: Friday 17 December



It’s the day of the Sorrel Farm party, and Bea and I spend a good part of it getting ready. I can’t put my finger on why I’m so jittery, so full of nervous excitement. It’s a combination of knowing the party is a big deal, having such an incredible dress to wear, and being aware of the fact that, at some point, Miles has started noticing me.

Being aware may be an understatement. I have obsessed, non-stop, since Astrid’s visit last night.

Miles called me a knockout.

He knows my favourite colour.

He knows what size I am.

I’m not invisible to him.

I’m building this up into something it’s not, because I’m conscious of him every minute of the day, but it’s better than nothing. Whatever his feelings are for me, I’ll take them.

I did a conditioning treatment and blow-dried my hair thoroughly this morning so my baby hairs lie flat and sleek and don’t fly around my face. My flatmate Becky, who spent a few years as a hairdresser in New Zealand, packed me off with a box of heated rollers this morning, giving me a demonstration on how to use them. I put them in my hair when we’re back from the park and add a couple on top of Bea’s head, because her FOMO kicks in as soon as she sees them.

Miles has warned me to be ready for three o’clock sharp. By two forty-five, Bea and I have matching red nails and are both wearing our scarlet party dresses. Bea’s comprises red tulle over a stiff skirt, with gold sparkles all over. She looks like a doll and she’s thrilled with herself.

My hair has miraculously settled into loose, glossy curls and I’ve taken more care over my makeup than on any occasion in recent history. Scarlet lips, at Becky’s insistence during our detailed and excited debrief last night. I keep my eye makeup simple to balance out my mouth: creamy eyeshadow and a classic flick in black liner. Gold hoop earrings. I suspect Astrid will approve. A final check in the mirrored bathroom confirms I will do this glorious dress justice.

We’ve already laid my sleepwear out on the spare room bed. I’m staying here tonight, because we have The Nutcracker matinee tomorrow. Bea is so excited that I’m sleeping over, bless her.

We waltz to Last Christmas to kill time. I’m afraid to sit down in this dress, though it will probably get creased in the car, anyway. I’m twirling a breathless and hugely excited Bea around the living room when Miles comes in.

He shuts the door and stops, the hand holding his phone dropping slackly to his side. His gaze travels the length of my body before making eye contact with me.

‘Wow.’

‘Daddy!’ Bea runs towards him, and he bends to grab her and swings her up in the air.

‘Look at you, princess! You. Are. Beautiful.’ Bea snuggles into him, and he punctuates his words with kisses on Bea’s cheek before he resumes staring at me.

‘You look beautiful, too.’ His words tell me he’s just being polite. He told Bea she looked beautiful, and he’s used the same phrase for me. Playing it safe?

But his eyes tell a different story.

It’s almost as if he can’t believe I scrub up well. He looks transfixed.

‘Thank you.’ I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear, rooted to the ground.

He blinks and bumps Bea higher on his hip. ‘Great dress. Astrid’s a superstar. Right, princess. You come with me.’

He strides across the suite with Bea in his arms. ‘I’m going to get changed. We leave in five,’ he says over his shoulder.
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Sorrel Farm is a veritable winter wonderland. It couldn’t be more different from the Winter Wonderland in Hyde Park. This is what the phrase is supposed to mean! This is authentic. Wondrous.

The magic began as soon as Dave pulled into the driveway. The car was flagged down by an elf, who gestured for him to wind the window down.

‘Welcome to Sorrel Farm! Do we have any children in this car?’

‘We certainly do, mate.’ Dave lowered the back window as Bea giggled in her car seat.

‘Merry Christmas!’ The elf beamed at her and stretched over me, handing Bea an ornate golden key. ‘You’ll need this to get into the Walled Garden. You take good care of it, now, you ‘ear me?’

‘I will!’ Bea shouted.

Now we’re in the Walled Garden, thanks to Bea’s key, and it is spectacular. The ancient walls are illuminated, the fruit trees up-lit and bedecked with fairy lights. A long bar, dressed as if it’s part of an old Christmas market, is off to our left. A colourful, wintry throng of guests is in the foreground and people are hugging, laughing and drinking. It’s magic.
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Miles is being very… attentive. He’s introduced me to everyone as just Saoirse, not as Bea’s nanny. He’s stuck to me like glue, his hand hovering lightly on my back as he ushers me through the crowds, and just now, he held my hand as we walked through a muddy patch.

Just like when we were ice-skating, I couldn’t feel the warmth of his skin through both our gloves, but I could feel the delicious firmness of his grip. The problem with little gestures like that is that when I don’t have them, am not near him, I crave them, but as soon as he throws me a bone, I get greedy.

I want more.

We’re queuing at the outdoor bar when a man’s voice shouts, ‘Montague!’

Miles lights up. ‘Mate!’ He throws his arms around a good-looking, dark-haired man and gives him a good bro-hug, before disentangling himself and kissing the woman with him. He turns to me.

‘Saoirse, meet Jack and Emmy Fisher. Jack, Emmy, this is Saoirse. Ladies, why don’t you take the kids over there? Jack and I will queue for the drinks.’

I make my way out of the queue, gripping Bea’s hand firmly. Emmy follows me. She has an utterly adorable little toddler boy on one hip, and she holds hands with a dark-haired girl who has a few years on Bea. She addresses Bea first.

‘Hi Bea! Do you remember me? I’m Emmy, and this is Bertie and Mia. You came and played in our pool with us in the summer, remember? We had a doughnut floaty.’ She touches Bea gently on the noise.

‘Oh, yeah!’ Bea’s shyness is forgotten. ‘We had a water fight!’

‘We did!’ Emmy smiles at her. She’s so beautiful; she looks like Rachel McAdams. ‘You soaked your daddy, you little monkey, remember? And you played with Mia on the climbing frame.’

She straightens up. ‘Bea’s such a sweetie. She and Mia got on so well in the summer. Mia really mothered her. You guys must come down again over Christmas. Are you Miles’ girlfriend?’

I wish. It’s a thrill just to be asked that question, even if the answer is a big fat negative. ‘No.’ I smile at Emmy. ‘I’m the nanny, actually. Miles is being very kind; he let me tag along today because he knew what a kick I’d get out of seeing this place. It’s so amazing.’

‘Isn’t it? The first time I came here, it was for the Christmas party too, and I was so heartbroken over Jack. That was pretty much exactly two years ago, in fact. Anyway, I had a chat with a lovely guy here—Evelyn’s husband, Angus, and he gave me a pep talk about how fortune favours the brave, and, well, Jack and I ended up together.’

I gasp. ‘That’s an amazing story. So romantic. And then, you had this little one?’ I stroke the little boy in Emmy’s arms under his chin. He’s such a beautiful kid, with huge, dark eyes.

‘Not quite.’ Emmy grimaces. ‘It wasn’t that tidy. I was pregnant with Bertie when I met Jack. He was my boss. Yep,’—catching my expression—‘not ideal. But we got there in the end, and he legally adopted Bertie as soon as we got married. I’m so lucky I met him. Mia’s Jack’s with his ex-wife. They’ve got four kids. And I’m pregnant again. It seemed to make sense to actually make a baby together.’

‘Wow.’ I laugh. ‘Congratulations. Sounds like there are a few stories there, all right.’

‘You can say that again.’ Emmy rolls her eyes, but she pats her stomach, which sticks out from under her coat very slightly.

‘So Jack was your’—I glance down at Bea and lower my voice—‘boss? Were you his nanny?’

‘God, no. He has a non-profit, and he hired me to help him. We run it together now. That’s how we know Miles; Montague Group is a big backer. How long have you been working with him?’

‘I’m just temping for the month. They’re off to the Caribbean for New Year.’

‘He must be paying you well if you’re wearing Astrid Carmichael.’

I look down at my outfit in surprise.

‘I’m good at designer labels these days. My sister is an influencer. She’s here tonight, wearing that coat in brown. I’d recognise it anywhere. It’s absolutely divine. I’ll have to drop serious hints to Jack.’

‘It’s just on loan.’ I stroke it fondly. ‘Miles got Astrid over last night with some dresses and this coat. It was so nice of him, because I was really worried about what to wear.’

‘Wowsers.’ Emmy raises her eyebrows. ‘He asked Astrid Carmichael to come over and dress his nanny. You must have made quite an impression on him.’

‘No.’ I feel myself blushing in the dark. ‘He’s just really kind. And he probably didn’t want me embarrassing him, turning up in Primark.’

‘He’s very attractive.’ Emmy looks at me sagely. ‘I’m head over heels in love with my husband, but he’s very attractive. And a great dad. And a lovely guy. Not the most warm and fuzzy, at first glance. But a great guy.’

‘He is.’ I clear my throat. ‘He’s all those things.’

‘Just remember, fortune favours the brave. I was standing here, two years ago, utterly heartbroken, and Angus saved me with those words. Maybe it’s time I pay it forward.’


CHAPTER 20
Miles: Friday 17 December



‘So.’ Jack looks at Saoirse’s retreating figure. ‘She’s your “friend”, is she?’

I punch him on the arm. ‘Give it a rest, mate. She’s temping for us, as Bea’s nanny, if you must know. Just for a few weeks.’

‘Right. So she’s on duty tonight, so you can go have some fun?’

‘No, she’s not on duty. I thought she’d enjoy it, that’s all. She’s a big fan of Siobhan’s, and she’s only been in the UK for a month or two—I thought she deserved a bit of a treat.’

‘Did you, now.’

‘I did. I’m not the easiest person to work for.’

Jack raises his eyebrows. ‘No comment. So you don’t like her.’

I roll my eyes at him. ‘No. Fuck off.’

‘Are you blind or something? Because she’s a knockout.’

My exact words to Astrid. She’s a knockout. And that was before I saw her in the red dress that looked as if it had been made for her.

‘She’s beautiful. But it doesn’t mean I should seduce the poor girl.’

‘Of course not. If you just want to get laid, I agree; leave her the fuck alone and go to one of your usual haunts in Mayfair and pick someone up. But if you like her, mate, then for God’s sake, take a chance. You said it yourself—she’s only temping for you for a few weeks.

‘I felt like such a perv, making a move on Emmy. But I was pretty confident the feeling was mutual. We’d had a lot of moments—there was so much heat between us. And mate, I can’t imagine life without her.’
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The choir has started up by the time we get our drinks and take them over to Saoirse and Emmy. Saoirse’s standing still, her face lifted, her expression wondrous, as the haunting strains of Once in Royal David’s City fill the air.

‘Do you want to go and listen?’ I ask her.

‘I’d love to.’ She beams at me, and my heart constricts. That smile takes my breath away.

I don’t miss Jack and Emmy exchange a glance.

‘Let us borrow Bea for a few minutes,’ Emmy says. ‘Mia’s desperate to go roast some giant marshmallows over at the fire pit.’

Emmy takes Bea by the hand as I lead Saoirse over to where the choir is performing on a stage at one end of the Walled Garden. All around the edges, the bare fruit trees and ancient walls are up-lit in white and blue. I have to admit, the Sorrel Farm team has done a great job. I’ve never been one for Christmas overload, but this feels special. Meaningful.

We find an opening in the small crowd and stand beside each other in the relative dark, watching the choir. I sneak a look at Saoirse. Then another. She’s rapt, her profile illuminated by the up-lights. She looks like an angel. She really does. Her lips are full and smiling, and she may have the most perfect cupid’s bow I’ve ever seen. Her nose is slightly upturned, its curve delightful.

Seeing the world through her eyes is like therapy. She finds joy in everything, wonder in everything. It’s as if she’s a Christmas angel who’s been sent down to me and Bea to bring magic to our world after the horror of last year.

I shake myself.

Jesus Christ, Miles.

Get a grip.

The choir begins to sing O Holy Night. Its solemnity is beautiful. Healing, almost. Beside me, Saoirse hugs herself with joy, but she shivers too, and stamps her boots on the ground.

I lean my head towards her. ‘You cold?’

‘Yeah.’ She turns and gives me a radiant smile. ‘Even in this amazing coat. How ridiculous.’ Her gaze moves to my mouth and then back to my eyes. Her smile falters, but her eyes are enormous. Hungry.

‘Come here.’ I don’t even have time to think about it or be nervous. I unbutton my coat and hold it open. I move so I’m behind her and wrap my arms tightly around her shoulders, pulling her into the heat of my body. My hands are somewhere over her collarbones. Despite the volume of her coat, this feels—right. It feels like she’s exactly where she belongs.

She stiffens for a second, then relaxes into me, and I bury my nose in her silky curls. She’s not wearing a hat. No wonder she’s freezing.

We stay like that for a moment, and then her bare hand creeps up and closes over mine. She pauses before entwining her fingers with mine and squeezing. Her hand is so cold. I curl mine up to squeeze her fingers and stand there reverently. To have this woman in my arms, her body flush against mine, is an almost spiritual experience. Especially with this timeless carol pouring forth around us.

She’s brushing her thumb over my skin. I lift my nose out of her fragrant hair and tilt my head to the side so I can put my lips to her ear. I’m trembling with need.

‘Saoirse.’

What I’m asking her for, I don’t know, but the sound of her name makes her jolt, and she slowly, slowly turns, first her head and then her body, to face me.

As she lifts her face to mine, I stare into those huge green eyes for just a moment. The hunger is more palpable in them now, even in this dim light.

I bend my head and kiss her.

Her lips are even softer than in my many, many fantasies of how they’d feel, and when she opens her mouth for me, it’s blessedly warm. She tastes of mulled wine, and of the spiced pfeffernüsse cookies she and Bea have been gorging on. She winds her tongue around mine and her hands around my neck, pulling me further down towards her. And when I ramp up the intensity of the kiss, the vibrations of the moan she makes in her throat echo through me.

Relief courses through me. Kissing her is the release I’ve needed after weeks of holding off, exerting self-control, not allowing myself to act.

I’ve barely allowed myself to think.

Now, I cup her face in my hand and run my thumb along the smooth curve of her jaw as we test, and taste, and explore. As we drink each other up. My thoughts are muddied by the smell and taste of her, the deliciousness of her face pressed to mine and those pliable lips bending under the pressure of mine.

I relinquish the kiss to draw back and assess her reaction. Her eyes are glazed, she’s trying to catch her breath, and her lips are swollen and puffy. She is perfection.

‘You are so beautiful.’ I trace my fingers down the side of her face. ‘So beautiful, I can’t even tell you.’

Her face lights up in a smile so fucking fantastic that I let rip and grin back at her, shaking my head, loving this moment.

‘Your dimples!’ She puts a finger up and gently twists it against one of my dimples. ‘I have a mild obsession with these.’

‘Mild, eh?’ I bend and brush her mouth with mine. ‘We’ll have to work on that.’

When I pull back, she’s staring at me in a way that goes beyond gratifying to being a giant ego boost. Just then, the choir launches into a peppy arrangement of God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen. She cranes her head to see behind her.

‘Here.’ I put my hands on her shoulder and gently turn her around. ‘We can stand like this.’

I gather her hair and carefully drape it over one shoulder, bending my head to access her delectable white neck. I nuzzle it with my nose. Breathe her in. Edge my arm around the front of her enormous coat and unfasten a button so I can slip a hand in through the opening.

My fingers find silk. Bingo. I splay them over her stomach, stroking lightly back and forth over the slippery fabric.

She arches into my touch and pushes her arse back against me. Good grief. I’m getting hard. Thankfully, her coat is far too thick a buffer for her to feel it.

Hopefully.

‘Miles.’ She twists her head, and I drop an open-mouthed kiss on her lips.

Drag my mouth to her ear.

Tell her the truth.

‘Just wait till I fucking get you home.’

Her stomach convulses against my hand. I massage harder. The silk is unbelievably sensual under my fingers, but it’s a barrier I could do without.

She slips her hand inside my coat, on top of mine. Entwines her fingers with mine again. And guides my hand higher, so I can just graze the luscious swell that is the underside of her breast. Now it’s my turn to shudder.

‘I haven’t stopped thinking about your beautiful tits since puke-gate,’ I whisper in her ear, and she laughs, but I’m deadly serious. I brush a thumb over her nipple and feel it harden into a tight bud under that silk. A few blunt but well-meant comments from Astrid and Jack, and I’ve taken the leap.

I’m fucking unleashed.

It feels so good to be here with her. To say what I want to say in her ear, instead of hiding my desires behind a frown and adjusting my trousers under the breakfast table.

‘I want to see what they look like. I want to know how they feel in my mouth. I want you so badly.’

She shudders, hopefully with desire, as my hand meanders over her chest, her stomach. Her hand presses down on mine. Her back is still arched; she pushes the side of her face back against my shoulder.

‘Miles. I want you, too. So much. How soon can we leave?’

‘I know. I can’t wait to get out of here.’

‘No, I’m serious.’ She shimmies against me again. ‘How soon can we leave?’


CHAPTER 21
Saoirse: Friday 17 December



Inever thought I’d be in a rush to get away from Seb Macleod, of all people, but right now there’s only one man for me, and damned if I won’t do everything in my power to get Miles Montague to myself as soon as humanly possible.

But he was right. It is magical here, and when we reunite with Bea and shed our coats and head into the vast Oast House, I’m struck again by the thoughtfulness of this man who invited me along to Sorrel Farm because he knew I’d be in raptures over it.

Okay, I may have an inkling that it wasn’t the only reason he invited me. That he had an ulterior motive is now looking more likely. When he wrapped me up in his arms and pulled me into the warm cradle of his body, I thought I was in heaven.

Then, when he whispered my name, his breath hot against my cold ear, and kissed me with a need and hunger and passion that was so deliciously different from his grim-faced everyday persona, I really thought I was in heaven.

And then, when his hand crept inside my coat and behaved as if he already had me naked, showing me how he planned to touch my body later, I wasn’t just in heaven but floating in some parallel universe of pleasure.

But it was when he said that thing—just wait till I fucking get you home—that every part inside me that made me female clenched, and the throbbing between my legs kicked in, and it hasn’t stopped. I squirm in my seat and resign myself to the fact that it won’t stop until I get Miles to myself.

Later.

Right now, the promise of that will have to be enough, because I’m at a beautiful party in a magical resort, and the primary, non-sex-brained version of myself is fan-girling over the decor—the enormous eucalyptus wreaths and the ivy-print covered tables, with their tapered candles in tall, slim lanterns adorned with dusky pink velvet bows. So simple, and so perfect.

And I can’t be frustrated when little Bea is in raptures over the endless delicious food, and the presents on every place setting, and the number of deeply fabulous people who drop by and gush over how much Bea’s grown and how stylish she is.

I certainly can’t be frustrated when Miles sticks to me like glue. We’re careful to avoid full-on PDA in front of Bea, but he’s by my side the whole time, he holds my hand under the tablecloth through dinner, and he introduces me to Seb Macleod, and his gorgeous ex-wife, Evelyn, and to lots of other fabulous people as his friend.

We see Astrid too, and she insists that a photographer takes a photo of me and her together, and she compliments me once more on how well the dress suits me, and I can’t help but notice the sly side-eye she gives me and Miles. Almost as if she suspects her beautiful dress may have worked some magic.

But when dessert is over, and we’ve had a little dance with Bea on the shiny dance floor at one end of the Oast House, and we’ve tracked down Dave and handed over a huge platter of Sorrel Farm sausage rolls and other goodies for him to tuck into on the way home, and I’ve slunk into the middle of the back seat between Miles and Bea in her car seat, I breathe a sigh of relief.

Miles presses a button, and the partition between Dave and us closes. He leans towards me and whispers in my ear. ‘He can’t see or hear us now. And I give Bea five minutes before she’s passed out.’

I glance at Bea. We’ve tucked her favourite blanket around her, and she’s sucking her thumb and rubbing the satin edge of her blanket against her face. Her eyes are drooping comedically. I stroke the back of her hand, and within a few minutes, she’s out cold.

It’s just me and Miles.

I turn to look at him, and he twists around in his seat. Slides a hand behind my neck. His eyes slide to my lips, and I lick them automatically.

‘Did you have a good time?’ His voice is low and husky.

It’s hard to focus on anything but the reaction of my nerve-endings to his fingers sliding up and down my neck.

‘It was the best.’ I put a hand on his thigh. It’s like rock. Mmm. ‘Thank you so much for taking me.’

‘My pleasure.’ His face is so serious, but not unhappy serious; more like intense.

‘It will be.’ I smirk, and he lets out an anguished breath, rests his forehead against mine.

‘Temptress.’

‘I wonder when we would have got up the nerve to kiss if I hadn’t come along tonight.’

‘I probably would have broken and bent you over the kitchen counter at some point. Those little skirts you wear…’ He groans, nips at my bottom lip. ‘Or I would have dragged Bea back to Winter Wonderland and stuffed her full of dodgy burgers in the hope of a repeat of puke-gate.’

‘You’re horrible.’

I wrap my arms around his neck and tug him closer, slide my tongue into his mouth. Moody, grumpy, Grooge-Miles was hot and frustrating and impossibly attractive, in a challenging way, but intense, turned-on, no-filter Miles is playing havoc with my lady parts.

The knowledge that lust has been simmering under his (very bloody convincing) disinterested exterior is the best discovery I’ve ever made.

Like, ever.

It wasn’t just me. My miserable pining wasn’t in vain. He’s been suffering too, struggling, and now it’s reward time.

He slides a hand up my thigh over my tights, pushing up the fabric of my skirt, as his tongue does things to my lips and tongue and teeth that threaten to blow my brain clean of all rational thought.

‘If it wasn’t for my sleeping daughter next to you,’ he growls into my mouth, ‘these tights would be in tatters.’

My brain is exploding.

This man wants me.

He really wants me, and the promise of what lies ahead is totally intoxicating. Not only will I get my hands on him. On those shoulders, those pecs, that stomach I saw. Finally. But he seems equally set on getting his hands on me—and hopefully his other body parts, too.

‘Miles.’

It’s official.

He’s rendered me incapable of doing anything but clinging to him and moaning his name.

He squeezes my hair in his fist. ‘When you say my name, baby, it makes me worry that I won’t cover myself in glory tonight, in terms of my staying power. It’s been a while, you know.’

There it is. Baby. The word I’ve been dying to hear him call me. But with it comes a pang of heartbreak for his recent loneliness, and a twinge of paranoia. This show of desire and impatience on his part: it’s for me, right? It’s not just that he needs to get laid?

I pull my face away enough to see him properly. ‘Have you, you know, slept with anyone since you and your wife…’

‘Yeah. A couple of times this summer. Two different women. But it was very… perfunctory. It was what it was; I didn’t contact them afterwards, or anything.’

Perfunctory.

Jeez.

What a damning indictment of sex.

I try to hide the disappointment in my voice. ‘Is that what this is? Is this just—you need a servicing? Because I need to know, up front.’

‘Jesus Christ, no, Saoirse. Baby. You are so fucking beautiful, I can’t even—this is not a one-off. And I promise you, it’ll be so far from perfunctory, they’ll hear you screaming my name in the lobby. And me screaming your name, too. Okay?’

Okay then.


CHAPTER 22
Saoirse: Friday 17 December



Miles carries a fast-asleep Bea in from the car and up in the lift. I’ve roughed him up well in the car. He stands with his daughter slumped against him like a saggy little bean bag, his hair messed up and his tie loose.

That tie.

Soon I’ll have payback for all the times he’s made me clench my thighs together under the table as I watch him put it on. And seeing him with Bea… well. My ovaries perform a salute worthy of a St Patrick’s Day parade.

As the lift takes us smoothly up to the penthouse, he stares at me. And I stare at him. A glance in the mirror over his shoulder tells me he’s roughed me up pretty well, too. My lips are swollen, my lipstick long gone, and my hair is a mussed-up mass of curls.

‘I’ll put her in bed, and then I’m all yours.’

It sounds more like a threat than a promise.

‘Do you want some help with her?’ My voice comes out in a squeak.

He smiles. ‘No, baby. I’ve got it. Just wait for me in my bedroom.’

Shit shit shit. His bedroom, of irresistible man smell and battered pillow fame. I. Am going to be in. It. With. Him. Naked.

My face must reflect every one of those thoughts, because he grins and shakes his head at me as the lift doors open.

‘Close your mouth.’ He winks. ‘For now, anyway.’

I gape at him as I trot down the corridor after him. He is rude.
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Housekeeping has been in to perform a turndown service on Miles’ room, so it’s immaculate, but it still smells like him, and that gives me a hell of a kick. This is the mysterious lair he emerges from each morning, fondling that dratted tie. Now I’m here, in the inner sanctum, where he sleeps, dreams, and possibly… does other things… that may involve thinking about me.

Oh my God.

I wriggle out of my tights—gussets have never and will never be sexy—and brush my teeth with a toothbrush from a spare vanity kit I find in the well-stocked master bathroom. This room is incredible. I eye the enormous twin shower. The idea of being in there with Miles… Or in that oval marble bathtub. I let out a shuddery breath as I spit.

I’m back in the bedroom, hovering uselessly, when he appears and shuts the door quietly behind him. He pads over to me and slides both his hands around my waist, pulling me towards him. I love his hands. I ogle them when he pours out my tea in the mornings. Strong but slim. Manly, but with long, tapering fingers that are now bunching up the silk around my hips.

Holy moly.

This is happening.

‘Did she settle okay?’

‘She didn’t even stir when I put her nightie on. She’s completely knackered.’

‘Poor little pet.’

‘She had a ball. But I don’t think anyone had as good a night as me.’

His hands move up over my waist and rib cage as he stares at me. I do what I’ve wanted to do since puke-gate and put my hands flat on his chest, either side of his tie. I have a little grope.

Yep, he’s still stacked.

I touch his tie. Slide a finger under it, lifting it up before letting it drop back down.

‘Every morning, when I have to watch you knot your tie, it’s like torture.’

I’m rewarded with a little smile. ‘Seriously?’

‘Seriously. And I ogle your back muscles. They get all bulgy under your shirt when you’re tying it.’

He laughs now. ‘Bulgy? You like things that bulge, do you? If so, you’re in luck tonight.’

‘I hope so.’ I think I’m breathing a bit too heavily already.

He pulls me right up against him, and his hands move to my bum and begin to knead it. He’s definitely already bulging; his erection’s prodding me just above my pelvic bone and I make a little noise at the feel of it, wrapping my arms around his shoulders. There are those muscles, flexing under my hands.

He groans. ‘Saoirse, Saoirse. God, you’ll be the death of me. I’ve been thinking about you for weeks now, like some creep, and haven’t been able to stop. If I had any confidence you felt the same, I would have made a move a lot sooner.’

Yep.

He’ll be the death of me, too.

My name on his lips is enough to kill me.

His mouth covers mine and he brings a hand to the back of my head, crushing our faces together. I wind one arm more tightly around his neck; the other presses down his glorious back and over his bum. Oh, good Lord. His bum. It’s so tight and firm under those suit trousers he’s wearing. It’s delicious.

It’s everything.

I grope it harder, curling my fingers around his flesh while his tongue invades my mouth and shows me exactly what it’s capable of.

He pulls away, just enough to mutter, ‘I need to get you naked. I need it, baby.’

I gasp something that’s probably please as he unbuttons my cuffs before walking around me. He sighs into the back of my head as he undoes the tiny buttons at the collar and unzips me.

‘Fuck.’ He turns me around and slides the dress down my body to the floor. He glances quickly at my face before his gaze rivets to my boobs, and the biggest smile hits his face. Those dimples are out.

‘Oh, my God. Oh, my… sweet Jesus.’ He hasn’t even seen them with my bra off yet, and it’s as if he’s a kid who’s just seen Santa. He shakes his head. ‘I swear, baby, you have the best tits I’ve ever seen.’

‘So that’s all I needed to do to make you smile like that.’ I’m already addicted to this version of him. ‘If only I’d known.’

‘I’m a simple man, gorgeous.’

His hands move up my sides to cup them. He brushes his thumbs over my nipples, through the lace of my red balconette bra. It’s only cheap, but it feels like the best underwear choice ever. My nipples react to his touch like crazy, hardening into little pebbles just like when we were watching the choir, but better, because right now there’s almost nothing between my skin and his.

‘Does that feel good?’ His voice is hoarse, his expression rapt.

‘So good. It feels so good, Miles. Take it off.’

‘You take it off. Please, baby. I want to see you take it off.’

Because I’d do anything this man asked, because he’s making me feel like the most desirable woman on the planet right now, and because I’m as desperate to get my clothing off as he is, I reach behind and undo the hooks at the back of my bra, letting it slide down over my shoulders. I drop it on the floor, watching for his reaction.

He bites down on his bottom lip.

‘Saoirse. Sweetheart. They are fucking perfect.’

He weighs my boobs in his hands, his palms brushing their soft underside, and I shiver.

He bends.

Kisses one nipple.

A lick.

And then a hard suck.

My knees are going to give.

‘Miles.’

His fingers roam over my boobs. Gliding. Pressing. Rolling my nipples.

‘I need you naked. Take this off for me.’ He hooks a finger under the waistband of my matching thong and snaps it lightly before his hand rolls around to my bare bum cheek.

‘I want you naked too,’ I protest, but I pull the thong down and step out of it, because his voice is low and hypnotic and kind of powerful, and that gruff bossiness that he’s prone to, that can be pretty irritating in real life, is really, really doing it for me right now.

‘You’ll get to strip me in a few minutes, I promise.’

He leans in close to my ear.

‘Just humour me. Because right now, the fact that I have you completely bare and so beautiful, and I’m fully dressed, is really turning me on. And I was hoping it might turn you on, too. Besides.’

He lifts the end of his tie and brushes the silk up my stomach so, so lightly before flicking it over one nipple and then the other. His breath is hot in my ear. ‘I thought you liked my tie.’

Oh. Oh. Oh. Good Lord. The pulse between my legs is hammering away, and that entire area is slick with wetness. I try to say okay, but it gets stuck in my throat. I grip his shoulders.

So strong under that crisp white cotton.

So big.

He’s right.

He has me naked, in his bedroom, and I’m so exposed, and frankly, he can do whatever the hell he likes to me right now and I’ll be melted butter in his hands.

He kisses me, harder than before, as his hands roam everywhere. Squeezing my bum cheeks, kneading them, sweeping up my back, clawing at my hair. I’m glued to his front, the most sensitive part of my body pressed against his erection.

I stand on my tiptoes to get him between my legs and squeeze. The fabric of his trouser leg is coarse enough to deliver a shot of friction that, right now, feels like a breadcrumb from heaven for my sensitised skin.

He jerks and pants. ‘Fuck, baby. I’m trying to hold on here. Phew.’ He leans his forehead against mine and exhales. ‘Okay. Bed.’

I lie back on the cool sheets. The skin all over my body prickles with anticipation. Miles admires me for a moment.

‘Look at you. Just look at you.’

He nudges my legs apart and climbs onto the bed so he’s crouching over me on his hands and knees. His tie pools around my breastbone as he bends to kiss me and tickles my skin.

Oh, golly.

He was right.

He should never take this tie off.

It shifts as he moves, so close to my nipples that I may scream with frustration. His tongue sinks deep into my mouth. Its feverish laps give him away: he’s as desperate as I am. I grab at his hair, his neck, his shoulders, my back arching, my bum lifting off the sheets.

And then, thank fuck, he pulls his face away and drops his mouth to my nipple. His fingers trail down my stomach, over my hip, down my thigh. They brush back up my inner thigh. Almost all the way. And stop. I squeak in frustration. My nipples are aching, but that’s nothing to the throbbing between my legs.

He releases my nipple and smiles down at me. ‘You’re very patient. And you’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. Look at you, spread out on my bed, just for me. I’m going to reward you.’

He scoots down the bed. His head lowers. His tongue dips between my legs and bam, he’s there, exactly where I need him, his strokes firm and rhythmical and perfect.

There’s no teasing now.

Thank God.

I wouldn’t be able to take it.

He slides two fingers inside me and adds a third, a moment later. The intense pressure of his fingers and his tongue combine in what must be a bloody miracle of nature. This is everything.

The heat builds and builds and builds, and I scrabble at the sheets. Push down against his fingers and that blessed tongue as hard as I can. Open my legs wider and ride the wave of ecstasy inside me as it crests, and shatters, and fluid warmth suffuses my entire body from the inside out. I’m vaguely aware that I’m crying out a string of nonsense as Miles’ fingers and tongue work as hard as they can.

As soon as my orgasm subsides, he’s back on top of me in a flash, a wonder of starched cotton and hard muscle and warm mouth as he holds me tightly.

‘Jesus.’ He sounds agonised. ‘You are—that was—you’re delicious. Perfect. Perfect.’

I’m wrung out.

I’m limp and useless and seeing stars.

But if I have any motor skills left, by God, I’m going to use them to get this man’s clothes off.


CHAPTER 23
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It’s a race to get him naked.

I pull myself upright, loosen that beautiful tie, and slip it over his head. Unfasten buttons. I get the shirt down his arms, but it’s stuck at the wrists.

‘Shit. I’ve got cufflinks on.’ He tugs ineffectually, but I scramble around and pop them out of his cuffs.

The shirt is off.

Yes.

He jumps off the bed and undoes his trousers, kicking them off impatiently. His tight, stretchy black boxers sport an enormous tent. I scurry to the end of the bed on my knees and plop myself down to sitting, my legs dangling over the edge of the bed.

‘Come here.’

I put my hands on his waist and pull him to me. The skin of his torso is so soft. His happy trail is light brown and even more enticing close up. I kiss his belly button before gently pulling the waistband of his boxers away from his body and easing them down over his huge erection. He winces and groans as I do so.

‘Oh God, Miles. You’re so gorgeous.’

I take him in one hand, weighing his balls in the other. They’re so, so tight.

I can relate.

I look up at him, at this glorious sight right in front of me: Miles, naked (finally), a vision of golden skin and hard muscle, and best of all, a look on his face that’s desire and uncertainty and tension all rolled into one. He may have thought he was in control of this situation, but the tables have turned.

Keeping my eyes on him, I give his crown a little flick of my tongue. He’s so wet for me.

He flinches and sighs harshly.

‘Don’t, Saoirse. I can’t… it’s too… God, that’s good.’

His whole body is trembling. This is amazing. He’s amazing. It’s clear he’s pretty close, but I can’t resist a proper taste. I take him in my mouth, slowly inching up his length, and run one hand around to grope his gorgeous ass and bring him even closer while my other hand explores his tight sac.

His trembling intensifies. I drag my mouth back and roll my tongue around his tip, tensing it and licking up his slit before taking him back in my mouth.

His hands claw through my hair as I suck him. I run my hand down over that perfect ass and over his thigh, pressing my fingers into hair and hard muscle. He’s heaven.

‘Baby.’ He lets out a strangled sound and jerks away from me. I look up at him.

‘It’s too good; you’re too good. Jesus, look at you.’ His hand twists in my hair; he runs a thumb over my bottom lip. ‘I’ve spent far too much time wondering what that mouth of yours would feel like around my cock, but I’m going to disgrace myself in a sec if you keep going. Can I come inside you? I need to feel you.’

I nod. ‘Yes.’ Yes. I kiss his stomach and let him go.

He rummages in the bedside table and holds up a foil package.

‘I’ll deal with this. Even having you put on a condom is going to be too much for me to handle.’

He throws himself down on the bed, and I bite my lip as I enjoy the extremely gratifying sight of Miles on his back, rolling a condom over his impressive length. I crawl over to him.

I need that inside me.

Now.

‘Can I go on top?’

He barks out a laugh. ‘Is that a trick question? Of course you can; then I get to see all of you.’

He crosses his hands behind his head. He’s such a sight for sore eyes, stretched out on his bed. I throw a leg over and lower myself down onto him. Tentatively, because he’s huge, and it’s been a while. Understatement. But thanks to his handiwork, I’m wet enough to accommodate him easily enough, and I draw him in, inch by inch.

God, this sensation of being filled up.

I can’t believe I’ve left it so long. There is nothing like it, nothing at all. And now I have my reward, and what a reward. Miles, naked and hard and so bloody gorgeous.

Inside me.

While I’m wriggling down onto him, I keep my eyes on his. His beautiful face is a picture of lust and torment. His mouth is open, his jaw tense, his eyes moving over me as if he can’t believe what he’s seeing.

His hips leave the bed to meet me as I take the last of him inside me, and we begin to move together. I lean forward, my hair brushing his chest, and he groans. My tongue moves deep in his mouth. His response is hungry, fevered. His hands move over the nape of my neck, pulling me towards him, before he releases me and I sit back up.

‘You are so beautiful,’ he groans as he moves under me. He grabs a pillow from next to him and stuffs it behind his head before reaching forward to grab my ass as I grind down onto him. His fingers trail up my stomach and caress my boob, pinching at my nipple, and despite my very definitive orgasm just now, the combination of those fingers and the intensity of his moving inside me sends waves of heat through my body. My skin is flickering with a light sweat.

I increase my pace.

He gasps and takes hold of my hips, flipping me onto my back and bearing down on me.

‘You okay?’ His eyes are unfocused as he strokes my boobs and stomach, his hips rolling in a steady rhythm that makes it hard to catch my breath.

‘Yeah.’ I gasp it out. ‘Harder.’

He rewards me with a full-on dimple display. ‘Jesus, Saoirse. Anything. Anything.’

He braces himself on one arm as he drapes my knees over his shoulders. ‘Okay?’

I nod. More than okay.

‘I’m close,’ he tells me. ‘I’m so close.’

He lowers himself onto his elbows and kisses me, his magic tongue matching his thrusts, his balls slapping against my flesh, harder, just like I asked for, and I writhe beneath him as he fills me up at both ends, consuming me.

And then he moves his head to my neck, and lets out a long, low growl, and empties himself out. I hold him as he shudders, and then he’s kissing my mouth and my neck and my shoulder and my forehead and telling me how amazing I am, how tight, and how beautiful.

I wrap my legs around him and marvel that I’ve been allowed to see this man come undone.

That I’m the reason for his undoing.
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I wouldn’t have had Miles Montague down as a big post-coital cuddler, but he is. With me, anyway. His legs and arms wrap around me as we catch our breath, my face buried in his chest and his chin resting on my hair. I breathe him in. Can I live here?

‘You’ve broken me.’ His fingertips trace a featherlight line down my spine.

I giggle.

‘What?’ he asks.

‘I’ve just had sex with my boss. I’m lying naked with my boss.’

‘Bit late for regrets.’ He pulls away from me and peers down. ‘You okay?’

‘I’m very okay. And when my boss is as much of a ride as you, there are no regrets. It’s just a bit weird, that’s all.’

‘A ride? Does that mean what I think it means?’

Eek. ‘Um. It’s an Irish expression. It means you’re very sexy.’

‘Why, thank you.’ He pulls me back in against his chest, and I inhale the scent of him. ‘A ride,’ he mutters.

‘Can I ask you a question? Or a favour?’ His chest muffles my voice.

‘If you’re choosing now to ask me for a raise, that would be inappropriate, don’t you think?’

‘Ha ha. I was going to ask you if you’re planning on being weird with me in the morning. Please don’t be weird with me. I’ll die of embarrassment.’

‘What constitutes weird?’

‘Well, like, all stiff. And, you know. Socially awkward. Like you are most mornings, basically.’

He guffaws into my hair and wraps his top leg more tightly around my ass. I can feel him stirring again.

‘I’m pretty much guaranteed to be stiff with you around. But I promise you, I will be socially comfortable. Lubricated, even. Does that reassure you?’

‘Yeah.’ I nod and cling to him. He’s so warm. His skin is like velvet.

‘Saoirse. You know I would never make you feel uncomfortable. You’re in my hotel suite, for God’s sake. I seduced my employee and then you ask if I’ll give you the cold shoulder in the morning? Even I’m not that much of an arsehole. And as for most mornings: most mornings, I’m trying desperately to talk my hard-on down under the breakfast table, so that’s why I give you short shrift.’

I laugh. He’s sweet. He’s taken down his walls for me, and he’s seriously sweet. This warm, fuzzy Miles I can definitely handle.

‘Seriously.’ He kisses the top of my head. ‘You will find me fucking delighted to see you in the morning. Unfortunately, I’m going to have to take you to the spare room shortly. Desperate as I am to wake up with this body curled up against my cock, I’m even more desperate not to fuck my poor little daughter up. I can’t take the chance of her finding us in bed together.’

‘No, of course.’ I sit up. ‘Of course, that would be awful. I’ll just…’

‘Hey. I’m coming with you.’ He rolls over and pulls open his bedside drawer again.

‘What are you doing?’

He holds up the foil package triumphantly. ‘You don’t think I’d kick you out into a cold bed? I’m a gentleman. I’ll help you warm it up.’

I tut. ‘So chivalrous. By warm it up, you mean christen, I assume?’

‘Just covering my bases.’ He holds out a hand to me. ‘Come on, sweetheart.’


CHAPTER 24
Saoirse: Saturday 18 December



Iwake up to a delighted Bea standing over me, poking me in the shoulder.

‘Saoirse! It’s morning time!’ Her sweet voice is a sing-song.

‘Hi, pet.’ I roll over sleepily. My body’s heavy with sleep, and I’m sore between my legs in an extremely good way.

Oh, God.

Miles. Last night he kissed me, and licked me, and came inside me, and made me come—twice—and curled up behind me—oh, Jesus. He’s not still in bed with me, is he? I look around. No. Relief and disappointment in equal measure. I could really have done with waking up with his hard, warm body wrapped around me.

‘What time is it?’

Bea gives me a duh face. She’s once again managed an admirable level of bed-head overnight. ‘It’s morning time. My clock comed on.’

Ah. My room’s still dark, but Bea has a Gro Clock whose display lights up yellow at an appointed time. I glance at my phone on the bedside table. It’s seven-thirty.

‘Okay, sweetheart. Let’s go get you some brekkie. I’ll come through in a minute—I just have to brush my teeth, yeah?’

I freshen up and brush my hair out (it seems as though I achieved a Bea level of bed head myself last night) and put a plush white robe on over my camisole and pyjama bottoms. Miles helped me get my PJs on after the second time we had sex and stayed curled up behind me. I don’t even remember him going back to his own room.

I trudge through to the kitchen area to stick the kettle on and make Bea some toast. There are some basics up here, but anything fancier than tea and toast calls for room service.

‘Right, pet.’ I put on CBeebies and settle Bea on the sofa, tucking her blanket around her and putting a huge napkin on top. It’s Saturday, and it feels like a breakfast-on-the-couch kind of day. I connect my phone to the speaker in the kitchen and crank up the Glee Christmas playlist. It kicks into life with We Need a Little Christmas. Deadly. The perky harmonies suit my mood perfectly. I am one happy girl this morning.

I butter some toast and cut it into tiny squares, sticking them in a bowl. Far less potential for the whole load to slip off onto the blanket that way. ‘Here you go, my love.’

I kiss Bea’s forehead and I’m back in the kitchen, coaxing my Barry’s tea bag around my mug with a spoon, when I hear Miles’ voice.

‘Hi, Beadle. Did you sleep well? You ticklish this morning? Eh?’

Cue rapturous shrieks from Bea.

I freeze.

The morning after is always excruciating, but it turns out it’s a million times worse when you’ve slept with your boss, and you’re in his penthouse, for crying out loud, and his little girl is there, and you can’t help but be paranoid that for all his sweet, dirty talk and apparent enthusiasm, you were a one-night thing.

Oh, sweet baby Jesus.

He’s topless.

He saunters into the kitchen, rubbing the hair on his chest absently. He’s in those grey flannel pyjama bottoms again, and they are low on those hips of his. My eyes duck to the sharp jut of his hipbones.

His face lights up as soon as he sees me. I’ve never, ever seen him this happy in the morning. Half naked and smiling is definitely the polar opposite of how he is every other morning, when he’s grumpy and (literally) buttoned up.

‘There she is. Morning, gorgeous.’

‘Morning.’ I’m still frozen. I abandon the mug of tea and stare as he comes closer. He’s heaven, and I’m shameless.

‘How’d you sleep?’ He cages me in against the counter with his arms and brushes my lips with his.

‘Good, I think,’ I say dreamily. I’m still staring. My hand goes to his chest. My fingers drift through the fine hairs there. This beautiful, lean man is too much.

‘Good, you think? God, you’re adorable first thing in the morning. My cock was very, very sorry not to wake up with you.’

Argh. He woke up hard, and I wasn’t there for it. It’s a dagger to my heart.

Or my lady parts.

‘I don’t even remember you leaving last night,’ I tell him.

‘You fell asleep in my arms. I really, really wanted to stay.’

He lets go of the counter and grins at me while he slowly, slowly unties my robe. It drops open, and his hands go to my hips, sliding his fingers under the hem of my camisole as he steps right up to me.

‘Told you I’ll be stiff this morning.’

Oh, wow.

He really, really is.

‘Miles! What about Bea?’ I try to act shocked, but my body has other ideas as I drive my hips forward against his.

‘She’s watching some drivel. She’s on a different planet. You’re heaven.’

He definitely says that to my boobs, not my face.

And he bends his head and kisses me. One arm winds around my back, inside my robe, holding me to him. The other hand strokes my bum in a leisurely fashion. I put my hands on his shoulders and skim them down his arms. Gorgeous man. Silky skin covering delicious muscles.

The scent of sleep coming off his skin may just be the best thing I’ve ever smelt. His lips are soft and his tongue is supple. Persuasive. And as he weaves the taste of his toothpaste through my mouth, it seems fair to assume I don’t have to worry about him being over his interest in me this morning.

My tongue moves more desperately in his mouth. He groans and pulls away.

‘You. Are a huge handful.’

‘And you’re a huge mouthful.’ I smile, thrilled with my exceptional wit.

He reacts as if I’ve given him an electric shock. ‘Fuck, Saoirse.’ He grabs my face and pulls my mouth towards his. He’s hungry and unleashed. His body presses me into the counter before he takes a deep, ragged breath. ‘Right. Cold shower for me, I think.’

He kisses me once more, slowly, before regretfully pulling away and leaving me to my stewed tea.


CHAPTER 25
Miles: Saturday 18 December



Spending a leisurely Saturday with Bea and a happy, smiley Saoirse is a joy. We were at the Diana Memorial Playground in Kensington Gardens this morning when I got a WhatsApp from Astrid.

How’s my dress this morning?




I chuckled to myself. Astrid called it right, as usual. I messaged her back, unable to keep the smirk off my face.

I hung it up. Promise.




A flurry of clapping-hand emojis came right back at me.

Delighted for you both. Well done.




I’m delighted too. I’m fucking thrilled. We’ve been careful not to be too touchy-feely in front of Bea, but there’s a relaxed, familiar vibe between us that makes me weirdly happy.

I lead Saoirse and Bea through the iconic glass foyer of The Royal Opera House. Saoirse’s a vision in scarlet. She’s wearing her Astrid Carmichael dress again, with heels and sheer black stockings this time.

‘Do you think Astrid will mind if I wear it again?’ she asked me worriedly earlier.

‘I think she’ll be thrilled. May as well get some mileage out of it.’

And I fully intend for that dress to hit my bedroom floor for a second time tonight.

What’s most obvious, as we settle into our box to await the curtain going up, is how amazing Saoirse is with Bea. Obviously, she’s a trained professional. But I’ve spent enough time single-parenting over the past year to fully appreciate how much time and energy she puts into every detail where Bea is concerned. Bea’s unruly mane, for example, is coaxed into a tidy French plait at the front, fastened with a navy velvet bow to match today’s dress of choice.

And Saoirse’s rucksack, which I teased her earlier for bringing along with her smart outfit, is packed full of things designed to keep Bea busy and happy. Which is excellent, because Bea’s pacing before the show has even started.

Saoirse gives her a tiny box of raisins and lays out some goodies on the floor of the box: a colouring book, a pencil case full of pencils, a sticker book, and a Barbie. She’s even brought a zip-up pouch full of Barbie clothes and combs. Bea gets to work grooming Barbie immediately.

And with her kneeling on the floor, I get Saoirse to myself for a moment.

‘You’re incredible with her.’ I stroke her hand. ‘She’s so lucky.’

She smiles at me. Her smile is so genuine, just like everything else about her. She doesn’t have a phoney bone in her body. Allegra would have been craning her neck to check out the other boxes and see if she knew anyone from our “network”. A smile that gorgeous deserves a kiss. I lean over and brush my lips against hers. Squeeze her hand tightly.

‘Just doing my job,’ she says. ‘Besides, I adore her.’

‘You’re off duty today.’

‘Come on, Miles. You and Bea are taking me out for the most amazing day. I’d never be able to do something like this on my own.’ She gestures around at the rich, jewel-like interior of the Royal Opera House. ‘The least I can do is muck in. And it’s easy for me, processing her. I do it every day.’

‘Well, as long as you get a chance to enjoy yourself. Today is more about spoiling you than Bea.’

She stares at me. ‘Is it now? And was that your motive when you signed off on the box?’

I flush. Busted. ‘It may have occurred to me that it would be a nice treat for you, given you’re new in town. The Nutcracker is wasted on a four-year-old.’

‘Thank you,’ she whispers. Her lips brush my cheek.

‘It’s my pleasure. And you can make it up to me later.’

She laughs. ‘And there he is.’

The ballet is first class, and even Bea does brilliantly, swept up for the most part by the spectacular music and choreography. She alternates between sitting on my and Saoirse’s laps with the occasional stint of colouring in peace on the floor.

But the best part of the whole experience is watching Saoirse lose herself in the spectacle, in raptures over the lavish set and costumes. She’s in ecstasy as we stroll through a festive, hectic Covent Garden on their way to The Savoy.

‘It was so inspiring. Watching it was just like… eating an enormous cake. I loved every second. And this’—she waves her arm to take in beautiful Covent Garden market, with its abundance of Christmas lights, shoppers and street performers—‘is deadly, too. I’m falling in love with your city.’

‘Good.’ I squeeze her hand briefly. ‘Because we’ve been giving you the hard sell. Glad it’s working.’

We gorge on scallops and roasted hake at The Savoy’s River Restaurant. Maybe it’s that Bea is growing up a little, or maybe it’s Saoirse’s talent for making her feel seen and involved. But it’s one of the most successful meals I’ve ever had with my daughter. Especially in a fancy restaurant, where the potential for disaster if she has a meltdown is far higher.

She and Saoirse both adore The Savoy’s Christmas decor, which is a fairytale full of suspended books and rose-gold presents. They’ve gone to town, as usual, and it seems to appeal to all ages. It’s something to note for next Christmas. The Montague tends to play it very safe with Christmas decorations. Safe and traditional. Maybe we should consider installations like this.

We’re home early enough to watch The Grinch with Bea. We curl up on the sofa in comfortable clothes and tuck a blanket over Bea.

‘There’s Daddy!’ Saoirse says when the Grinch appears.

‘Hilarious.’ I give her a gentle shove.

She leans her head in towards Bea’s. ‘You know, I think your daddy’s heart is far bigger than the Grinch’s.’

‘My daddy has a huge heart,’ Bea agrees. She tucks her head into my armpit.

So this is what perfect happiness feels like.
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SAOIRSE

After we’ve done bedtime, which Bea insists is a two-person job, Miles suggests we brave the terrace.

‘It has outdoor heaters. Thought you’d like to see the view. D’you fancy it?’

I do indeed, and I allow Miles to slide my arms into the huge Astrid Carmichael coat and hand me a glass of red wine before I follow him outside. I didn’t realise how good the insulation is here. As soon as we open the French doors, the sounds of Winter Wonderland hit us: a cacophony of shouts and screams and laughter and the whirr of machinery, smoothed into a homogenous low-grade buzz.

The night sky’s lit up with smoke and neon lights, and though Miles makes no secret of his contempt for Winter Wonderland, I think it’s all pretty fab, actually. Especially from a safe—and cosy—distance. He’s laid a thick furry throw over the outdoor sofa. I put my wine on the coffee table and curl into him before he drapes a second throw over us both. His arm is around me, and I allow myself to collapse against his shoulder.

I yawn into his bicep. ‘What a day. I feel so spoilt. Thank you. For everything.’

He twists his body in towards me and drops his face to mine.

‘I plan on spoiling you a lot more before the day is through.’

His expression is solemn as he kisses me, as if this kiss is quite deliberate, and it sends shivers down my spine. His arm holds me tightly. Despite the noise floating over from the revellers at the park, it’s quiet up here on this beautiful terrace, and intensely private. Our kiss feels almost more intimate than the kissing we did in bed last night.

I press my face more closely to his and deepen the kiss, a rush of emotion rolling over me. This man has spent the past twenty-four hours—and longer—thinking of my wants and needs and indulging them. He’s been so generous, in every way.

Inviting me to Sorrel Farm, into his close-knit circle of friends.

Arranging for a top designer to lend me beautiful clothes.

Taking me to the ballet.

In a box.

And, of course, using his body to pay homage to mine and to bring me so much pleasure last night.

It’s a lot for my heart to handle. Which probably explains the warm, swelling feeling emanating from that organ as Miles slides his wonderful lips against mine and tilts his face to access more of my mouth. He splays his fingers across my jaw, up into my hair.

After a few minutes of blissful, dreamlike kissing, during which I let my mind go blank, he runs his tongue softly along my lower lip before pulling back.

‘I just wanted to say.’ He clears his throat. ‘I’m enjoying this very much. Being with you, that is.’

A tiny spark of panic hits me in the stomach. I’m not sure if there’s an and or a but coming next.

‘Me too.’ I trace his cupid’s bow with my finger.

‘It’s a bit of an odd situation.’ He shifts a little. ‘I haven’t dated anyone since Allegra… left. I assumed I would wait a good while before introducing anyone to Bea. But obviously, she knows you, and adores you, which is great. It makes it easier, but also… I feel I should tread carefully. I’m not really sure what I’m saying.’

He rubs his hand across his mouth, and I lean in to kiss his cheek.

‘It’s okay. Don’t stress. We can take our time, see how things go.’

‘I want to do right by her. But I also want to do right by you. And I want to keep seeing you. Very much. So as long as you don’t mind us being careful around Bea, I want to get you to myself as much as possible before we go away.’

Before they go away.

Of course.

It hits me like a punch to my stomach. They’re going away in less than a fortnight, and I’ll be left here. Unemployed, alone, and devastated.

‘Don’t worry.’ My voice is small. ‘I know how things are. How long are you away for, again?’

‘A month. My house should be finished by the end of January. It makes sense to do a long trip this year, before Bea starts school and we’re tied into a strict schedule.’

A month. Ugh. An image hits me.

Miles on a white beach.

Stretched out on a sun lounger.

Baking his hard body.

‘Of course it does.’ This is not his fault. There’s no point in making him feel bad—or being needy and making him run a mile. ‘Look, we’ve been together for twenty-four hours. You don’t owe me any promises, Miles.’

‘I know. But it still feels shitty.’ He sighs heavily and strokes my hair off my face. ‘Do you think you’ll still be in London in February? How did you even get a work visa, anyway? I thought they’d be a nightmare after Brexit?’

‘Don’t tell anyone. I have an English grandad.’

He gasps theatrically. ‘That must be a stain on your family tree.’

‘Tell me about it. But it’s handy for visas. So, yeah, I’ll probably be here. As long as I can find some work. I can’t afford to stay otherwise. I’ll chase Siobhan after Christmas, but it’s more likely I’ll try to find some nannying work, or a job in a nursery.’

‘Okay.’ He kisses my hair. ‘We’ll work something out.’

‘You and Bea are doing great, Miles. But you’ve been through a lot. I wouldn’t expect you to jump into something with me—or anybody—without giving it some thought. So don’t worry. I’m not holding you to anything.’

It’s freezing. I snuggle in closer and slip my hands under his jacket. His body is warm and gorgeous.

‘I appreciate that. Very much. You cold?’

‘Yup.’

‘Stay here for a minute. I’ll run us a hot bath. I have ways to warm you up.’


CHAPTER 26
Saoirse: Saturday 18 December



By the time I hit Miles’ bathroom, he’s run a full bubble bath in the gorgeous tub, found and lit masses of tea lights in glass votives, and put Bing Crosby on the speakers. And best of all, he’s already in his boxers. Surely life can’t top this moment?

I slide my arms around those broad, sculpted shoulders of his. ‘Bing, eh? You must be planning one heck of a seduction.’

‘You have no idea. I’m using every trick in the book.’ He’s already tugging off the Christmas jumper I put on when we got home from The Savoy.

‘I don’t want to ruin your fun,’—I pull off my t-shirt—‘but I’m a sure thing tonight.’

‘Best. News. Ever.’ His mouth is on mine, and he groans out the words. His fingers move to the back of my bra, and he unhooks it. His whole face creases into a grin when he sees my boobs.

I laugh. ‘Is this Big? Are you actually a thirteen-year-old boy, pretending to be a grown man? Because I could swear you’ve never seen boobs before.’

‘There are boobs, and there are these. These are masterpieces. I can’t wait to soap them up.’

‘Come on, then.’ I pull down my leggings and pants in one go as he loses his boxers.

Wow.

He’s already very much in the mood.

The water is fragrant and bubbly, and so hot it seeps through my cold skin and warms my bones within minutes. Lying against Miles, his arms tightly around me, is as good as going back to the womb.

I should bottle him.

This would solve everyone’s problems.

And this bath is epic. Matte white marble, lightly veined with grey, and perfectly oval. It’s a far cry from the tiny bath in our Park Royal flat, which is encrusted with limescale. The hard water is definitely one of the worst things about London. No hard water here—they must have softeners.

Nope. The only hard thing here is Miles sticking into my lower back. I squirm.

‘Sorry.’ He kisses my temple.

‘Don’t be sorry. It’s a compliment. And it’s hot.’

‘Is it?’

‘Yep.’ I arch my back and reach into the space I’ve created behind me to take hold of him. God, he feels amazing. So hard, and long, and smooth in the water. He sucks the air in sharply through his teeth as I slide my hand up and down his shaft.

‘Give me a minute,’ he tells me. ‘I don’t want this over too soon. Just relax for a sec.’

I let go and settle back against him, his torso cradling my back. What a heavenly place to be. It’s even more heavenly when he begins to kiss my neck gently. He takes a flannel from a pile on the shelf inset next to the bath and wets it. With gentle strokes, he glides it over my collarbones. Around my shoulder. Down my arm. Then back up, and down the other side. Softly. Slowly.

‘Mmm.’ I nestle my head more heavily into his shoulder, and he rewards me with another kiss to my temple. He really is the sweetest man.

The flannel goes on a little jaunt around my boobs, circling one, then the other, avoiding my nipples. Okay. They’re starting to ache now, to beg for some attention. He brushes a line with the cloth down my stomach. Circles my belly button and comes back up. Down further, brushing my bikini line. I let out a gasp and open my legs a little, but the flannel moves back up.

‘Does this feel good?’ His voice is quiet, his breath hot in my ear, and I can tell by the dent his hard-on is making against my coccyx that he’s struggling too.

‘Yes. It’s amazing. Don’t torture me too much, Miles.’

He laughs softly and rewards me with a swipe against one nipple. Then the other. He spreads the wet flannel out over both of my boobs and massages them through it. The cotton pile is coarse, and it feels great. Really great. This is definitely a trick to hold on to when he’s buggered off to the Caribbean and I’m alone in my grotty bathroom in Acton. Except that it will never, ever feel as amazing as when he does it.

Oh. And I would never have the self-control to make it last as long as he’s doing.

I’m breathing heavily now, and I try to spread my legs wider, to plant my feet on the outside of Miles’ legs, but I start to slip downwards. He clamps an arm around my middle and pulls me up.

‘I’ve got you.’

He rubs the cloth over my boobs again, and I writhe.

‘I can’t bear this. It’s torture.’

Another kiss. ‘I know.’

And, thank fuck, he pulls the sodden flannel off my chest and wads it into a ball. He moves it down between my legs and starts to rub, and the pleasure and relief are so extraordinarily great that I cry out.

‘Miles!’

‘Is that good?’ He rubs at the most sensitive part of me, and the friction causes the little fires that are breaking out all over my body to ignite some more. ‘Not too sore?’

‘No, it’s perfect; it’s perfect!’

I’d definitely be underwater right now if he wasn’t holding me up. My feet are scrabbling along the bottom of the tub.

He rubs in rhythmical circles, and the heat builds, and the pressure builds, and I push back as far as I can on his shoulder, twisting my head to lick and suck his neck.

‘Good girl,’ he mutters into my ear. ‘Good girl. Give it to me.’

And his good girl sends me over the edge as I push into his flannel-wielding hand. Shock waves of heat shoot out from my core, spreading all over my body.

‘Ohmygod. Holy shit, Miles. I can’t… I can’t… don’t stop don’t stop don’t stop.’

He keeps up his rhythm until my orgasm subsides and oversensitivity kicks in. I pull my legs up, and he immediately takes his hand away. I’m not sure where I found this man, but he is a keeper.

My head lolls in the crook of his neck. He’s still holding me around my waist.

‘Miles. Ohmygod. That was… bloody hell. That was incredible. Ahhh. Not sure my legs work anymore.’ I wiggle my toes ineffectually.

He laughs, and it’s a gorgeous, husky, sexy laugh. ‘I loved doing that to your beautiful body. I’d rather have felt you come on my fingers, but I had a hunch the cloth might add… a little something.’

‘You are a magic man.’ I lift my face, and he lowers his to kiss me. In the candlelight, it looks as though his eyes are actually shining at me. And he still has a huge erection that I’m looking forward, very much, to tackling. His tongue is taut and hungry in my mouth, and I engage every abdominal muscle I have to pull myself up and closer to him, to bring his mouth closer.

After a few moments of intense kissing, I take pity on this poor man who looks after my pleasure so selflessly. Twisting my wet body away from his, I kneel down in the bath so I’m facing him.

‘Your turn now. You can look at my boobs while I do it.’

He’s already looking. He swipes a mound of bubbles and smooths them over my chest, massaging them in till they disappear into a wet lather on my boobs.

I grab a mini bottle of shower gel and dump a load into my hands. Rub them together, and reach under the water for his dick. Swirl the soapy lube over the tip of him and down his length. My other hand soaps up his balls, which, once again, feel like they’re on the verge of turning blue. I slide my hand up again and withdraw. Sit back on my heels and smirk at him. He moans at the withdrawal. He’s still running his fingers over my boobs, rubbing my nipples. His bottom lip is between his teeth.

‘Remember when you made me wait? Not so funny now, is it?’ I raise my eyebrows.

He leans forward and hooks the nape of my neck.

Pulls me to him.

Kisses me hard.

‘You. Are so fucking sexy. I can’t bear it.’

He is too. He is too! I can’t bear it either. I shuffle forward and straddle him, bringing our bodies flush together so I can kiss him while I reach back down with both my hands and start to move them up and down his shaft.

Harder now.

Faster.

I cup his balls.

His hand is still clamped to the back of my neck. His other hand kneads my nipple. He’s breathing hard into my mouth.

I increase the length of my strokes as he goes rigid and lets out a moan of ecstasy and anguish into my mouth. And then he shudders and empties himself into the water.

When he’s done, I manoeuvre myself further up his thighs, wrap my arms around him, take his heavy head into the crook of my neck, as he did with me, and hold onto him for dear life.


CHAPTER 27
Saoirse: Thursday 23 December



Reporting for work this week has really been quite exciting. I dragged myself unwillingly home on Sunday afternoon, but not before Miles had stuffed me and Bea full of an excellent roast in a sweet little pub off High Street Kensington. London is incredible if you are rolling in cash. Or you have a handsome, generous man and his adorable, hilarious little daughter to hang out with.

On Sunday night, I confided in Keeley and Becky over a bowl of soup. It was all I could stomach after my enormous lunch.

‘Fuck me,’ Keeley said. ‘I can’t believe you’ve shagged Miles Montague. And I can’t believe you’re in the Mail.’ The Daily Mail published a zillion photos on Saturday of the Sorrel Farm party, and among the footage of celebrities and influencers were a couple of flattering shots of Miles and me. Mr Miles Montague and Miss Saoirse Dunleavy, the caption said. I almost looked like I belonged there. I sent it to Mam and Da. They’ll be dining out on that for a while.

‘Tell us everything.’ Becky clasped her hands together and shook them in front of my face. ‘You owe me, after my hair tutorial. Besides, I have no sex life and I need to live vicariously through someone who’s actually getting some action.’

I gave them a carefully edited version of events, with enough beats to keep them happy without compromising Miles’ privacy.

‘And you like him.’ This from Keeley. It wasn’t a question.

Like seemed a ridiculous word to describe my feelings for Miles.

The sense that, after two nights together, it was as if we’d known each other all our lives.

The familiarity.

The incredible sexual connection.

The fact that he seemed to be able to read my mind in bed (and in the bath, come to think of it).

The complete trust I had in him.

And the hunch that this was not normal. That the way I felt about this gruff, controlled man letting me past his walls was just the entrance to a vortex.

I stayed over on Tuesday night, but I don’t want to overstay my welcome. Going to bed alone the rest of the week would have been miserable if it wasn’t for the steady stream of WhatsApps from Miles.

I miss you.




I’m bored.




You looked so beautiful today.




I should have sent you home with one of the flannels…
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When I let myself in the door of the penthouse on Thursday morning, nothing and everything has changed. Bea and Miles are sitting at the large dining table. Miles has his top button open and his tie hangs around his neck (oh, sweet baby Jesus). There’s a pot of tea waiting just for me. Bea bum-shuffles her way off her chair as usual and runs into my arms for a cuddle.

But the way Miles looks at me as I shimmy out of my coat, with naked lust in his eyes and an open mouth, is a moment so glorious that I want to wrap it up and keep it forever. I’ve blow-dried my hair with a lot more care than usual all week (time-consuming but worth it), and today I’m wearing my little tartan mini-skirt with bottle-green tights. His eyes drop to my legs, and he swallows.

‘Good morning!’ My voice is a sing-song.

‘Morning, Saoirse.’ His voice is even but gritty, and it suggests anything but control. ‘Beadle, d’you want to go and brush your teeth?’ He doesn’t take his eyes off me.

‘Okay.’ Bea scampers off. Bless her.

He’s up from his chair in a shot, rounding the table to get to me, just as he’s done every morning this week.

‘Morning, baby.’ He says the words into my mouth as he crushes me to him, and I reciprocate greedily, my hands in his silky hair. ‘Are you planning on killing me with that skirt?’

‘I thought you’d like it.’ I lean my forehead to his and take hold of both ends of his tie. ‘Can I watch you tie your tie again?’

He snorts. ‘If it really floats your boat that much, be my guest.’

‘It floats my boat big-time. In a torturous kind of way.’

His hand roams up the back of my thigh and under my skirt. He squeezes my ass. ‘This skirt is way too easy access.’

‘Hence the granny-grade tights.’

He kisses me on the mouth and backs away before Bea comes back in.

‘I’m not sure how you make even that sound alluring. And that polo neck is very, very tight.’

‘You going to be able to focus on any work today, Mr Montague?’ I smile at him and soak up the sight of him. His face. His (now dishevelled) hair. His tie. His everything.
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After I’ve endured the delicious torment of watching Miles tie his tie with triumphant glances at me in the mirror, he leaves for work, throwing me a puppy-dog expression as he walks out the door.

And then it’s Project Santa time.

Because today is the day.

The high point in the run-up to Christmas.

Today, we’re off to see Santa (or Father Christmas, as the British call him) in his grotto at Harrods.

First, we compose Bea’s letter to Santa. We head to The Playroom to take full advantage of its art supplies. Bea is adamant she wants this letter to be special. I take a piece of red paper and stick a smaller piece of white paper in the middle. I’ll write Bea’s list on that, and Bea can decorate the red border.

The paper is rich with stickers of stars, bells, snowmen and candy canes. It also gets hit hard with gold glitter.

It’s fabulous.

‘Now for the important part,’ I tell Bea. ‘What are you asking Santa for?’ Dear Santa, I write in a clear print. For Christmas, I would love:

Bea knows all her letters, but she can only write a handful of words, most notably her name.

‘Right.’ Bea clears her throat and purses her lips like the little lady she is. She clasps her tiny fingers in front of her on the table. ‘Most of all, I would like an American Girl doll with yellow hair. Like the one I seed on Daddy’s iPad.’

‘Excellent. Great start.’ An American Girl doll with yellow hair. ‘What’s next?’

‘She needs some clothes. And a pony.’

I stifle a giggle. This doll is seriously high maintenance. But either Bea has already briefed Miles ad nauseam, or he’s seriously good. She’ll be one happy little elf on Christmas morning. I write a new line. Clothes and a pony for my American Girl doll.

‘Anything else, pet?’

Bea considers. She squirms a little and leans towards me, curling her hand around my ear as if to tell me a secret. ‘I want my Mummy to come back.’

For a second, my brain refuses to play ball. What did she say? That sounded like⁠—

‘You’d like your Mummy to come back, sweetheart?’

I put my hands on Bea’s little shoulders so I can draw back from her and look her in the eye. Bea nods at me. Her brown eyes are huge, bottomless mirrors; her little face is more serious than a four-year-old’s face should ever be.

Don’t react.

Don’t let her see how devastated you are for her, how messed up it is that her mummy is alive and on the other side of the fucking world by choice. I feel sick to my stomach, but I exhale heavily and put my hands on either side of Bea’s face.

‘You know, pet, I’m not sure how good Santa is at delivering mummies. There’s no harm in asking, but I don’t want you to be disappointed. However, I happen to know for a fact that he is very good at delivering toys. And maybe we can FaceTime your mummy later and say hi to her?’

I haven’t been privy to any of Bea’s FaceTimes with her mum since I’ve looked after her. Because of the eight-hour time difference, she tends to do it just before bedtime, on Miles’ iPad. I know this because she always tells me the next morning when she’s spoken to her mummy. And Miles mentioned that sometimes she lays the iPad on the pillow next to her and asks her mummy to sing her to sleep, a fact that makes my entire face ache with the pressure of unspilt tears, if I allow myself to think about it at all.

‘Okay.’ Bea says the word in a sad, soft sing-song.

I take one of her hands and squeeze it gently. ‘We’re going to write it down, all right? I’d like to see my mummy. Does that sound good? But we should remember that all these things are just wishes, and sometimes Santa has the power to grant them, and sometimes he doesn’t.’

I write the damn phrase down on the letter before Bea prints her name at the bottom, teeth biting down on her lower lip and little fingers applying immense pressure to the pencil as she makes her wobbly strokes.
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The visit to Santa is a success. Bea and I are equally charmed by his wooden cabin, shelves lined with old books and wooden toys. Bea’s a little shy with him at first, but she clambers onto his lap and hands him her letter, which we’ve rolled into a scroll and tied with velvet ribbon.

‘This is a beautiful letter, Bea,’ Santa tells her. ‘I wish all children took the time to make me such a special letter. I will keep it very safe.’

He acquits himself well, even faced with the I’d like to see my mummy bombshell.

‘Mummies are a bit tricky,’ he tells Bea. ‘They aren’t really in my power, not like toys. But I know your mummy loves you very much, and I hope you get to see her soon.’

Bea seems happy enough with his answers, but she’s flagging by the time we complete the short walk down Knightsbridge to The Montague. It’s almost time for her tea.

I slide my keycard into the door and crank down the handle. As I open the door to the penthouse, my brain seems to process everything in slow motion.

An enormous pile of luggage just inside the door frame.

Miles’ voice and a woman’s voice.

A blur of golden hair and beige drapery hurling itself towards the door.

A glance at a face that’s surely familiar.

And Bea’s scream.

The most primal, desperate sound I have ever heard as she shrieks one word.

‘Mummy!’


CHAPTER 28
Saoirse: Thursday 23 December



The only thing I can seem to latch onto, while Bea and her mum cling onto each other and cry, and laugh, and marvel at each other, is Miles’ face.

He’s a man who’s seen a ghost.

He watches his ex-wife and his daughter before turning to me, and there’s no faking the panic and conflict on his face. His eyes are wide, and he takes a step towards me before stopping himself.

‘Allegra,’ he says, and all his former social awkwardness returns in one fell swoop. ‘Meet Saoirse, who’s been nannying for us.’

I’m back to being the nanny.

Just like that.

Of course I am.

There’s no way I’d expect Miles to acknowledge any other aspect of our relationship in front of this woman.

Bea’s mum looks up at me, gets to her feet and shoots me a huge smile. She bends and scoops Bea up in her arms before coming for me, so we end up in a kind of group hug. Wow. She smells incredible. And she feels incredible. She’s wrapped in gorgeous, neutral cashmere and her hair is all shiny and bouncy and perfect. Elle Macpherson hair.

And also, most devastatingly, she is beautiful. Those pictures had nothing on the real deal. She pulls out of the hug and pats me on the arm.

‘Saoirse! So great to meet you! I’ve heard so much about you from Bea and Monty! Thank you so much for looking after my little one so well!’

Monty? I glance over at Miles. His face has turned to stone. I know that expression. He’s totally retreated.

‘It’s my pleasure,’ I spit out. ‘She’s an amazing little lady.’ I smile at Bea, who’s staring at her mother in adoration while she strokes her mum’s hair and sucks her thumb. She couldn’t have conjured her up from the other side of the world, just by writing a letter to Santa? Could she? I shake myself. Don’t be bloody ridiculous, Saoirse.

‘Have I got your name right? Saoirse? Like Saoirse Ronan?’

‘Exactly!’ This woman’s earned a brownie point. I can’t resist a glance at Miles as if to say see? Some people know her. He rolls his eyes, but otherwise is unmoved.

My curiosity gets the better of me. ‘Are you—was this a surprise? Because Miles never mentioned⁠—’

You. He never mentioned that there was the slightest chance of you popping up like this, right after we took our relationship to the next level.

‘No!’ Allegra beams again. Her smile is dazzling. Either she’s genetically blessed, or she’s gone for full Californian dentistry. And up close, her skin is flawless. An even, healthy, just-tanned-enough glow. ‘It was a surprise! I just came straight from Heathrow. That’s why I look so haggard.’

If this is this woman’s idea of haggard, I’m in trouble. If this is Miles’ idea of a woman looking haggard, I’m fucked.

What am I thinking?

I’m fucked anyway.

The mother of his child is back in the UK.

The woman who broke his heart.

Who he loved enough to marry and make the world’s most beautiful little girl with.

I throw him a miserable glance, and it seems to rouse him from his stupor.

‘Saoirse.’ He clears his throat. ‘Why don’t you head on home. Allegra and I can take it from here.’

Allegra and I can take it from here?

Allegra and I.

Just like that, I’m redundant.

Shut out.

Pressure and moisture build behind my eyelids in the most horrible, mortifying way. I need to get out of here. Now.

‘Sure thing.’ I make my voice as cheery as possible and lean forward to kiss Bea. ‘Bye, Beadle. Allegra, it’s lovely to meet you. Have a good evening. Bye, Miles.’

I back towards the doorway, but Miles grabs my rucksack.

‘I’ll see you out.’
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Bertie is manning the lift, so we spend the descent quiet and tense. I can feel Miles looking at me, but I keep my head down and focus on my nails.

When we emerge into the lobby, Miles puts a hand on my back and guides me over to a quiet sofa towards the back. It’s partially hidden by a large Christmas tree. I hang back as he sits, but he pulls at my sleeve.

‘Sit for a minute, will you?’

I sit awkwardly in my bulky coat.

‘Saoirse.’ He takes my hand. ‘I am so sorry. I had no fucking idea Allegra was about to barge in and blindside us—me—like that.’

‘I know you didn’t. It’s okay.’ My voice is small.

‘Look at me. Please.’

I look up, and his expression softens. ‘There she is.’

He strokes a piece of hair off my face, and I stay rigid. This feels wrong, given who’s upstairs.

‘It seems she’s back in the UK for good, and she wants to spend Christmas as a family.’

It’s a slap in the face. ‘Right. Okay. Of course.’

‘This is a massive shock to me, too. She only showed up half an hour ago. I need to get my head straight, baby. I owe it to Bea.’

That shakes me out of my stupor. I squeeze the hand that’s still holding mine.

‘Of course you do. That’s what you should do, so don’t feel bad. You know, we wrote Bea’s letter to Santa today before we went to Harrods. I’ll send you the picture I took of it. But Miles, she put her mum on the list. She wished for her mummy. And she comes home, and her mum is there waiting for her. Do you have any idea how unbelievable that is? I’m so happy for her.’

I drop my head and the tears come, and I hope to God Miles thinks they’re tears of joy for Bea, for this amazing little girl whose belief in magic has just been vindicated by this Christmas miracle, and not tears of sadness for myself.

Because the problem is that what’s bad for me is good for Bea, and Bea’s happiness is far, far more important than mine. She’s a tiny girl who was abandoned and heartbroken, and now her mum has come back for her. She has a chance of happiness.

It may just have coincided with me losing mine.

‘Look. I need some time to think this over.’ Miles pinches the bridge of his very nice, very straight nose. ‘I owe it to Bea to give Allegra a chance, see what her story is.’

‘I know. I understand, I really do.’ My bottom lip is trembling like Bea’s. Miles looks up and sees it, and touches his finger to it.

‘I’ll give you a shout after Christmas, all right? Just—just take the time off, and I hope it’s not too late for you to get home to your family.’

I nod numbly. ‘Merry Christmas,’ I whisper. ‘Give Bea a huge kiss from me.’

‘Merry Christmas, baby.’

It’s the only thing I’ve ever wanted to hear him say, but it was never meant to sound like a goodbye.

He presses his lips to my cheek and rolls his face slightly against me, inhaling against my skin. Then he stands up and walks back towards the lifts.


CHAPTER 29
Saoirse: Thursday 23 December



Isit huddled on the Piccadilly Line as it whisks me efficiently away from Miles, Bea and the magic of Knightsbridge to the grim, grey shittiness of Park Royal. This place is so depressing. Lines of boxy, pebble-dash post-war houses. Retail parks. Self-storage units and offices and drive-thru McDonalds. Trampoline parks and DIY super-centres. Dual carriageways and nasty neon street lights. Not like the pretty, Mary-Poppins-esque Victorian ones around The Montague. Ugh.

It’s weirdly comforting to be back somewhere that suits my current mood, and my sense of self worth, so well. Hanging out in Knightsbridge and South Ken and Mayfair has been a dream, an amazing adventure that’s ended as abruptly as it began. I didn’t belong there. And it would be hard to be satisfactorily depressed in those pretty parts of London. It’s very easy to feel profoundly downcast in Park Royal.

I trudge to M&S Simply Food. Normally, we shop at the Asda superstore because it’s cheap, but that might send me over the edge today. Mince, passata, onions and spaghetti go in my basket. Oh, and a huge wedge of parmesan. And a tub of M&S’ obscenely sticky mini flap-jack bites. Tonight calls for some serious comfort-eating.

I’m the first one home. The heating’s just clicking on for the evening, so the house is bloody freezing. It’s dark and vaguely damp, but once I’ve turned on all the lights on the Christmas tree and the garlands we’ve put up, it feels a bit cheerier. I put the shopping on the kitchen floor and plump down on the sofa. Cover my eyes with my hand. Squeeze my fingers against my eyelids. I’ll smudge my mascara, but who cares? Literally no one.

Miles.

I curl up on my side and pull my knees up to relieve the physical ache in my stomach. I miss him. Understatement. I’m completely bereft. Someone has let a guillotine hurtle down over the fairytale I’ve been living these past few days—weeks, even—and the pain of being completely cut off from him and Bea, of having the cosy, merry little bubble we created, is excruciating.

When I close my eyes and think about the three of us together, my heart quite literally glows. We make—made—the perfect little trio. At Sorrel Farm, at the ballet, at the Savoy. Even at Winter Wonderland, when he was still in full-on Grooge mode, bitching and moaning about its brand of high-octane festivity, there was still a connection. We both still appreciated seeing the fun through Bea’s eyes. I’m going to miss my little Christmas companion almost as much as I’ll miss Miles.

I let myself get comfortable so quickly. Way too quickly. It was something about Miles’ total lack of game-playing once he decided to act on his feelings for me. For someone who was so gruff and grumpy and Groogy when I met him, who did such a terrific job of keeping people at arm’s length, he committed to me in style. I have to hand it to him.

He let me in.

And the warmth of his affection and generosity, and of his desire for me, was so wonderfully blissful that he melted my heart like butter.

I didn’t stand a chance.

Who knew he’d be such a softie? Who knew that under the layers of armadillo hide, there was a giant heart he’d be willing to share with me so fully? I would never have guessed. I fancied the pants off him from the start, and that kind of crush-from-afar was harmless until I spent more time watching him fathering Bea, seeing firsthand how kind and selfless and adoring he was as a dad.

But it wasn’t until he turned all those virtues on me that yearning and textbook lust gave way to something more fragile and special. A dawning realisation that together, this man and I had some kind of magical connection, in bed and out of it. A connection I’ve never had before. Not with any of my exes.

Miles and Bea are in their suite right now, without me, rekindling their relationship with Allegra: a woman who has far more right to both of them than I do. No matter what terrible errors of judgement she’s made in the past.

She came to her senses.

She came home.

And I know, I can just tell, that Miles is the kind of guy whose loyalty, once earned, is steadfast. He’s one of the most committed fathers I’ve ever encountered. He’ll do whatever it takes to give Bea a stable, loving family. What’s more, he may be furious with Allegra for having abandoned them, but he’s definitely alluded to how devastated he was when she left. It’s always seemed to me that he’s not over it.

So two deserving, gorgeous, wonderful people whom I love have been given a second chance of happiness. I should be thrilled for them. I am thrilled for them. I just wish I didn’t have a brief glimpse of what extraordinary happiness a life with those two would offer.

I can’t go back and work for them next week; I know that already. It’s out of the question. No matter how much I want to see Bea. No matter how much I want to see Miles. I can never go back as the nanny, wiping up crumbs and overseeing tooth-brushing while Allegra and Miles fall back in love right in front of me.

What are they doing right this second? It’s almost six. They’re probably sitting around the dining room table, Miles and Allegra sipping a celebratory glass of Dom Perignon as they supervise Bea’s teatime.

She’ll be eating her favourite room service meal: the hotel’s obscenely good pasta pomodoro, which I always finish off. Will Allegra finish it for Bea? Does she eat? She doesn’t look like she eats much except rabbit food. California must have been right up her street in that respect.

So, they’re eating. What’s the mood? Bea’s probably ecstatic: up to ninety, and her parents are trying to calm her down. The primal joy in her voice when she screamed her mum’s name will haunt me for some time. And Miles and Allegra are… cautiously happy?

Miles will be circumspect at first, unable to believe his wife is back. But I’m familiar enough with Allegra through Sandra to know that her bouncy, sunny personality will soon coax him out of his shell. They’ll drift closer to one another over the course of the evening. She’ll lay her glossy, honey-coloured head on his shoulder when they’re chilling out after dinner, and he’ll melt, draw her closer.

They won’t have a bath together, will they? Dear God, please don’t let them have a bath together. Could Miles do that to me? He couldn’t. Could he? It will kill me. It’ll finish me off if I allow myself to think about that. And I’ll never be able to look at a flannel again, though fuck knows, I may need one in my lonely, grotty bathtub.

I pick up my phone and open WhatsApp. Miles was last seen at four-twenty-eight. Just before Allegra arrived, presumably. Clearly they’re having far too nice a time for him to need to distract himself with WhatsApp. The last message he sent me was that jokey one about the flannel.

What a difference a day makes.

I told him I’d send the photo of Bea’s beautiful, and heartbreaking, and downright spooky letter to Santa.

Here you go. What a magical little girl x

I add the photo. There is so, so much more to say, but there’s no point in bothering him with any of it. I hit the arrow to send.

He replies a short while after.

Thanks x

So that’s that, then.


CHAPTER 30
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Allegra and Bea sit at the dining table together, doing a Christmas colouring book Allegra brought her back from LA. She’s making an effort. A far bigger effort than she used to make with Bea before she left. She genuinely seems to be revelling in her time with her daughter. It’s almost as if the leopard has changed her spots.

I lounge sideways on the sofa, feet up, laptop on my thighs. I’ve told the office I’ll work from home this week.

Obviously.

I’m not letting Allegra out of my sight. Fuck knows what kind of stunt she’d pull. It’s not that I think she’s a flight risk, and she is Bea’s mother, after all. But her little disappearing act earned me full custody, and I’m damned if I’m going to do a single thing to put my daughter in jeopardy.

I study her, eyes narrowed. Objectively, she’s a stunningly beautiful woman. She looks younger than her thirty-four years, despite her love of sunbathing. Her dermatologist has seen to that. Her hair falls softly over her eyes, and her smile makes her face far softer. Clearly the LA lifestyle agrees with her: she’s in even better shape than she was before, if that’s possible (presumably all that yoga), and her skin glows.

It’s not enough.

Not any more.

It was at first, when she dazzled me at a charity event, and I was swept up in the alchemy of her honey-coloured limbs and incredible pale-blue eyes and, if I’m totally honest, her status. Like me, she comes from money, and her independent wealth made her a gold-digger magnet when she was on the market. I could relate.

Knowing she wasn’t after my money made her an instant candidate for my consideration. Knowing that she was widely touted by the society columns as one of the most beautiful and eligible young women in London added an undeniable edge to my interest. I was guilty of the worst form of narcissism: bagging myself a trophy girlfriend. And that lapse of judgement sure as fuck came back to bite me on the arse.

I fell for her. Of course I did. She was dazzling, and outgoing, and super smart, and I got entirely too wrapped up in the package she represented and in the version of our relationship the press adored so much. A showy proposal in Positano and an enormous wedding at The Montague, attended by the great and good of London establishment and society, were almost foregone conclusions.

If someone asked me now, after five years of marriage to her and almost two years without her, after lockdown and single parenting and the close to one hundred therapy sessions my mother insisted on, what went wrong, I’d say the answer is clear as day. The rot was there from day one, and I wasn’t evolved or interested enough to care.

I wouldn’t change anything in my life that gave me Bea, but the undeniable probability remains that Allegra is a narcissist. Or a sociopath. And I don’t use those words flippantly. I’d give a great deal to have her properly analysed and diagnosed. Somewhere in the makeup of what appears to be one of the most genetically blessed women you could meet, something is missing. And it’s something no human should be without.

She genuinely loves Bea. I believe that. And she genuinely loved me, in her own way, even if the thing she loved most about me was how well our marriage reflected on her. I can’t even blame her for that, because there was a pair of us in it.

But the crux of the matter is that she doesn’t love anyone else enough. Not as much as herself. Not enough to lay down her life for them or even to do the hard stuff.

Like parenting a toddler.

Like choosing the mundanity of marriage and motherhood when something shiny and novel catches your eye.

She was a fair weather mother, and I suspect I knew that from a very early stage of Bea’s existence. And so I compensated. Maternity nurses. Nannies. Psychiatrists. Of course. It was I who insisted on it. Allegra was finding things hard, and we had the means to give her all the support she needed, so there was no problem with laying on the help.

But as Bea turned one and then two, it became apparent that Allegra was only interested in a certain element of motherhood. Bea as a sweet little pet. A toy. An accessory. Dressed like mummy. Pretty as a picture. Another family member to reflect back favourably on Allegra as far as the press and her Instagram followers were concerned. Hashtag-Mummy-and-Bea.

The relentless drudgery of processing a small child and dealing with her endless tantrums was not what Allegra signed up for. She simply wasn’t interested. The nannies took on more and more of that burden. It began to feel like every occasion Allegra and Bea hung out was little more than a photo opp. And when she crossed paths with Josh Levine, a Californian guru turned entrepreneur, there was no contest. The reality of our little family couldn’t compete with this shiny, new and glamorous opportunity.

Of course, Allegra being Allegra, everything came down to optics. Sacking in your two-year-old kid for a nice new life doesn’t go over well with Instagram. So she reframed everything. Told her followers I’d refused her custody, had seized her baby, and that she was heartbroken.

The funny thing is, I actually wish that were true.

I wish she’d tried to fight for Bea, even a little. I would never, ever have let her take Bea to the US, but she went so fucking gladly. As if she was shrugging off an enormous ball and chain and was finally free to fly.

I know now who my ex-wife is.

I found out the hard way.

She’s not evil. She’s just selfish. Lazy. Image-obsessed. She’s fixated on perception, and disinterested in the real stuff. In the nuts and bolts of life. The quiet moments of love, and intimacy, and human connection aren’t showy enough to do it for her. And I’m damned if I’m letting someone that bankrupt in those nuts and bolts have free rein over my little Bea.
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I can’t wait to hear what tale of self-justification and self-pity Allegra has concocted. I open a bottle of wine. I’m going to need something to take the edge off this conversation. Not that I’m scared of conflict, but arguing with Allegra has always been like arguing with a child. She’s irrational, and she’s delusional. So normal tactics don’t apply.

I dive right in. ‘What are you doing here, Allegra?’

‘I’ve decided to come back for good. Obviously I would have come back earlier to see Bea, if the US routes hadn’t been down⁠—’

I put a hand up. ‘Save it. What about your venture?’

‘I sold my stake back to Josh. It wasn’t working out with him, romantically, so… And I missed Bea too much.’

What a load of bullshit. At no point in the eighteen months since she left has Allegra expressed any torment over missing Bea, beyond her brief, shallow-as-fuck calls with her each week.

‘I’m sorry it didn’t work out. What are your plans now you’re back?’

‘I don’t have any.’ She looks down at the wine she’s swilling. ‘I’ve purposely come back with no agenda, except for reconnecting with you and Bea.’

Reconnecting? Is she serious?

‘She’s a little girl, Allegra. Not a fucking laptop. You do not reconnect with your kid. You fucked off and left her. Moved to the other side of the world, just like that. She will never, ever get over that. Don’t be fooled by how happy she is to see you. You’ve scarred her for life, because nothing else in your universe ever seems as real as your own perceived needs.’

Tears spring into her eyes. Literally spring. It’s almost comedic. ‘I know I messed up, Miles. I know how selfish I was. I—I didn’t know myself back then. I didn’t know what I wanted, and I definitely didn’t realise how lucky I was to have you both. I won the lottery, and I didn’t even see it.

‘But I’ve done so much self-work in Cali, with therapies and hallucinogens, and, like, a whole world of stuff, and I understand things better now. I’m just asking for a chance to prove myself to you both.’

The person I love most in the world is one half made up of this woman’s genes. If she wasn’t, Allegra would be out on her ear before she could say ayahuasca. Who knows, she may truly believe she’s changed. Maybe she actually has. It’s not for me to judge. The only thing that will alter my view of her is time. A whole lot of time, where she proves herself again and again.

‘Look. As far as you and I are concerned, we’re dead. The only relationship I’m willing to entertain with you in future is the one where we parent Bea and try not to fuck her up any more than you already have. The only person I care about here is Bea. And she’s the only reason I’m even considering letting you back into our lives.

‘I will never, ever let you insinuate yourself into a position where you’re able to abandon her like that again. You have a fuck-load of work ahead of you if you hope to even think about having any sort of unsupervised access to her. And that work will involve you showing up. Time and time again. And making an effort with her. Not as a fashion accessory, but as the incredible, unique human being she is.

‘I’d be far happier if I never had to see you again, but, unlike you, I choose to put our daughter first. She wants you in her life. She misses you. She still loves you, for fuck’s sake, to an extent that you could not deserve less.’

I brush my hand over my eyelids. I’m getting emotional over the gross unfairness of the fact that what Bea wants and what this woman deserves are diametrically opposed. Bea won’t be complete without having her mother in her life, no matter how undeserving Allegra is of that privilege.

‘I have rights. As her mother.’ Allegra’s voice is hard.

‘Do. Not. Go there. You waived those rights when you waltzed out of her life. I can make life very unpleasant for you, Allegra, and I will, if you pursue this legally. I know you don’t understand anything unless it’s self-serving, so let me spell it out for you: if you want to have a relationship with Bea, then your best, your only, chance right now is to put in the hours. Do what I do, and every other parent does, and accept the slog. Because there are no shortcuts with kids. You put the work in, you’ll get the rewards out.

‘I want you to make her a promise. That you’ll never leave her again. I’ve seen how she is with you this evening. She’s fawning, clingy. She’s terrified you’re going to up and leave again. If we do this, we do it with clear boundaries. She knows exactly when she’ll see you. And you show up when you say you’re going to show up. And we’ll take it from there. Baby steps.’

I sit there, across the table from a woman who I was once so intimate with, who bore and delivered my child, for God’s sake, and wonder at how much of a stranger she is to me. I’ll be fascinated to see if she can redeem herself by committing properly to motherhood. There will be no telling. Only showing.

Saoirse’s there, right at the forefront of my mind. She hasn’t left it since I gave her that lame kiss and sent her on her way. How unbelievably cruel. For all the reasons I’m furious with Allegra, the fact that I had to put her before Saoirse is up there.

If she feels in any way similar to how I feel, then she must be in torment, too. Worse, probably, because she doesn’t know what’s going on, doesn’t have the benefit of understanding that Allegra is a pain in the bloody backside, but not a threat. If anything, her appearance has clarified my feelings. It shouldn’t have taken my toxic ex-wife reappearing to make me see how I feel about Saoirse, but it has. The contrast is too great.

I’m not stupid. I know I’ve been paying Saoirse well. But she does so much more than turn up every day. The love and steadfast commitment she’s shown to Bea, a little girl she doesn’t really know and owes nothing to, has been incredible to witness. She’s invested. It’s plain to see. She’d been looking after Bea for less than a week when she was faced with puke-gate. She gave Bea what she needed at the time: her presence. She even slept next to her. Allegra would have called the nanny and run for the fucking hills.

Saoirse’s treatment of Bea is a reflection, an extension, of who she is. She’s a giver. Someone who fills herself up with the joy she finds from caring for others. She doesn’t even know she’s doing it. She’s asked me for nothing in our professional or personal relationship, and it makes me want to give her the whole world.

When I think of her reaction to Allegra showing up, it makes me want to bawl my eyes out. I watched her in that lobby, pushing down her own clear devastation in favour of choosing to be delighted for Bea. That was all that mattered to her. Matters. The happiness that Bea deserves. The shit hit the fan, and she showed her true colours. And boy, were they splendid.

She’s fucking amazing. She’s so beautiful, and she’s completely unaware of it, and when I’m with her, her goodness radiates out from her. It’s such a huge part of what attracts me to her that it almost wipes out her physical beauty.

I glance at the woman across from me. Physically perfect. And she leaves me cold.

Never again will I let Allegra take priority over Saoirse. Never again. It ends here.

‘I’m seeing someone.’ My tone is terse. ‘Saoirse. Bea’s nanny. It’s new, but it’s serious, and I want her with us for Christmas. You can spend tomorrow with Bea. If you have presents for her, do them then. I suggest you go and stay with your parents, but if they won’t have you, I’m sure I can find you a room at the hotel. But you’re not staying with us after tonight. You’ve lost that privilege. I want you out of this suite.’

‘You’re screwing the nanny.’ She rolls her eyes. ‘You are such a cliché, aren’t you? That sweet girl? She thinks the sun shines out of your arse, I’m sure. Is that why? She puts up and shuts up, and doesn’t give you a hard time?’

I spit out the words. ‘I don’t have to justify myself to you. But so you know, she’s one of the purest, most selfless people I’ve ever met, and that’s why I’ve fallen for her. You’d do well to take a leaf out of her book. She certainly does a far better job of meeting our daughter’s needs than you’ve ever done.’

‘You’re insane.’ She shakes her head. ‘She’s a phase. I suppose she’s responsible for this revoltingly tacky display?’ She waves her hand around the room. ‘Come on, Miles. She’s just a pretty, adoring little distraction to make you feel good about yourself. Right?’

‘Yeah, she bought all these decorations. Because Bea loves them. They make Bea happy. And God knows, that’s not something you’ve concerned yourself with any time recently. And she’s not a distraction. I’m in love with her. And I already know she’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me and Bea.’


CHAPTER 31
Saoirse: Friday 24 December



Ilie in bed until ten the next morning, even though I’ve been awake since six. My body clock is relentless. Lying and wallowing in bed doesn’t do it for me like it does for some people. It’s killing me to toss and turn. I’m much better suited to action.

The bathroom is looking even more grim than usual. I grab the cleaning pail and give it a good scrub. It still looks grim afterwards (I’ve definitely been spoilt by Miles’ marble bathroom) but at least it’s immaculately clean. This Christmas will be miserable enough without adding a grimy bathroom to the mix.

Still nothing from Miles. I check his WhatsApp status. Last seen at seven-thirteen this morning. Has he gone off to work? Or is he shirking from home so he can hang out with his girls?

I drum my fingers on the kitchen counter. I am going to explode. I expected the sadness to weigh me down and pin me to the sofa, but instead I’m restless. Twitchy as hell. It doesn’t help that I’ve lost my man and my temporary job in one fell swoop. I have literally nothing to do.

Except, of course, hang out in London. I may as well get out of this godforsaken suburb for a few hours and enjoy London’s beauty before our house party tonight. My instinct to wallow in the appropriately depressing surroundings of Park Royal has worn off. Quickly.

I have Christmas presents to deliver to Miles and Bea. I intended to leave them under their tree on Christmas eve. Now I’ll have to use an intermediary, but at least it gives me an excuse to be back in their orbit for a short while.

The Montague looks particularly shiny and twinkly today, its window dressings especially lavish. I know why: it’s because I’m no longer seeing it as an insider. I got used to it. It was my turf, and now I’m back to being a girl from a small town in County Wicklow, who can only marvel from afar at its festive splendour. Its gorgeousness.

Norman, bless him, is on the door as usual. He doffs his top hat at me and gives me a warm smile, the sincerity of which hurts my fragile heart.

‘Morning, Saoirse. You not working today?’

‘Hi, Norman. No, I’m—taking a few days off till after Christmas.’ That’s the official line, anyhow. No need to burden Norman with my problems.

‘Ah. I see.’ He nods sagely. ‘I guess now the mistress is back, you can take it easy, eh?’

So he knows. Everyone knows—of course they do. It’s probably the gossip of the year that Allegra has come back from the dead.

‘Exactly.’ I nod brightly. ‘I’m dropping some presents off for them.’

I wasn’t sure what to get Miles—what do you buy the man who has everything? But on Sunday, on my way back from The Montague and secure in the knowledge that Miles and I were building something special, I stopped off in Peter Jones in Sloane Square and bought him a scarlet cashmere scarf. I was sure he’d see the funny side. Hopefully, he still will.

And there was a particularly gorgeous photo of him and Bea together at The Savoy, grinning from ear to ear, which I printed out in Boots and put in a nice frame, also from John Lewis. I’ve wrapped them in The Grinch paper, even though I know now that Miles’ lack of festive spirit when I met him didn’t make him mean or cold: he was just hurting. He’s anything but cold when you get to know him.

For Bea, I’ve got a festive sticker book and some enormous pink fluffy slippers from Primark, made fully from petrochemicals. Miles will hate them; Bea will adore them.

I drop my parcels off at the concierge. James, who’s practically become my fixer over the past month, gives me a huge grin.

‘You all right, Saoirse? You working today?’

I repeat what I said to Norman, and wish James a very Merry Christmas, and drag my sorry self out of the heavenly, festive warmth of The Montague lobby and into the cold outside.

After a few hours of walking around London, its buzz making me and my problems feel pleasantly insignificant, I reluctantly retrace my steps back to Park Royal and my new reality.

I miss home.

I miss how small Dublin is, and how I can barely go out on the weekend without bumping into someone from college. I miss the magnificent Wicklow countryside and Avoca’s suffocatingly small, but endlessly friendly, community. If I were still living in Ireland, I’d be back in Avoca now.

I’d give anything to hang around the kitchen, drinking tea and wine with whoever popped in to see us and get the news from London. There’d be Quality Street, and mountains of Tayto crisps, and a permanently intoxicating smell in the air from simmering Christmas puddings or hams or brown bread or whatever else Mam had on the go. Christmas at home is always like the feeding of the five thousand, but with zero room left for miracles.

So why the hell didn’t I jump on a flight last night? Miles has paid me so well that I could have treated myself to an Aer Lingus flight. And I was so tempted. But I know why I didn’t.

I tell myself I can’t bear the gossip, and the pity, and the well-meaning questions, and the constant explaining and retelling that I’ll be roped into by Mam and Da and Clodagh and the three million visitors who’ll traipse through our kitchen over the next week.

But the real reason is more pathetic. Much more pathetic.

If I go home, I’m done. I might not even bother coming back to London. I’ll have accepted defeat, and I’ll have put distance between myself and Miles and Bea. Drawn a line under my December fairytale. Admitted that it has no part in my future.

And I’m not ready to do that.

I’d rather be a few miles away from them than a few hundred.

I’d rather know, on Christmas Day, that I’m in the same magical city as them, and not in a different country entirely.

So I’ll stay.
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WTF is this?




It’s a WhatsApp from Clodagh. After the Mail published those photos of us at Sorrel Farm, I filled my sister in on my fledgling romance with Miles. Unlike my flatmates, Clodagh got a detailed account. And she dug it.

A flurry of photos follow the message. I hit the top one with a weary finger.

Oh, fuckity fuck.

The Sun’s got photos of Miles, Allegra and Bea exiting the main rotating door of The Montague. Miles is ahead, his hand up and his face stern. He’s probably shouting obscenities at the paps.

He looks so bloody gorgeous I can hardly breathe. A few strands of hair fall over his forehead, and he has his grey scarf on. It’s tied neatly, cosily, around his neck. Did she tie it for him? It’s so weird to think that he’s out there, striding around London, shouting at people, right this second.

The money shot is next. Allegra and Bea in matching furry white coats. Bea’s must be a gift from Allegra, because I’ve never seen it before. Bea will have it filthy more quickly than you can say hot chocolate.

But they’re hand in hand, beaming at each other, and the happiness on Bea’s face—on both their faces—makes my eyes prick. Just in case I was in danger of getting drunk on my pity party for one, here’s the perfect reminder that Allegra’s return has made one of my favourite human beings perfectly happy.

Another message pops up from Clodagh.

The wife is back???




I sigh and hit the Call icon. Clodagh answers immediately.

‘What the fuck is going on? Is that seriously the wife?’

‘Yeah.’

‘What? I can hardly hear you. Speak up. What’s going on, Sorsh?’

Ugh. ‘She turned up yesterday. She was there when Bea and I got home from seeing Santa. And listen to how freaky this is. Bea wrote her letter to Santa yesterday and asked for her mummy. Isn’t that weird?’

‘That’s seriously weird. So she just turned up out of the blue? What did Miles say?’

‘Not a huge amount. I could tell he was pretty tense about the whole thing.’ Pressure builds behind my eyes. ‘Um. He told me I should take a few days off and he’d call me after Christmas. Said he needed time to work through stuff with Allegra, that he owed it to Bea.’

‘Fuuuuuuck.’ There’s a groan in Clodagh’s voice. ‘That stupid bitch. I can’t believe she had the nerve to show her face after what she did. Why the hell has she come sniffing around again—why can’t she just leave them the fuck alone?’

‘The thing is. You should have seen Bea’s face when she saw her mum.’ I don’t trust my voice to rise above a whisper. ‘She was so happy, Clo. This is a dream come true for her. Her Christmas has been made.’

‘That’s very cute. She sounds like a little dote. But where does this leave you? Did he say?’

‘Not really, no. He just kissed me on the cheek before he went back upstairs and wished me Merry Christmas.’

‘Ugh. Fuck’s sake. The cheek peck of doom. I’m so sorry, Sorsh. Jesus, this is beyond shite for you.’

‘Thanks.’ I drop my head into my free hand. My shoulders begin to shake with sobs. I could really use a hug from my youngest sister right now.

‘She looks gorgeous. Is she?’

‘She is.’ I sniff. ‘I mean, she’s stunning. But she’s very glossy. High maintenance. It’s funny; Miles said he didn’t date because he only attracted high maintenance women. I got the impression he wasn’t so keen on that. But this one stepped off a plane looking like a supermodel. She’s definitely not low maintenance.’

‘Well, it sounds like he’s a glutton for punishment. If he doesn’t know what he has in you, Sorsh, he doesn’t deserve you.’

‘Very helpful, thanks. Come here, will you tell Mam and Dad? Tell them I’ll give them a call in a few days? I just can’t face the inquisition right now.’

‘I will, but why wouldn’t you hop on a plane and come home? You know we’d all look after you. It won’t be the same without you tomorrow—I’ll die of boredom.’

I tense. ‘I can’t do it, Clo. It’s too depressing. I’d be like this Bridget Jones cliché, lying in my childhood bed, eating Quality Street. It feels too much like failure. I’d rather stay here. Honestly. I was always going to spend Christmas Day with the girls, and we have a party tonight, and tomorrow’s menu all planned, and we went big on the Lidl prosecco offer last week, so we’re grand. I’ll be grand.’

‘Hmm.’

‘Hmm what?’

‘You just want to be close to him, don’t you? In case he changes his mind.’

‘Oh, fuck off.’

That’s the thing about my sister. She knows me far too well.


CHAPTER 32
Saoirse: Friday 24 December



Iknow what Keeley’s been doing this afternoon. She’s been keeping me occupied. Distracting me while the rest of them finish up their last day of work. And, of course, taking advantage of the fact that my preferred mode when I’m upset is over-functioning. We have a gang coming over for drinks tonight, and for a big Christmas dinner tomorrow, and a stack of chores to cover.

So far, I have scrubbed, peeled and par-boiled a mountain of spuds for tomorrow. Trimmed the sprouts. Cut the carrots into fine batons. Made the stuffing. Cut the parsnips. Keeley and Becky are really benefiting from my turmoil. I’ve chopped and trimmed and scrubbed like a motherfucking robot.

Don’t think about Miles.

Don’t think about Bea.

Don’t think about glossy, gorgeous Allegra cosying up to both of them.

God, I’m so stupid. I had no intention of getting serious with anyone when I came over (not that I was averse to the idea of a bit of fun. I’ve always liked a posh British accent). I didn’t really think hard about what kind of guy I might end up fancying, but come on. Miles Montague?!

I must have been insane. Talk about out of my league. Like model-grade looks, an obscenely impressive business empire, and a shit-tonne of baggage. I got comfortable, dazzled by the false intimacy of spending so much time at home with him and Bea.

Not that I don’t know he liked me. He’s a genuine guy; I doubt he’d be capable of small talk and stringing me along. The lust part was real for him, anyway. But his real life came back to give him a kick up his ass and bite me in my ass.

And now I’m back at square one, except instead of being grateful and excited about shacking up in London with a gang of girls, I’m gutted. Absolutely gutted.

Because the thing is, I may have been a nice little interlude for him. But he was the real deal for me.

Anyway, my loss is our Christmas Eve party’s gain. I have the flat immaculate. There are bowls of crisps everywhere. Sausage rolls. All the booze that doesn’t need to be chilled is laid out nicely on the table in the living room. My decorations look gorgeous, if I say so myself.

I’ve pulled on an old red dress that always serves me well at parties, mainly because it’s really stretchy and makes my boobs and ass look amazing. It’s the gift that keeps on giving and requires zero effort. Which is good, because I don’t feel like making an effort for anyone tonight.

This is definitely the least festive I’ve ever felt on Christmas Eve, but I dutifully put on my Christmas pudding dangly earrings. Fake it till you make it, and all that. Jeez, I really should have escaped home when I had the chance. I could be lying on the sofa right now, mainlining roasted peanuts and watching utter crap, instead of having to socialise.

As the guests arrive, a rowdy mix of Irish and Aussies and Kiwis who are stuck in London for Christmas, I paste on a smile. Nobody likes a Grinch.

People turn up at an alarming rate. Who the hell did Keeley invite? The doorbell goes for the sixth or seventh time, and I hit the front door release button again. The flat is going to be a total shambles tomorrow morning. I’ll spend Christmas morning hoovering.

Excellent.

I go to let in whoever’s coming up the stairs. Open the door to our flat wearily and hang off it. Stop dead. Because there, in front of me, is simply the best sight I’ve ever seen. A sight so gorgeous I can’t believe what my eyes are telling my brain.

It’s Miles.

With Bea in his arms.
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MILES

I spent most of the car journey cursing my not-so-smart idea of having Dave drive me and Bea to Saoirse’s Christmas Eve evening. The A40 out to Park Royal is fucking grid locked. And, of course, she has to live just off the A40 in grim suburbia.

If Bea was any less excited, she’d have fallen asleep already, but she’s a woman on a mission. I sat her down this afternoon and explained that Mummy would definitely be staying in London, but that she’d be getting her own house to live in.

I had no idea how she’d take that, having had a night of being back with her mum, but she’s been surprisingly okay with it. As if having Mummy back in the same city is a win she’s willing to take after so long.

I made Allegra ram the point home to Bea too. She took her for afternoon tea ‘alone’ in the Grand Salon while I sat in the lobby and twiddled my fingers. We can’t start soon enough with rebuilding Bea’s sense of security, with proving to her that she can depend on the most important adults in her life to be there. Always.

And during my chat with Bea, I also told her that I wanted Saoirse to be my girlfriend. I didn’t want her to work for us, but to spend time with us both because she wanted to.

‘But I think she’s sad,’ I told Bea. ‘I think I hurt her feelings because I sent her home when Mummy arrived. And now I’m worried she thinks I don’t like her anymore. And I do. I love her.’

I’ve now told two women I love Saoirse. I just need to damn well tell her to her face.

‘I love her too!’ Bea’s eyes were wide with concern. ‘Can we go and get her?’

‘We can, baby. That’s exactly what we’re going to do.’

And that’s why, instead of being curled up in the penthouse together with a festive movie, we’re climbing a flight of stairs in a narrow hallway that smells of kebabs in a godawful part of London at seven o’clock on Christmas Eve.

Staring at the face of the angel who’s opened the door.

Hoping she will grant our Christmas wishes.

The reality of her takes my breath away. Her sweet, beautiful face. The lights behind her cast a halo on her dark curls. And—dear God—she’s in some kind of stretchy red dress that clings in all the right places.

She registers who we are and clamps her hand over her mouth; her eyes widen. She pulls away her hand to say a shocked, quiet hi to me before turning to Bea, her face breaking into a huge grin.

‘Mrs Claus! Come here!’ She holds out her arms.

I hand Bea over. She immediately gives Saoirse the full koala treatment.

‘I missed you, Saoirse! Is this your house? Can we come in?’

‘Of course you can come in!’ Saoirse holds my gaze over Bea’s shoulder as she squeezes my daughter. Her voice softens. ‘Of course you can. It’s a bit crazy, Beadle. We’re having a little Christmas party. But everyone is going to be so happy to see you. You remember Keeley, right?’

I put my hand on her arm as she turns. ‘You sure this is okay? I’m sorry to turn up like this. I—we needed to see you.’

She shakes her head like she can’t believe I’ve even asked. ‘Of course it’s okay. Come in.’

I follow her tentatively into the open-plan living room. I’m not sure what I was expecting, but it’s both a surprise and a relief to see her here, surrounded by friends and laughter. Not that I was expecting to find her alone and pining for me. But still. She looks good. Great. A little pale. But beautiful.

And the flat is… shabby, unquestionably. In need of some serious maintenance. But it’s cosy and beautifully decorated. There’s a tall tree in one corner, bedecked with twinkling lights and a multitude of red ribbons and gold baubles. Row after row of paper cut-outs run around the room. Green Christmas trees. Red bells. White snowflakes. The entire room sports a Fair Isle jumper pattern. This must have taken days to do. I’d put money on it being Saoirse’s doing.

So this is how she decorates when Bea’s not calling the shots. It’s homely and thoughtful and atmospheric.

I stand awkwardly just inside the entrance, taking in the clusters of glamorous young women and bulky blokes in All Blacks and Irish rugby shirts. Suddenly, I feel old and square. Completely out of place. I get a few odd looks.

‘Mr Montague!’ Keeley from The Playroom greets me, her surprise almost comedic.

‘It’s Miles, please.’ I give her an awkward wave. ‘Merry Christmas, Keeley.’

‘Merry Christmas.’ She notices Bea. ‘Beadle! What are you doing here! What a lovely surprise! Do you want to come and see what presents we have under our tree for tomorrow? And do you like crisps, by any chance?’

‘Yes, please.’ Bea is shy but not overwhelmed. Good for her. I’m feeling pretty overwhelmed right now. That is until Keeley takes Bea and exchanges a look with Saoirse that’s impossible to miss.

I put my hands in my coat pockets and wait for Saoirse to make her way back to me.

‘Do you want a drink?’

‘I’m fine, thanks. Can we chat? Somewhere private?’

She looks almost scared, but she nods and says the words I’ve been hoping for.

‘My room. This way.’


CHAPTER 33
Saoirse: Friday 24 December



It’s very weird, and pretty amazing, having Miles in my room. It’s kind of embarrassing, too. He’s probably thinking how small and crappy it is compared to his gorgeous penthouse bedroom.

He follows my cue and sits on my bed (there’s not much room to do anything else). He still has his coat and scarf on, and he’s combed his dark hair back neatly. He looks so handsome, and serious, and absolutely bloody perfect that my heart beats out a sad song at the sight of him. He’s so kissable.

I would give anything, right now, to lean over and put my lips to his.

He clears his throat. ‘How are you doing?’

‘I’m okay.’ I shrug. What does he expect me to say? That I’ve felt as though all the light has gone out of my world these past couple of days?

‘I’m sorry I’ve been quiet. I had to deal with the Allegra stuff.’ He’s beseeching me with his eyes to understand. I do.

‘I know. I get it.’ What I do not get is why he’s here now.

‘Anyway… It’s done.’

I wasn’t expecting that. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I’ve sent her off to her parents for Christmas. I told her last night she could have today with Bea. And I told her the best she can hope for going forward is a long process whereby she slowly wins back Bea’s trust by doing the absolute basics of parenting: showing up.’

‘But—but what about you and her?’

He gives a little laugh. ‘There is no me and her. We’re divorced, remember?’

‘I know, but⁠—’

I thought she broke your heart. I thought you would be overcome with desire and love after seeing her in all her glossy-skinned, bouncy-haired glory again.

‘But what?’

‘I thought you’d want her back. Once you saw her.’

Now his laughter is genuinely amused. ‘Oh, no, baby. I was glad to be rid of her. She’s a fucking narcissist.’

My eyes widen in disbelief.

‘I’m not exaggerating. All my heartbreak has always been for Bea. I’ve been so devastated on her behalf that it’s like I’ve been managing both our grief. But I have no intention of going anywhere near that woman, aside from in a co-parenting context, if I can possibly help it.’

‘Really?’ The light that’s been missing is filling me up again, shining its rays through my body, erasing the heaviness that’s pulled at my heart these past days. ‘But… does she not want you back?’

‘Really, baby.’ His hand goes to cup my cheek and oh, Lord. Relief floods through my body. ‘I think she wants me back on some level, but the only person Allegra cares about is herself. She liked being a couple with me, in the society pages at least. I suspect she thought the press would eat it up if she was back on my arm. But I made it very clear I wasn’t interested.’ He pauses, takes my hand. His other hand continues to stroke my cheek. ‘I told her I was in love with you.’

Those amazing brown eyes fix on mine as I jolt at his words. Words that may just be the best Christmas present I’ll ever get in my life. That cause a rush of goosebumps to break out down my arms, over my entire body. I can’t deny the stab of hope I felt when he showed up at my door, but a declaration of love is a bolt from the blue.

‘You’re in love with me?’ I grip the hand holding mine for dear life.

‘I am.’ His eyes are shining with amusement and something else.

Oh.

Love.

That’s what I see.

‘Oh my God. Wow. Well.’ I make a supreme effort to rally. ‘That’s quite handy because I’m pretty sure I’m in love with you, too.’

‘Pretty sure.’ His mouth twitches. ‘That’s a good start, I suppose.’

‘No, I mean—I’ve been fighting my feelings for you, because I didn’t think this could amount to anything. I thought I was living in fantasyland, being with you. That I’d get cast aside at some point. But if you’re telling me I’m actually allowed to be in love with you, then yep. I’m there. I love you.’

His mouth moves softly over my temples, my forehead, my cheeks. Inhaling me. Adoring me. My eyelids flutter in delight.

‘I do owe Allegra a thank you, actually. I knew I had strong feelings for you—I mean, I knew this was more than just being madly in lust with you—which I am, in case that hasn’t been obvious. But it was seeing her again at close quarters, and not being able to avoid the contrast with you, that made me realise I loved you.

‘She is so fucking toxic, and self-obsessed, and you, my darling, are the complete opposite. You’re a breath of fresh air, and you bring light to everyone you touch, and you’re so selfless. And I think you love my daughter more than you love me. And that’s okay. I’ll settle for second place. I just want to make you as happy as you make everyone else. Because you deserve that. So, so much.’

This man and his words and his kindness. God, when he lets his guard down it’s a joy. I interlock my hands behind his head and bend my forehead to his. ‘I mean, Bea’s a lot cuter than you. But I love you more. I love you so much.’

He frowns, eyes squeezed shut, as if he can’t handle my words. And when he looks at me again, it’s dimples.

Glorious man.

Beautiful dimples.

And that smile.

All for me.

His mouth is on mine, and I press myself against him as hard as I can. Soft, soft lips, and the slightest graze of stubble. The wet heat of his tongue: finding mine, teasing it, dancing around it. He sighs into my mouth as he fists at my hair as if he can’t get me close enough to him. And his arm, for good measure, is the best kind of vice around my back.

I scoot my bum towards him. I can’t get close enough to this man. I can’t kiss him for long enough. Can’t equal the feeling I get from being in the cradle of his body, breathing each other’s breath.

He pulls away first, tugging at his scarf, at the buttons of his coat. ‘Whew. We’re working up a heat here. This dress isn’t helping.’ He slides an appreciative hand down my side, grazing my boob and pinching the curve of my waist. ‘You really know how to work a red dress, don’t you? I have to hand it to you.’

‘I’d rather not be wearing it right now,’ I whisper, and he groan-laughs.

‘Which brings me to my next goal. Come home with us? Please? Bea and I have discussed it. It won’t be Christmas without you.’

A riotous jumble of emotions expand in my heart at his invitation and threaten to overwhelm me.

Pure, crystalline happiness at the Christmas that lies ahead for me.

Wonder that this is what life has had up its sleeve today when I’ve been feeling like a puddle of sadness.

Profound gratitude for these two people who are welcoming me into their lives and their Christmas.

And a childlike excitement at the magic that lies ahead.

I remember how it felt as a child to lie in bed on Christmas Eve, the magic that would occur later, in the depth of night, almost palpable in the air. That feeling has nothing on knowing I get to spend Christmas with these two.

I kiss him. ‘I’d love nothing more. Seriously. Get me out of here.’


CHAPTER 34
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When Miles lets us into the penthouse, Bea streaks across to the door of his room.

‘Come here, Saoirse! We have a surprise for you!’ She’s jumping up and down like a ping-pong ball. Keeley definitely fed her too much chocolate while Miles and I were upstairs.

‘Another surprise?’ I raise my eyebrows at Miles, who grins at me.

‘The surprises will keep on coming, baby. Ho ho ho.’

‘You’re so creepy.’ I kiss him lightly on the cheek and bounce over to Bea. ‘Show me my surprise!’

Bea opens the door with a flourish. Inside, Miles’ bed is neatly made and turned back on both sides. And on both sets of pillows lies a pair of red tartan pyjamas. At the end of the bed are two red felt stockings.

I put my hand on my heart. This little tableau says as much about the seriousness of Miles’ intentions as his words did.

‘Are those for me?’

‘Yep.’ Bea jumps over and grabs a set of pyjamas. ‘We buyed these for you. Cos Daddy said if you let him be your boyfriend, you can have a sleepover with him tonight.’

Miles comes up behind me, slides his arms around my waist, and rests his chin on my shoulder. Kisses my neck.

‘I’m counting on it,’ he whispers.

That melting, warming feeling in my chest is back. I look down at beautiful Bea, her little face earnest, and take the pyjamas.

‘Well, I would love to have a sleepover with your daddy.’

‘I got some, too. Daddy said we can all get into our PJs when we get home and watch TV together on the sofa. You can get changed in the barf-room.’ She points. ‘So we don’t see your bum-bum.’ She giggles her beautiful, silver-bell-peal and clamps her hand over her mouth.

‘It would be dreadful to see Saoirse’s bum-bum,’ Miles drawls behind me. ‘Better get in there.’

‘How did you guys pull this off? This is, like, the best ambush ever.’

‘We went to M&S.’ Bea skips on the spot in delight.

‘For the PJs. And the concierge may have got Harrods involved for the stocking. We don’t want you missing out when Father Christmas turns up later.’

‘Thank you both. So much. This is—wonderful. I’m so excited to spend Christmas with you two. And I’m excited for my sleepover.’ I squeeze Miles’ hand.

We watch Miracle on Thirty-Fourth Street in our pyjamas with Bea wedged between us. Miles has hardly let go of me since we left my flat. He has an arm around me now, on the sofa.

‘You have no idea how happy I am to be here, with you two,’ I whisper. ‘I’m so glad you rescued me.’

He squeezes my shoulder more tightly. ‘Don’t think for a second that we rescued you, okay?’ His voice is gruff. ‘You rescued us. Otherwise Bea would have been stuck spending Christmas with the Grinch.’

‘Grooge.’

‘Exactly. We’re so glad you’re here. Aren’t we, Beadle?’

‘Huh?’ The poor kid is just trying to watch the movie.

‘Aren’t we glad Saoirse’s here?’

‘Yes.’ Bea high-fives him. ‘Can we have a selfie?’

Miles groans. ‘It’s horrifying that you know that word, but yes.’

I hold up my phone, snap the three of us in our tartan PJs, grinning like lunatics. I send it to Miles, and then to Clodagh.

Christmas Day is looking up x




My sister writes back immediately.

YESSSS. Want full details. So happy for you xxx
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After we tuck Bea up in bed, we pass the time while waiting for her to fall asleep by snuggling and making out on the sofa. Kissing Miles on his sofa like a teenager is an exceptionally pleasant way to while away half an hour.

‘Father Christmas has a boner,’ he groans as he staggers upright.

‘Father Christmas has some festive chores to do before he gets lucky.’

‘I’m already lucky.’ He pulls me to him.

It’s my first time playing Santa, and it’s pretty lush. We put the generous assortment of wrapped American Girl doll paraphernalia under the tree and proceed to fill Bea’s stocking with all the goodies I found on Oxford Street.

I stuff some bath bombs in. ‘I fancied you so much when you took me for those drinks at Claridge’s. I was in pieces.’

‘Oh, yeah?’

‘Yeah. All I wanted to do was curl up on your lap and undress you, right there in the bar.’

The look he shoots me is nothing short of triumphant. ‘You were pretty squirmy that evening. And I seem to remember you telling me I should make better use of you, while I had you.’

I’m a bit mortified by this reminder until he adds, ‘I couldn’t take my eyes off you that night, baby. You were magnificent—all big eyes and heaving tits. You’re lucky I had the self-control to keep things professional.’

‘That didn’t last long, did it? How’s that self-control working out for you now?’ My voice sounds breathy to my own ears.

‘Pretty fucking badly.’ He leans across the pile of presents and cups my face, kissing me. ‘I’ve never seen anyone look hotter in a pair of pyjamas. I give them about three minutes before I take you up on your offer to make good use of you.’

Brushing teeth together seems like a sweet, couply thing to do until Miles stands behind me and presses his hardness against me, watching me in the mirror as we brush. His fingers slip inside my pyjama top and graze the top of my waistband. When I bend to spit, he groans.

‘Bed,’ he mumbles through a mouthful of toothpaste.

He’s waiting in bed for me when I’m done taking off my makeup, and it’s right up there with the best sights I’ve ever seen. Miles Montague, arms crossed lazily behind that fine head, his eyes on me as I join him in his bed. This is too much. He hooks an arm around my waist and pulls me right in towards him, and we stare at each other from inches away.

‘I love you.’ His fingers hover at the spot where my lapel meets my top button. ‘Now, for the love of God, can I please take these off?’

And I giggle and allow him to roll me onto my back as he straddles me and unbuttons my pyjama top.

‘There they are.’ His voice is as reverent as the expression on his face. ‘So beautiful. Thank you for saying yes to us, darling. The idea of being here tonight without you is unimaginable.’

‘I love you,’ I tell him as he bends and gently puts one nipple in his mouth. ‘There’s nowhere else on earth I want to be, apart from here with you.’ I run my hands down the sides of his top and tug it over his head, separating him briefly from my boob. ‘Lie on me. I want your weight on me. I want you all around me.’

He lowers himself down on top of me, and I wrap myself around him as tightly as I can.

My Miles.

The light tickle of his chest hair against my skin. The soft, wet slide of his mouth against my neck. The hardness of him between my legs. Apart from the slight difficulty breathing with a mass of muscle bearing down on my lungs, this is heaven.

‘Am I all around you enough?’

‘Nearly.’ My hand journeys down the satiny skin of his back and slips inside his pyjama bottoms, grabbing at the gorgeous curve of his ass. ‘I need you to fill me up, too.’

‘Whatever you say, gorgeous.’ He raises his hips so he can drag down both our pyjama bottoms and makes for the drawer of the bedside table door. I put an arm out to stop him.

‘You don’t need to. I’m on the pill, if you’re happy with that solution.’

‘I am very happy with that solution.’

Braced on one forearm, he guides himself to my entrance. Wet against wet. Brushes his tip up to where I’m most sensitive. My eyes close in bliss.

‘Look at you,’ he whispers. He pushes smoothly inside me as I widen my legs, and I get a fabulous double handful of his ass and guide him in as deep as I can.

This is what I need.

The best possible kind of overwhelm radiates through my chest at the sensation of fullness further down my body.

I open my eyes and find his beautiful mouth as he begins to move, his fingers squeezing between us so he can take me over the edge with him. I come in the best way possible: cocooned in Miles’ arms, his mouth on mine, his weight on me, filling me up inside.

I never want to leave this bubble.

And afterwards, when he’s cleaned us both up, and kissed me as if he can’t drag his mouth away, and helped me back on with my pyjamas in anticipation of an early morning visitor, he wraps me up in the cradle of his body.

‘Merry Christmas, baby,’ he says as I drift off to sleep. And this time, it feels like a promise.

A beginning.


CHAPTER 35
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Bea makes it through till after seven, which feels like a win.

‘Daddy!’ Her shrieks come through as she struggles with Miles’ bedroom door handle. ‘Daddy! It’s morning time! Father Christmas came!’

Miles is out of bed in a flash, bounding over to let her in and scooping her up in his arms.

‘Merry Christmas, monkey. Come and give us a cuddle.’

But Bea’s not interested in cuddles, because she’s seen the swollen stocking at the bottom of her bed. And so Miles grabs the stocking and we establish our pyjama-clad selves on the sofa while Bea oohs and ahhs over her stash.

‘Look!’ She holds up some glitter pens. ‘Fancy!’

‘Father Christmas has excelled himself this year.’ Miles winks at me. I, meanwhile, am clasping my knees and loving the magic of this moment. It’s been a decade since Clodagh was young enough to believe in Santa. There’s something wondrous about watching a little girl immerse herself in the sorcery of Christmas.

‘Look, Bea,’ Miles says when she’s done. He points at the fireplace. ‘It looks like he’s filled Saoirse’s stocking, too. D’you want to grab it?’

Bea runs over to fetch it, and I give him a look.

‘How did you do that?’ I mouth, but he just shakes his head smilingly.

‘You must have been a very good girl.’

‘Ha ha.’ I accept the stocking from Bea. ‘Thank you, pet.’

First thing out of it is a gorgeous-smelling, expensive-looking candle. Then some chocolates and a La Prairie skincare set. Wowsers. And at the bottom lies the softest, seriously sumptuous cashmere sweater. I unfold it. It’s a polo neck in a beautiful shade of scarlet.

I lean over and kiss Miles. ‘Wow. I wish I could thank Santa. He did good.’

‘I may have something for you myself, under the tree.’ He jerks his head. ‘Bea? Shall we see if there’s anything under the tree? I wonder if he brought your dollies?’

There is indeed a large box with a tag saying Bea, and when the recipient unwraps it, she lets out a whoop of joy.

‘It’s my doll! It’s Shonda!’

‘Is that her name?’ I lean over to look at the packaging.

‘No, I just want to call her that. Can you open her?’

Miles grabs some scissors, and we make quick work of all the American Girl packaging, so that soon Shonda is uncovered, fully re-dressed in equestrian gear, and astride her horse. As Bea gets to know her new friends, Miles slides two small, gold packages onto my lap.

‘I have some more stuff I want to get you, but we were short on time yesterday. This one’s a priority, though.’

I turn it over and rip open the paper with a force that makes him laugh. The first one is a Harrods flannel embroidered with holly.

‘I know you like flannels,’ he tells me with a straight face.

‘Oh my God.’ I cover my mouth with her hands. ‘You are a piece of work.’

‘We can try it out later. Open the other one.’

The second package feels like it could be lingerie.

Seriously?

Is he buying me sexy lingerie already?

The expectant smirk falls from my face when I find a red bikini.

‘Oh. What⁠—?’

‘Come to St Barths with us.’ He puts a hand on top of mine. ‘Please. I don’t want to leave you behind for a month when I’ve just found you.’

‘Are you serious? For how long?’ My mind is reeling.

‘Come for the whole month. We have a villa. I’ll be working some of the time, but Bea and I want you there—we’d be so miserable without you.’

‘I can’t just accept a month-long holiday from you—it’s too much, honey. And I can’t afford to offer to pay my way.’ I can feel the panic rising. This offer is too amazing, and I want nothing more than to go. It never occurred to me that Miles might invite me along. I’ve been steeling myself for a month of misery back here.

‘Listen.’ He kisses me softly on the mouth. ‘We’ll have plenty of staff, but I don’t imagine Bea will want to be with them the whole time. So if you did come, you may well get stuck with a good proportion of the childcare. Especially if I’m working. I feel bad about that, because I don’t want you to think I’m asking you to come out as a nanny. Far from it. But if you’re happy for some Bea-time, and we’re both feeling bad about the arrangement, let’s call it quits? Because it sounds like a great deal for me.’

‘It sounds like a far better deal for me,’ I tell him. ‘Bea by day, you by night…’

‘That’s the spirit.’ He holds the bikini top up to my chest. I look down at it.

‘That looks tiny.’

‘It’ll fit perfectly.’

‘Those triangles will never cover my boobs. Either you’ll get some major under-boobage, or it’ll just give up the fight and fly off.’

‘That’s what I call fitting perfectly. I’m hoping very hard for either or both of those scenarios.’

‘Perv.’

He leans in closer. Lowers his voice, even though Bea is in a world of her own right now.

‘You know, we haven’t really exploited the pervy-boss-slash-hot-nanny fantasy properly. Yet. Maybe when you’re a hot, bikini-clad nanny…’

My mind is racing ahead, to a month on a beach, in a place I’d have zero ability to find on a map if asked, with lovely little Bea and this man, whose physical and emotional attributes leave me speechless. I mentally update my heartbroken fantasy of Miles lying on that sun lounger.

Now I’m there.

Straddling him.

Grinding down onto him.

Applying sun cream to his golden skin. Those pecs flexing under my hands. These skimpy bikini bottoms offering very little protection from him.

And alone with him at night. Just us and a mosquito net. A sea breeze cooling the sweat on our skin as we get intimate in ways we haven’t explored yet.

He’s watching for my reaction. I lick my lips. Just hearing him say words like that, my heart starts pounding in my chest.

‘It sounds like you’ll be making far better use of me than you have.’

‘You bet I will.’ He nods at me, slowly.

‘Okay then.’ Whew. Things are getting a bit heated for what should be a nice, wholesome Christmas morning. ‘Yeah. Um. Count me in, please. It sounds—lovely. Really nice. Thanks.’

He’s completely flustered me, and now he’s openly laughing at me.

‘Poor baby. I’ve made you blush.’

‘You’ve made me do a lot more than that. Why don’t I make us a nice cup of tea?’

‘I’ll do it.’ He springs up and looks over at Bea, who has Shonda’s face in her hands and is whispering to her adoringly. Then back at me. He blinks and smiles at me. ‘Look at you two. I love you both so much.’ He kisses me as if to seal in his declaration before saying the words I’ve wanted to hear so badly.

‘I love my girls.’
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Later in the day, we head to Miles’ parents’ beautiful house on a curved, tree-lined street in Notting Hill and tuck into an enormous lunch. Because everything’s happened so quickly, I haven’t had much time to get nervous beforehand.

Not that I should have worried. Miles’ family is delightful. It turns out that the grumpiness he exhibited in our early days together was all him. Not inherited.

His parents are seriously cool: glamorous and funny, with an impressive ability to swear. They strike me as the kind of people who must have loved the social side of running a hotel chain when they were at the helm. Miles has mentioned that their social life these days as retirees put his to shame. Not difficult, from what I’ve seen of his non-existent festive socialising over the past month.

Miles’ youngest brother, Stephen, is married, and he and his wife Margot have two-month-old twin girls. Identical! I’m in raptures, and I spend as much time as possible getting cuddles and helping Stephen and Margot, who are still in the totally knackered phase of new parenthood. The twins’ tiny heads fit right in under my chin when I hold them. I forgot what heavenly little piglety noises newborns make. They smell amazing, too.

His middle brother, Theo, is a stark contrast to his siblings. He’s definitely as blessed in the looks department as Miles is, but his jokey, irreverent side is far more evident. His sense of humour is heavy on flirtation and light on political correctness. I think he’s hilarious, but Miles’ mouth is pressed in a grim line most of the time I’m talking to Theo.

If I was in the business of making generalisations, I’d diagnose Middle Child Syndrome. Theo brushes off their mum’s questions about possible girlfriends with ill-disguised impatience. I pity the women who get involved with him. He must have broken a few hearts in his time.

Bea’s just as entranced as I am by her baby cousins, so after lunch, we leave her playing Mummy and Babies with her tiny human dolls, carefully supervised by Stephen and Margot. Her new American Girl doll, Shonda, can’t hold a candle to the real thing.

‘You up for a little walk?’ Miles asks me. ‘I’d like to show you our house.’

I’d love to see his and Bea’s home. And it’s a case of walking off the turkey or lying on the sofa and never getting off it again. I wrap my enormous Astrid Carmichael coat around me (Miles procured a brand-new one, which he also stashed under the tree for me this morning), and off we go.

‘I thought your house was in Holland Park?’

‘It is. It’s right next to Notting Hill. A lot of these roads straddle the boundary.’

We stroll, hand in hand, along the prettiest crescents. Many of the houses look to have professional-grade festive lights and decorations outside. Dusk is falling, and I get some fantastic glimpses of the local residents’ at-home Christmas Day entertaining: softly twinkling trees, chandeliers dripping with crystal, mantlepieces festooned with greenery, and glamorous people drinking champagne.

This part of the world is glorious. Rarified. I can hardly believe people live like this.

‘Have you spoken to your folks yet today?’ Miles asks me.

‘I had a quick chat with Mam and Da before they went to Mass this morning. They want a FaceTime later. They’re dying to meet you—they’re so excited for me. It’s so cute.’

‘I’m happy to do a FaceTime when we get back to the hotel.’ He squeezes my hands. ‘I’d love to meet your parents.’

‘Be warned. Mam is completely mad. And God knows how many people will be in the house. And they’ll definitely all be drunk—Mam’s probably on the Bailey’s already. There’s a good chance she’ll ask you when you’re going to propose.’ I shake my head. ‘Maybe we should leave it till tomorrow morning, when everyone’s briefly sober.’

Miles leaned over and kisses my cheekbone, just below where my hat lands. ‘If she asks me that, I’ll tell her I’ll propose as soon as I think I can get away with it without you freaking out.’

I twist my head and gape at him, and he smirks. I can’t tell if he’s being serious or not.

Please be serious.

He doesn’t strike me as the type of guy to joke about marriage—especially not after what he’s been through—but we’ve only been back together properly for twenty-four hours. Less.

The idea of Miles actually proposing to me makes my heart ache. How the hell did I get this lucky? But all I say is:

‘That would be one way to shut her up, for sure.’

My eyes must give away my emotions, though, because he pulls me into his arms, there and then, for the most tender kiss.

His house, currently hidden behind a hoarding, is extraordinary: a huge, white villa with beautiful black iron-work. Detached, which I’ve quickly deduced is a big deal in central London. There’s lots of builders’ crap in the front garden, but the house itself seems to be in good shape, if dark and empty.

‘How finished is it?’

‘They’re working on the kitchen now. Everything else is done. The kitchen cupboards and marble tops got delayed, but they’re coming next week, so we should be good to move back in when we get back from the Caribbean.’

He opens the raised front door and hits a lighting pad, and the upper ground floor illuminates. I gasp. It’s spectacular. A wide hallway leads through an arch to an enormous double living room, which is all soft greys and whites. Brand-new sofas under plastic wrap. A gloriously ornate white fireplace.

‘There’s a lot of art to go back in here,’ Miles tells me. ‘It’s not safe to hang it while it’s a building site. The insurance company would go crazy.’

‘I didn’t know you liked art.’ I spin slowly around, looking up. The ceiling boasts divine, creamy coving and chandeliers that make the ones we passed on the way here look paltry.

‘I love art.’ His hands slide around my waist. ‘First impressions?’

‘It’s gorgeous, Miles. It is absolutely jaw-dropping. Like a dream.’

‘Better than Park Royal?’

Something about the way he asks makes my skin prick.

‘Like a different planet.’

‘Well…’ He lets go of my waist and moves around to face me. Tips my face up to his with his fingertips. ‘If you haven’t dumped me by the time we come back from St Barths, you should move in with us. Here.’

His tone’s casual, but I can tell he’s nervous from the look in his eyes.

‘What?’ I whisper.

‘I know it’s fast. I don’t want to pressure you at all. But I’m not messing about here, Saoirse. I love you. I want as much of you as I can get. And you’ve worked wonders with your flat, but let’s face it. Park Royal is a total shit-hole. So if Holland Park takes your fancy, come and live with me and Bea. You’d make us both so happy. But take your time; see how you feel in St Barths.’

I’m crying now, at the stupendous generosity and open-heartedness of this man. Not just the financial generosity, which is so massive that it terrifies me if I allow myself to think about it, but the way in which he’s invited me into his and Bea’s lives so readily.

‘I don’t know what to say.’ I wipe my eyes with the back of my hand. ‘I can’t believe you. I can’t believe how kind you are to me—it breaks my heart. I love you so much.’

‘Hey.’

He wraps his arms tightly around me. So tightly. I shudder out a sigh.

‘It’s not kindness. It’s pure selfishness. There’s nothing altruistic about me wanting to wake up next to you every morning, baby. Besides, it will feel far more like a home than a mausoleum if you’re here.’

I’m the one who’s won the lottery, and yet he seems intent on behaving as if it’s he who’s lucked out. I hold onto him for dear life.

‘Come and see my bedroom. Our bedroom, if you agree to move in.’

His lips are right by my ear, and I shiver in delight.

‘It might help you make up your mind,’ he continues, his voice low and sensual. Did I mention it has a very nice bathtub?’

THE END

Get your steamy Caribbean-based BONUS EPILOGUE here: https://geni.us/avlc_bonus

Next up: a super spicy, celebrity lovers to enemies to lovers romance - Falling Stars!

https://geni.us/falling_stars
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