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Content Advisory



This book contains the following themes:

- Parental illness and death

- Detailed depiction of early dementia (Lewy body dementia) and caregiving

- Non-fatal childhood drowning

- Sex work

- Role play with power imbalance

- The MMC is in a lifelong arranged engagement throughout this book. There is no romantic relationship between him and his fiancée.


CHAPTER 1
Xavier



Heavy is the head that wears the crown, or so the saying goes.

But as heir to my father’s title, I feel no weight. I feel no burden. On the contrary, I’m a chalice whose form has been carved, hewn, for the better part of nine hundred years. It’s the perfect metaphor for the moment when I will assume my terminally ill father’s title.

Because I know I will pour forth from my cup for the rest of my life.

‘Arse.’ My brother’s voice cuts into my musings with all the subtlety of a bull in a china shop. Given the ominously delicate crash of china shattering on limestone tiles that accompanies his schoolboy curse and the knowledge that our estate, Belvedere, is home to the UK’s finest collection of Sèvres porcelain, I suspect the analogy is on point.

Let’s be clear: Benedict is far from a schoolboy—in biological age, if not in etiquette. Sixteen months may separate our births—our mother took her duties to produce an heir and a spare seriously—but there are aeons between us in terms of the lenses through which we view the world.

I tear myself away from the view of our magnificent aviary that this conservatory affords us and round on him. ‘For fuck’s sake, Ben. Why the hell you have to use the Sèvres for your coffee, I have no clue. Use the fucking Royal Doulton.’

He stands, all six foot three of him, an ungainly lout surveying the damage with little more than his customary ill-judged amusement.

‘The handle gave out. The whole thing broke right off.’

‘Because it’s old. And delicate. And priceless. We’re supposed to steward this stuff, not wreck it. There’ll be nothing left for my son to inherit at this rate.’

He gives the clinically amputated porcelain handle in his hand a final glance, shrugs, and chucks it into the limestone-edged jungle of luxuriant ferns whose masses make this room so magnificently Victorian. ‘You do realise that to spawn an heir you’ll have to actually bone Slinky at some point, don’t you?’

I baulk at the needless vulgarity. My brother did not walk away from his elite education with a modicum of class. ‘Don’t call her that. She’s Selena to you. And an illegitimate heir is the last thing this family needs. I’ll concern myself with producing an heir when we’re married.’

He winks. ‘Well, that’s only six months away. And practice makes perfect.’

‘I’m amazed you don’t have that tattooed around your dick.’

Dammit. Mere proximity to Ben has me plummeting to his level.

‘I’m amazed you can even find your dick, let alone operate it. You should take it to the shooting range more often.’

‘Your concern is touching, but I do all right for myself. I’m just subtle about it, unlike you.’

It’s true. I do all right. And it’s also the truth that I keep my sex life under wraps so tight it’s virtually mummified. When you’ve been promised to a high-profile society beauty since infancy, it doesn’t offer many options to flaunt relationships, but it hasn’t shackled my ability to seek release in other ways. In other bodies. It would be the height of disrespect to Selena to advertise that in any way, though.

‘Oh, Alchemy is as subtle as it gets. It’s very discreet, so don’t you worry. You know you just have to say the word, and I’ll propose you. You’d be in like a shot, bro.’

Like me, Benedict attended Eton and Edinburgh, yet he speaks like a frat boy. At least, he speaks to me like a frat boy because he knows it gets my back up.

‘I don’t need to get my end away in some grubby little sex club, thank you.’

I really don’t.

He spatters the space with a goose’s honk of laughter. He’s extraordinarily self-possessed. I suppose when you fuck as many women as Ben does, it can recalibrate one’s sense of one’s own worth to exalted levels far beyond what is seemly.

‘It’s not grubby. Or little. Au contraire, it’s spacious and elegant and sexy and perfect for my purposes.’

I would never admit it aloud, but I’m not much better than my brother. I score my clandestine fucks when and where I need them. It’s just that there’s something so bleakly sordid about institutionalising one’s sex life, you know?

‘I’m thrilled for you. Now, please leave me alone.’ I turn away from him towards the great glass doors and survey the view to the aviary and beyond. It’s the beginning of October, and the lawns are parched from a dry summer, but the vista still inspires awe and delight, which is, naturally, its entire purpose.

Not for the first time, I give silent thanks to Walter de Vere, the eighth Duke of Oxford, who acted the most nouveau riche of the lot of us—my dear brother aside—and had the original splendid but apparently dark-as-fuck baroque palace razed to the ground three-quarters of the way through the nineteenth century. In the ensuing decade, he hired a French architect and oversaw the construction of the current manor, which is heavily inspired by the great châteaux of the Loire Valley, with its ostentatiously angled roofs and jutting pavilions and indulgent window treatments.

When the miracles of Victorian heating are at your service, you see, you can support far grander windows than those poor late Stuarts could. And so, instead of poky windows and dreary rooms, we have French doors punctuating all the main reception rooms, allowing our revellers to spill out onto the velvet lawns at every soirée we throw.

My brother, regrettably, has not taken the hint, ignoring the damp detritus of coffee and china on the limestone and stepping right up beside me.

‘Speaking of Alchemy.’

‘We really weren’t.’

‘I thought inviting a few of their—shall we say—hosts might spice things up a little at the party.’

If I were a cartoon dog, my ears would prick up and my hackles would rise. ‘What party?’

‘Your thirtieth, of course.’

‘I’ve already celebrated my thirtieth.’

‘You had a boring-as-fuck supper at The Goring, of all places, for us, Flora, and Ma and Pa, and your delightful fiancée. That’s not a party. That’s a fucking retirement dinner. I mean, have some self-respect. Nothing says I had three good decades and now I give up like supper at The Goring with your parents.’

I remain silent in my disapproval.

‘But…’ He singsongs it, then trails off.

I sigh, and it seems he takes it as permission to continue.

‘But when Ma and Pa head off, we have a chance to make it up to you and put this old girl through her paces.’ He gesticulates around the conservatory.

‘Absolutely not.’

‘Absolutely yes.’ He sighs and turns to face me, clamping a hand to my shoulder. ‘Look, mate. I don’t want to be a Debbie Downer, but it’s far more likely than not that within the next few months Pa will be dead, and within the next six you’ll be married off to a woman you have no earthly clue how to handle, and⁠—’

I shake off his grip. I have zero issue with either his prognosis for our father or for my spring wedding, which are both bang-on, despite the last-ditch trip to the Swiss Alps that Pa and Ma have coming up. I do, however, have a major issue with his infuriating and constant belief that he’s the only one of us who knows how to use his dick.

‘Hang on a sec. Firstly, don’t speak about Selena as if she’s a dairy cow, and secondly, I will be perfectly capable of “handling” my wife.’

I don’t believe that last part for a moment. My fiancée may be a beauty for the ages, but there’s no chemistry between us. Zero. I’m not sure it’s even feasible to have chemistry with Selena. It would be like having a spark with a glacier: chemically impossible.

Ben rolls his eyes. No you won’t, mate. ‘You’re far too polite to get around that ice-queen shell. You two will pussyfoot around each other, and you’ll probably have sex precisely twice, through a hole in the sheet, to produce the heir and the spare. It’s a shame, because where you see a fortress, I see a hell of a challenge. I bet, once you warmed her up, she’d be fucking fire.’

I press my lips together in abject disapproval of the salacious and objectifying way my brother is speaking about my fiancée, an exceptional woman who is executing her duty to her family, just as I am executing my duty to mine.

‘Why don’t you marry her then, if you fancy yourself such a seducer?’

That makes him laugh. ‘Nice try, bro. I’m entirely satisfied with my lifestyle.’

Of course he is. It’s feckless and hedonistic and utterly devoid of any sort of duty or purpose, beyond his job as the estate’s Business Development Manager. I use the term job in the most tenuous way.

It’s far more gratifying to turn and look out at the aviary than at his smug, carefree face, so I do.

He sighs behind me. ‘I’m sorry. Look—I know you have a lot on your mind. I know you must feel like the weight of the world is on your shoulders.’

‘The difference between us is that I bear that weight gladly.’ I don’t spit the words out. I say them as fact, which they are.

‘I know you do, Save.’ He puts a hand on my shoulder again, but it’s less aggressive this time, more empathetic, even if the old nickname is meant to sting. Xavier. Saviour. Save. Always dutiful. Always serving. ‘And I’m grateful, honestly. I’m always grateful. I wouldn’t be here at all if it wasn’t for you. You know that.’

He’s alluding to the thing we don’t talk about. The thing we never allude to. I make some indeterminate noise of warning, and he sighs.

‘Look. I just think a party would do you good. Let your hair down. Get hammered. Remind yourself that you’re not an old fart yet, even if you act like it most of the time. I’ll sort it out for you. Leave all the details to me.’

While a large part of me suspects this party is far more for Ben’s gratification than for mine, I find I have a lump in my throat. It’s not often that he expresses his relief, his gratitude, that the buck stops with me. That my sacrifices will ensure his liberty.

Besides, I suspect he’s right.

It would be good for me to let my hair down.

I’ve put this marriage, this dynastic union between two powerful families, off for as long as I can. But with Pa not long for this world, I can only drag my feet for so much longer. An evening away from it all would do me good.

I trudge over to the bed of ferns, side-stepping the shitshow on the tiles, and fish the severed handle out of the lustrous foliage. ‘It isn’t a fucking bin, and these aren’t just ferns, you know. Some of them are believed to be the same plants that the eighth Duke planted. Have a little respect, and try to remember that everything in this damned place depends on our careful stewardship for survival. Everything.’

Poor Walter de Vere and his wife Annabel would turn in their graves if they could see the dismissively cruel way my brother treats their legacy. They, like many of their peers, were ardently struck down with the same Pteridomania—that’s Fern Fever to you and me—and the beautiful specimens at Belvedere were one of the myriad ways in which their new home became the ultimate status symbol. Their care and cultivation are beautifully documented by Annabel in her leather-bound gardening diaries, all of which reside safely behind glass in the library.

‘Got it,’ my brother says in a studiedly agreeable tone. I suspect he’d rip the piss out of me if he wasn’t desperate to get me on board with his little social proposal. ‘And the party?’

‘Fine. But no sex workers, you hear me? And for fuck’s sake, make sure the staff have locked up the Sèvres before anyone shows up.’

I’m still scrutinising the shorn edges of the china handle when he saunters off, whistling to himself with the lack of fucks that only a second-born son has to give.


CHAPTER 2
Ivy



Istoop to pick up the broken-off handle of the china mug with shaking fingers. The crazy thing is that, as it flew straight at me, my first reaction wasn’t oh shit, it’s going to hit me in the face.

No.

It was more like oh shit, that’s Dawn’s favourite mug.

Wills and Kate’s faded, fractured faces smile up at me from the gilded shards on the floor. Even with my cheekbone breaking their journey, they didn’t make it. Dawn bought that from the Buckingham Palace gift shop a few years ago when we went on a day trip together, along with a commemorative tea towel. It’s her pride and joy. She makes her tea in it every day, and it’s only a good weekly going-over with bicarb that stops it from being disgustingly stained inside.

Sorry Wills. Sorry Kate. Looks like you won’t be part of her morning ritual anymore. I put my spare hand to my smarting cheekbone—that’s definitely going to bruise—and flinch at the pain as much as at the thought of how utterly unrecognisable my lovely stepmother’s morning routine will be in a week’s time.

And now she’ll have one less familiar item around to ground her. To comfort her.

Jesus.

I glance at her as I straighten up. If I’m worried that the smash of china against our tiled kitchen floor would trigger her, I needn’t be. She’s staring as blankly at the heir to our throne and his bride as if she had never seen them before.

As if she doesn’t have piles and piles of Hello! magazines with Kate on the cover next to her bed.

As if the bloody mug hasn’t had a strict hand wash only edict on it since she brought it home.

‘It’s okay,’ I murmur, as much to myself as to her. ‘It’s okay—I’ll get the dustpan and brush.’

Her brown eyes fix on me, hard and unseeing. The twins have her eyes. Her mouth is pinched, producing wrinkles that belong on a much older woman. She takes a step towards me and then stops, frozen in her cruel prison of immobility.

‘Little slut,’ she hisses.

The tears spring instantly to the surface, which is ridiculous. Right now, my lovely, warm stepmother doesn’t know my name, let alone my profession. It can’t mean anything.

It doesn’t mean anything.

Even if she’s not wrong.

I am a little slut. I even make a living from it.

I still have the stupid china handle in my hand. Its edges are sharp enough that it would make a lovely shiv for any self-respecting inmate, but I’m rolling it between my fingers like a stress toy. I force myself to set it down on the cabinet where Dawn’s treasured collection of porcelain figurines lives and hold out my hands in surrender as I approach her slowly.

‘It’s me, Dawn.’ I lick my lips desperately. ‘Ivy. It’s all okay.’

Her eyes dart to the floor and then back to me. ‘The mug,’ she whispers.

I reach her and put my hands oh-so-gently on her upper arms. She’s skin and bone. ‘Yeah. But it’s alright. I’ll get you another one from the palace gift shop. They always have those commemorative ones in stock. Maybe we can go together.’

All lies.

The only tea Dawn Cooper will be drinking in the near future is from a plastic sippy cup with an easy-grip handle, and the only trip she’ll be making is the upcoming journey in a community ambulance to a technically adequate but unimaginably depressing care home that’s run by nuns from the neighbouring convent and is, thank fuck, equipped to manage the various complexities and indignities of her condition.

My stepmother has LBD, or Lewy Body Dementia. Her eventual diagnosis has been a relief, actually, because every health professional on the planet seemed to disagree with what was actually wrong with her for, oh, I dunno, two or three years. At first they thought it was rheumatoid arthritis. Then Alzheimer’s. Then rheumatoid arthritis and Alzheimer’s. Then Parkinson’s. And I probably can’t blame them, because the symptoms of LBD are a mind-fuck of epic proportions.

Anyway.

There’s no point in dwelling on it, because even if moving Dawn out of her home and away from her family is totally fucking unthinkable, it can’t be worse than what we’ve all—especially Dawn—had to endure these last couple of years. The twins can’t take seeing their mum like this anymore, and I can’t take the guilt and worry that eat away at me twenty-four seven because caring for the woman who’s been the only parent I’ve had for the past few years is killing me. I do not do well with change, but in this case, I have to believe that the devil you don’t know is better than the one you do.

My only comfort is that Dad isn’t alive to see her like this. Not his Dawny. Not the woman who put him back together after Mum died, who gave him two more daughters and ensured that he passed away surrounded by love.

‘Let’s have a sit-down, shall we?’ I say in the overly bright voice that I hate even as I hear it come from my lips. The real Dawn would despise the both of us if she could hear me.

With slow steps, I walk her backwards until she’s standing in front of her favourite armchair and, gripping her under her armpits like the pop-in carer from a few months ago showed me, I lower her awkwardly back down. One of the many shitty parts of LBD is that your muscles get really stiff, so your limbs go all rigid.

I’m tucking a soft blanket around her legs when she reaches up and lays a shaky hand on my cheek. Her tremors come and go, but they’ll get worse now that she’s sitting still. ‘Thanks, love,’ she mumbles. Her speech is growing more and more garbled these days, but I can still understand her. ‘My Ivy. Such a good girl.’

I press my hand against hers, holding her palm to my cheek. These moments may be nothing but chinks of light in the dark fog of her terrifying deterioration, but I’ll take them. I’ll take every single one of them.

With a tight grip on her hand, I turn my mouth so I can kiss her palm.

[image: ]


There are all sorts of legal workarounds at Alchemy, the super-exclusive Mayfair club I work at, to prevent them getting into hot water for employing sex workers. And, if I gave enough fucks, I could use the same workarounds to persuade myself that I’m not actually a sex worker—I’m just a fun-loving young woman who works at a swanky members’ club as a skimpily clad host and occasionally (read: nightly) bends over for said members in return for a hefty salary and some very decent cash tips.

But we both know I’d be kidding myself.

I’m not ashamed of what I do, exactly. It’s honest work that’s kept the lights on at home since Dad died, and the owners look after us all really well. The other hosts are cool, too. There’s no competitiveness—everyone’s a team. A family. The real beauty of this gig, though, is that I can work late at night and be around to care for Dawn during the day. So no, I’m not ashamed at all. Nor am I under any illusions that I’d get even a fraction of this money working in a shop or a café. I bailed on my A Levels when Dad died. I’m not exactly a professional hotshot.

It’s more that I’m… resigned to it, I suppose. No one wants to believe they’ll fuck entitled pricks for money when they grow up. Then again, my dream was always to be a painter, so a cold, hard dose of reality was always going to be in my future, no matter what happened with my A Levels.

I probably care less about my profession than I should. The truth is that I like sex. I like it a lot. I’ve never fucked anyone I don’t want to fuck at Alchemy, and, even if it’s not good, I have a whole host of mind tricks that can help me escape in the moment. I can be tied to a St Andrew’s cross in reality, while in my head, I’m sitting in Monet’s gardens at Giverny, painting water lilies.

If I’m being honest, I feel less guilty about the actual sex-for-money thing than I do about the secret fact that, much as the general level of privilege in this place pisses me off beyond belief, it also galvanises me, I suppose. I don’t know if galvanises is the right word, but it inspires me.

If I can’t have wealth and luxury in my own life, it’s nice to have some second-hand exposure to it. It’s like going to Harrods—you never want to leave, even if you are secretly judging the customers who make it look like buying three-hundred-pound face cream is the biggest hassle ever. The luxury is infectious. It seeps into your pores and you can’t help but think that maybe, just maybe, you’ll catch a case of it yourself. Maybe, one day, it’ll stick.

That sounds so stupid. I’d like to think that, dreams of painting French waterlilies aside, I’m a practical person. I have too many real-life problems to waste my time mooning over fancy handbags and overpriced food halls. It’s more the vibe that gets me than the actual objects, and it’s the same at Alchemy. It’s not that I want to be any of the patrons, exactly. It’s more that I’d like to live here.

The worse things get at home, the sicker Dawn gets, and the scarier our bills grow, and the more trying to keep on top of housework and the twins’ homework gets me down, the more of a relief it is to close that heavy front door at Alchemy behind me and know that, for the next few hours, I’m in this fancy club where everyone’s biggest concern is how many orgasms they can have.

The really clever thing about this place, you see, is that it doesn’t feel slutty. Or if it does, it’s a glamorous, powerful kind of sluttiness. Like, intentional boss-bitch sluttiness. It’s in this incredible townhouse on a posh street in Mayfair, and the founders have gone to so much trouble to make every detail of the experience feel super luxurious. Nothing about it is seedy or sordid. All the furnishings are gorgeous (even if the ones in The Playroom are all wipe-clean), and it even smells amazing. They spend a fortune on candles from this crazily expensive French brand called Diptyque so that no one has to endure the scent of jizz, which I’m a fan of.

I first came here with this guy I’d been on a couple of dates with. He was a bit of a twat but harmless enough—a finance bro who asked me out when I was working in a coffee shop in the City for a while. It was quite a baller move for him to bring a date to a sex club, but I owe him a lot because I got talking to a lovely blonde lady at the bar that night, who turned out to be one of the founders, Gen. She was basically the club in human form—expensive and gorgeous—and she offered me a job on the spot. I couldn’t say no when I heard what the pay was.

The guy didn’t last past that night, but I gave him a pity fuck next time he was in. It seemed like throwing him a spot of commission was the least I could do for helping me land this epic gig.

It feels weird being here in the middle of the afternoon. Rose and Lily have netball after school today, so they’ll be home later than usual, and a sweet neighbour, Anne, is watching Dawn for a bit. I hate relying on the kindness of others, but at the same time, I’d be totally screwed if I didn’t allow myself to have some kind of support network. So I choke down my pride, and I accept the help of our neighbours, and I tell myself that it’s not just me who’s benefiting. It’s all four of us.

I asked Gen if I could have a quick chat with her during office hours. The guys who run Alchemy with her—Rafe, Zach, and Cal—are lovely too, but I prefer talking to Gen. And, given she’s the one who took a leap of faith on me and gave me my big break, I owe it to her to update her directly.

She hands me a lovely cuppa in a chic white mug that I’m sure costs a fortune, and we sit on the huge, modular sofa in the beautiful, airy front room on Alchemy’s ground floor. There’s barely anything in here apart from this sofa, a big glass coffee table, and a pink stone sculpture of a vulva that lights up, but in a classy way. Apparently it’s onyx. Through the double doors, which Gen has tactfully pulled shut, are the founders’ desks.

‘How are things at home?’ she asks, blowing elegantly on her coffee. Everything Gen does is elegant. She totally reminds me of a younger Hannah Waddingham, all platinum hair and spectacular curves and a fuck-tonne of sass. She’s married to this hot billionaire tycoon called Anton Wolff, but if I hadn’t seen the way he dominates her in The Playroom, I’d assume she wore the trousers in that relationship. I think she does wear the trousers outside of their sex life, to be fair. And today she is literally wearing the trousers—fabulous white wide-legged ones. Her tank top is a metallic beige-coloured knit, and she’s dripping in diamonds, and she looks like she should be walking onto a yacht right now. But she’s so incredibly kind and so awesome in general that it’s impossible to resent her for it.

Anton Wolff is a lucky man.

I blow on my tea, less elegantly, and grimace. ‘Not good.’

‘Ahh shit, Ivy. I’m sorry.’

She knows all about my home life, and she’s been amazingly supportive. Far more supportive than she should ever feel obliged to be for a random member of staff. She’s the reason we started getting weekly home visits—she had some high-up friend unleash hellfire on the NHS when she found out Dawn wasn’t getting any at-home support.

I shrug, because it is what it is, and we both knew this was coming.

‘She’s going into a care home the week after next.’ I let out a shuddery breath. ‘Which is a good thing.’

Gen stands and comes around the huge sofa to sit next to me, plonking her mug down on the table so she can squeeze my hand.

‘That is a good thing, and not just for your stepmum, but for you. She needs specialist care, and you need to reclaim your life.’ She stops abruptly, no doubt remembering that reclaiming my life will involve me officially stepping up as the full-time parent to Lily and Rose.

‘Yeah. I know. I’ll have to quit when it happens, though.’

‘I’m so sorry.’ She squeezes my hand harder. ‘It’s all so shite for you. You’re such a little rockstar.’

Here’s the problem. Deeply uncomfortable though I have been about leaving the girls with Dawn, and leaving Dawn with the girls, these past few months as things have deteriorated, I haven’t really had a choice. The money here is just too good. So I’ve paid carers to watch Dawn during my shifts, which eats into my earnings. But it’s the right thing to do, and Alchemy pays well enough to still make financial sense.

I’ve always said, though, that I wouldn’t leave the twins on their own once Dawn was moved to a home. They’re barely fifteen. Putting themselves to bed every night, having no parental figure around until I stumble in in the early hours of the morning, is not a proper upbringing. And I won’t do it to them, especially after everything they’ve been through, and especially when school has restarted and they’ve just begun their GCSE syllabus.

The woman they know as their mother isn’t really there anymore. Not often, anyway. Their father is dead. At a decade older than them, I’m the only parental figure they have, and I’m not about to blow my chances of holding onto their official guardianship by working at a sex club and being physically absent most evenings.

Ain’t gonna happen.

I just have no bloody clue what we’ll do about the money side of things. I need a sound financial plan, and I don’t actually have one, and that’s fucking terrifying.

‘She’s being moved a week on Friday,’ I tell Gen now, ‘so my last night would have to be the Thursday.’

She releases my hand and picks up her coffee. ‘You know, you’re always welcome to come back on Saturday nights if you want to make a few quid.’

‘Thanks,’ I say lamely.

‘Do you have a job lined up?’

‘My neighbours, Bill and Jan, who own the caff below our flat and are also our landlords, have given me a few shifts. But I’ll keep looking for other stuff that pays better.’

She’s silent. We both know the caff won’t come up with anything that pays a fraction of what Alchemy pays.

‘I’ll have a think,’ she says. ‘I mean it. I’ll see what I can drum up. But actually, I was going to ask you on your next shift if you’re interested in working a special party next Wednesday. It’s out of London—Oxfordshire, I believe—but they’ve agreed to bus you all home at the end of the night.’

‘Possibly,’ I hedge. It would mean a later return home than usual, probably. Not great for Dawn or the twins. Sounds like a bit of a hassle, to be honest.

She twists and shoots me a mischievous grin. ‘Should be a fab event. A Grosvenor-themed party.’

‘Ooh.’ Grosvenor is one of my all-time favourite TV shows. It’s set in the Regency era and is so sumptuous and glamorous. I rewatch the first season, which is a super spicy story about an arranged marriage between a duke and his new duchess, all the time. Sigh. The chemistry between those two was, like, insane, which isn’t a surprise, given the actors went on to marry in real life.

‘Exactly. One of our members is throwing it for his brother at the family pile—they’re a pretty high-profile family. Benedict? Does that ring a bell?’

I think. ‘I might recognise him if I saw him,’ I say, which is a polite way of saying I’ve probably shagged him, but who the hell knows?

‘Well, anyway, it sounds lavish. Benedict tells me the budget is limitless. He wants some of the Alchemy hosts there to help liven things up, essentially. They’ll kit you all out in full costume before the party kicks off. Oh, and it pays well.’

She drops a number so fantastical that I gape at her.

‘Bloody hell. Seriously?’

‘You interested?’

‘Yeah,’ I mutter. ‘Sign me up. I’ll make it work.’

Even without any tips on the night, that figure would put a serious dent in next month’s rent payment.

She gives me a real smile. ‘That’s the spirit. I know you’ll be a fantastic addition. We’ll muddle through this. And maybe a day out of London will be just what the doctor ordered. A fabulous swan song for you.’

It will take a lot more than a few hours cosying up to rich fuckers to fix my current ailment, but who cares?

For that much money, they can have whatever they want. I’ll be the life and soul of their posh, boring party for the whole bloody evening.

Even if, behind my Party Ivy persona, I’m dreaming of oil paint and water lilies.


CHAPTER 3
Ivy



If I didn’t know for a fact that I’m on a coach with some of the kinkiest bastards in London, then I’d be convinced I was on some kind of granny trip to a National Trust property, complete with a thermos of tea and one of those rain hats that ties under the chin, because the house that looms before us as we come up the driveway, a sparkling lake to our right, is probably the most beautiful property I’ve ever seen in my life.

This thing puts the stately into stately home. It’s prettier than anything I’ve seen on TV—prettier than Gosford Park or Downton Abbey, even. It’s all honey-coloured stone, and it’s actually glowing in the late afternoon sunlight. It has lots of roofs and turrets, and they’re all Rapunzel-level steep with pointy metal decorative things sticking up from the tops. They’re probably just to keep the pigeons away, but they add to the fairytale vibe. Best of all, the fattest turret at one end has actual ivy crisscrossed all the way up it in a perfect diamond shape.

Who the hell is responsible for the upkeep of this place? And who the hell funds it? The mind boggles.

All I know is that I’d kill to sit down by that lake for an afternoon and paint this vision of golden gorgeousness. If you could base yourself out here on these perfect green lawns for a few hours, with an easel and a cup of tea and maybe a cheeky KitKat, it would surely feel like all was good with the world.

‘Holy fucking Christ,’ my friend Izzy says from next to me, leaning across me to squint at the house. She’s a few years older than me and one of the head hosts at Alchemy, a gorgeous blonde with a killer body and flexibility levels that are downright indecent. She’s been working at Alchemy for four or five years and she does very well for herself. The members love her. She and Ben, her co-lead among the hosts, are responsible for keeping this motley crew in check tonight.

‘My thoughts exactly.’ I’m not far off pressing my nose to the window.

‘Now I understand why they have such a hefty budget.’

‘Yep. Who are they, anyway?’

‘Aristocrats,’ she murmurs. ‘Like, proper ones. Their dad is the Duke of Oxford.’

‘Holy shit.’ That sounds… I dunno. Senior. Important. ‘Do you know Benedict, then?’

‘Let’s just say I could pick his dick out in a lineup,’ she quips, and I cackle.

‘Classy. Pick it out in a good way?’

‘Sure. Very nice. Big. Long. Straight. He knows what he’s doing. He’s fucked half of London, but no judgement here. I’m low-key excited about this, though. Gen said they’ve brought up a proper team of costumers from Charing Cross Road to kit us all out. I’m excited to be a dirty, dicked-down duchess.’

‘Or get some aristocratic anal,’ I mutter, still staring out of the window. I bet those rhododendron bushes are epic in early spring.

‘Exactly. Cunnilingus from a count. Bone a baron. Um’—she blows out a breath—‘what else?’

‘Nooky with a nobleman?’ It’s lame, but she giggles.

‘I just hope they’re all as hot as Benedict and not totally inbred.’

‘Amen, Your Grace.’

The coach cuts across the front of the house, and I drool the entire time. We drive slowly around the side, past a stunning but surreal aviary that’s all minty green and gold rococo ironwork. I am genuinely going to have an eye-gasm in a second, and there isn’t a dashing aristocrat in sight. When we pull to a stop, it’s around the back of the house, which is just as gorgeous as the front. A man in a black suit ushers us through a simple side door marked DELIVERIES. I suppose these are—or were—the servants’ quarters. It makes sense, after all. Smuggle the sex workers in the back door with the rest of the staff.

What can I say? The Alchemy team is well used to handling back passages.

We follow the butler, or whoever the hell he is, down a long corridor with a stone floor and white walls and then up a narrow staircase that seems to go on forever. The stairwell smells old, but not in a fusty way—more in a serious, historical way. There’s also a delicious smell of cooking, and my tummy rumbles, lunch feeling like a distant memory.

‘You’ll be based in here,’ the man says, opening a nondescript door off the landing. ‘I do hope you’ll make yourselves comfortable and enjoy some refreshments.’

My ears and tummy prick up at the R-word as we file into a room.

Holy fucking Christ, to quote Izzy.

This must be a servants’ door, but we are not in the servants’ quarters anymore. No sir. Because this is something else.

We appear to be in some massive upstairs drawing room? Parlour? I dunno. There’s no bed, so it can’t be a bedroom. Just a lot of antique-looking sofas and chairs and little tables dotted around. The walls are all covered in sunflower-yellow silky fabric, and the way the afternoon sunlight is filtering through the huge windows that line the room’s entire length and dancing on the silk makes me feel like I’m inside a very sunny kaleidoscope. It’s bloody gorgeous. The ceilings are so high, and three huge crystal chandeliers hang from them.

Ah. As soon as I spot them, I realise what’s happening. All those dangly crystals are refracting the sunlight—that’s why the effect is so incredible. I stand and turn on the spot, my head thrown back like a loon, watching the dancing sunbeams and all the tiny rainbows they’re painting on the shiny golden fabric.

I wonder if the olden-days Victorian ladies took their Bibles and needlework up here on winter afternoons. I bet this room gets the best light in the house.

‘Nine o’clock,’ Izzy says, nudging me, and I tear my gaze away from the pretty, pretty light show towards where she’s pointing.

Oh yesss. A long, sturdy-looking wooden trestle table lines the near end of the room, and it’s stacked high with food. Fucking hell, this is a real feast. From where I’m standing, I can spy quiches, and sandwiches, and sausage rolls, and cans of soft drinks piled high. I’ll be seriously bloated after stuffing my face with that lot, but it will be worth every moment of gassy discomfort.
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These dukes do hospitality well. I tend to think of aristocrats as being stingy fuckers sitting around in rundown piles that they can’t afford to heat, but it’s clear these guys have serious money. No expense has been spared in here: not on the huge oil paintings of landscapes and posh people and their dogs that punctuate the walls, or on the lovely banquet they’ve laid out, or on the costumes, which are so gorgeous that I actually shriek when I see mine. Apparently, these get used in actual TV dramas. Not Grosvenor, sadly—I asked. Those costumes are all held in archive. But these are a close second, because my dress is to die for.

My gown is made from powder-blue silky fabric that feels like real silk and is sewn with thousands of tiny pearly beads that shimmer when I walk. The neckline is square, the sleeves puffed, and I’m happy to see that the edge of the neckline is subtly elasticated for easy access. That’s excellent, because the sexy satin corsetry the costumier has rigged me into has my tits on a platter. Seriously, they’re so high I could probably lick my own nipples. And, speaking of nipples, the neckline is so low-cut that my nipples are just out of sight, bare against the silky lining of the dress because this corset has only demi-cups.

I like that. I like that the sexiness isn’t too overt, that the goods are just about hidden away. It feels more erotic, more fitting for the era, and it’ll hopefully make it easier for me to act like a young lady until it’s crunch time. The dress falls all the way to the floor, its empire waistline cutting right under my tits and helping with the whole ‘heaving bosom’ thing I have going on.

This is definitely the most covered up I’ve ever been while working at Alchemy. My period gown is a big departure from the flimsy white host dress I wear most nights, and I’m digging it. I’m going to make blushing Regency ingenue my entire personality tonight, right up until it’s time to find a vicious viscount or get thoroughly dicked down by a dirty duke.

My makeup is on point too: subtle and virginally sexy, but also somehow making me look radiant. Anyone who can achieve that look when I’m currently so knackered from adulting is a bloody rockstar. The yellowish bruise on my cheek from last week’s mug incident has been concealed. My hair is curled and pinned up, but it’s not too over the top. Not gonna lie, I was a bit worried about trying to pull off sex with a Queen Charlotte-level wig on. But as Rory, the lovely Scottish bloke who just did my hair, explained, the directive was no wigs or hairpieces for that precise reason. I suppose picking small, furry hairpieces out of the hair of the person you’re fucking would be a little off-putting.

I check my phone. Nothing from home, which is hopefully good news. Tonight’s carer has my phone number, just in case. I’m starting to relax now. Our small, shoddy flat on the grimy Harrow Road feels a world away, and I’m beginning to realise that tonight will actually be a lot of fun. I should take this evening for me and allow myself to enjoy the glamour and the crazy money being thrown around. It’s not like I’ll get to live this lifestyle again, unless this Benedict guy decides epic costume parties with sex workers should be a regular occurrence.

We take lots of selfies once we’re dressed up. When we get downstairs, phones will be forbidden. We’ve also signed extra NDAs for this event. But for now, we’re just a gang of mates who are tripping out on the novelty and the excess. Nobody embraces a good role play like the Alchemy crowd—it’s what we’re known for.

Around seven, a booming voice from the far end of the room gets our attention. I sidle forward from where I’m chatting with my friends near the makeup stations. I imagine the voice must be Benedict’s.

Ah, yes. I recognise him. He’s a frequent visitor to the club. And no, I haven’t fucked him before, oddly enough. From memory, he usually goes for brunettes, and I’m most definitely not that. He’s hot—tall, with hair somewhere in the medium-brown range and a lot of swagger. He’s dressed like he’s just wandered off the set of Grosvenor, in a loose shirt under a dark waistcoat and velvet breeches. Dude pulls it off well.

‘Ladies and gentlemen.’ His voice is loud and clear, carrying easily. ‘I’m so thrilled you could make it. Thank you for taking the trip up to Oxfordshire—we’re simply delighted to have you.’

This is a posh thing, I reckon—being all gracious and grateful when everyone knows that you’ve dropped a wedge of cash to make it happen. Still, it’s undeniably charming.

‘Everyone knows that a party without the Alchemy gang is a pathetic affair indeed,’ he continues, and a few people cheer. ‘Well, everyone in London knows. But not everyone in Oxfordshire has received that memo yet, even if most of them are randy fuckers behind closed doors, so tonight we’re going to show them how it’s done. What do you say?’

More cheers. I whoop. This is precisely what we’ve come for: to put on a display. Show them how it’s done.

‘Tonight, we are celebrating my older brother Xavier’s thirtieth birthday. We’re going to pull out all the stops. The champagne will be free-flowing. No one and nothing is off-limits. The main reception rooms are all fair game, as is any bedroom on the first floor that has a Grosvenor sign hanging on the door. Just turn it to the Do Not Disturb side if you get lucky. All the bedrooms are stocked with props and condoms, and there are plenty downstairs, too. It’s going to be amazing!’

He raises his champagne flute—clearly, he’s already started getting in the mood—and winks at my friend Rose, who’s a gorgeous brunette and probably well known to him already. We all clap and cheer. Then he looks straight at me.

‘You. Beth Dutton. Come right here. I want to speak to you.’

I manage not to roll my eyes at the nickname, though I’ve had the Kelly Reilly comparison more times than I can count. Apparently it’s my hair colour, or my eye colour, or the way my upper lip doesn’t have much of a Cupid’s bow—I dunno. It gets tired, but she’s gorgeous, so I generally take it as a compliment.

When I reach him, he’s eyeing me up with a smile. He shakes his head. ‘Fucking hell. The birthday boy is going to love you. What’s your name?’

I smile back coquettishly. The birthday boy? This is getting more interesting. I don’t know anything about his brother, but I can’t say I dislike the idea of being singled out for the man of the hour. It sounds so self-indulgent, but when you spend most of your free time cooking for your little sisters, or trying and failing spectacularly to help them with their maths homework, or cleaning up when your stepmother doesn’t make it to the loo in time, then being made to feel like you’re special, even in the most objectifying, transactional way, is kind of nice.

‘I’m Ivy,’ I say. ‘And tell me more.’ I am not the kind of woman who murmurs tell me more, but tonight I’m not me, remember?

‘Look.’ He puts his hand gently on my upper arm, just above the top of my elegant evening glove, and steers me off to the side. ‘Xav, that’s my brother, is having a rough year. He can be a bit of a boring old fart, but he also has a lot going on. All of which is good reason for him to have some fun tonight. You’re definitely his type, so try to keep your powder dry for later, huh? I’ll get the two of you into a room at some point. You won’t be able to make a move publicly, because his bloody fiancée is here.’ He rolls his eyes.

‘Whoa.’ I pull away. ‘Hang on—he’s engaged, and you want me to fuck him while his fiancée is here? That’s not cool.’

There’s a code at Alchemy. They don’t admit anyone who’s married, though obviously they can’t keep tabs on more casual relationships. But cheating is a big no-no. And there’s also a female code. That shit is just bad karma, and I want no part of it.

‘It’s not like that. I promise.’ He moves his mouth closer to my ear. ‘They’ve been promised since birth. I know—sounds positively Victorian, and it’s not far off. It’s a dynastic match. He’s never laid a finger on her. He has no interest in her sexually, nor her him. Bit shitty for them both, really. He has plenty of women, according to him. He’s just very discreet. But he has needs, darling. And, like the adoring brother I am, I’m keen to see that his birthday doesn’t go off without a bang, if you catch my drift. And I promise I’ll make it worth your while. There’s a very hefty bonus in it for you if you show the birthday boy a good time.’

I pull away enough so I can eye him suspiciously, trying valiantly to ignore the promise of extra money he’s dangling over my head. ‘Are you sure there’s nothing going on between them?’

‘Christ, no. Poor sods. He’ll have to get it up for her when they eventually tie the knot, but there’s nada. If you watch them this evening you’ll see—they have the chemistry of a pair of dried-up old nuns.’

That makes me giggle, and it also makes me feel sorry for the bloke. An arranged marriage in this day and age? These people are so fucking weird.

I shrug. Whatever. ‘Okay. If you’re sure. Just let me know when and where I should bang the birthday boy.’


CHAPTER 4
Xavier



Everyone at my birthday party appears to be having a far better time than I am, which I know is a direct foreshadowing of how I will feel at my wedding.

Our wedding, I mean.

Mine and Selena’s.

God help us both.

Objectively speaking, my fiancée may just be the most beautiful woman here tonight. She’s undeniably stunning. Not for Lady Selena Wentworth the bourgeois compromise of rented threads. Rather, she’s in a custom gown from Wentworth, her family’s eponymous luxury goods empire. It’s light pink and works very well with her pale skin and shiny, nut-coloured hair and amber eyes. She has impeccable breeding, and impeccable taste, and she leaves me utterly cold.

Is this how it’ll be for the rest of my life? Standing by Selena’s side in relative joylessness, observing from behind an invisible veil as our friends gorge themselves stupid on the bountiful fruits of the de Vere family’s hospitality?

It is wonderful to see all my old mates, of course. I have to admit that my brother’s done an admirable job of rallying the troops. The invitation was extended strictly to the under-forties. No old fogeys welcome. The younger generations have flocked to the revelry from across Europe with the unwavering orientation of migratory birds. They’re mainly nobility or minor royals: friends from school or distant relatives.

My old pal from Eton, Pieter van Praag, whose family dates back to the time of the Burgundian Empire, has rocked up with his band of tall, blond brothers and some gorgeous socialite hangers-on whom they probably picked up in Monaco or Montenegro this summer. Those guys always have an entourage. Some of Selena’s polished, well-bred girlfriends from her time at Le Rosey are here with boyfriends and husbands, but my and Benedict’s mates are undoubtedly wilder than hers, more hedonistic.

‘They really should have set the bar up further away from the Rubens,’ my fiancée murmurs beside me, wafting her ostrich feather fan and observing as one of the mixologists throws a shaker around with unnecessary abandon in front of frolicking nudes of incalculable value.

I turn and give her a smile that’s as relieved as it is grateful. Whatever deficit of feeling I have for my future wife, comments like this give me reassurance.

We’re in this together.

Have been since birth.

And she gets it. She understands that a position like the dukedom is a matter of stewardship, not ownership. That Belvedere is, above all else, to be preserved. That its extraordinary beauty and priceless contents must live on for generation upon generation. If nothing else, I’m unshakable in my confidence that Selena will be a perfect partner with whom to captain this ship.

The music tonight is excellent, I must say. My brother has leaned into the Grosvenor theme with a string quartet that’s really getting into the show’s famous arrangements of pop classics. They’re currently playing ‘Bad Guy’, and both the musicians and our friends are going for it big time.

Despite myself, I tap my foot to the beat and look out at the crowd on the dance floor. Everyone has made a tremendous effort. What is it about the upper classes and our love of a good costume? I suppose it’s been going on for centuries. The debauchery surrounding James I’s masques was legendary. There are probably still bodily fluids secreted under the floorboards at Hampton Court Palace.

The ballroom at Belvedere is a room we don’t use much. Of course, in my forefather Walter’s time, that was the entire point. As Edith Wharton mused in The Age of Innocence, having the wherewithal to justify an entire room that was sequestered for three hundred and sixty-four days a year was the ultimate status symbol, whichever side of the pond you were on.

Indeed, for most of the year, this room is closed up, blinds down to protect the Old Masters. Bit of a shame, really. Though Ben and I did have a marvellous time of it riding our bikes up and down here on rainy days when we were boys. One of the Chippendale chairs still has a gash on its leg from where he careened into it, I believe.

But tonight, the room is alive, and it’s beautiful. The chandeliers are off, the enormous silver candelabra, liberated for the evening from their exclusive prison adjacent to the kitchens, the only light in here. It would be easy enough to allow oneself to believe that we really are back in that chaotic period of a severely maladjusted king and his prince regent, even if this physical version of Belvedere didn’t exist back then.

The dance floor is candy floss spun from twirling pastels and silks and wigs, while the dances our friends are doing are grossly anachronistic. I don’t remember seeing any twerking on Grosvenor, or reading about it in my ancestors’ diaries, for that matter. Thank fuck Flora is in London this weekend and oblivious to our antics. There’s no way I’d let our mates get anywhere near her.

I haven’t forgotten my brother’s threat to invite along the whole of Alchemy, nor have I forgotten my attempt to forbid it. But, as the temperature rises on the dance floor from amiable flirting to vertical foreplay, I wonder if he hasn’t somehow snuck a few randoms in. I certainly don’t recognise everyone in here, though it’s difficult to tell when everyone is in their Regency disguises. And, given he encouraged me to head out for a long tour of the estate this afternoon with the head gardener, I haven’t had much insight into how he and the events team he hired have pulled all this together.

Speak of the devil. Benedict glides up to us, looking particularly pleased with himself. If I were wearing fake sideburns as farcical as his, I wouldn’t be quite so smug.

‘Come on, Slinks. Let’s boogie.’ He grabs Selena’s hand. ‘Can’t have the hottest woman in here standing on the sidelines while everyone else is getting down and dirty to Billie Eilish. It’s fucking criminal.’

To my surprise, my fiancée flushes and goes with it. I’ll never understand her relationship with my brother. She wouldn’t entertain that kind of talk from anyone else, but somehow he gets away with it. I think it’s because he’s so ridiculous that she takes it at face value: shameless, harmless flirting that means absolutely nothing.

He grins at her. ‘That’s my girl. Hang on a sec, darling.’ He leans in towards me and hisses in my ear. ‘The lilac bedroom. Now. Go. You can thank me later.’
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Decorating—and defining—the eighteen primary bedrooms at Belvedere using the estate’s flowers and plants is a longstanding tradition for which we have, once again, Annabel de Vere to thank. My mother has always thought it enchanting. I have no view except to find it tritely convenient. I trudge upstairs, unsure what the hell my diabolical brother is playing at but finding my tread lightening as I move away from the noise and towards the relative quiet.

As I advance intrepidly down the corridor, I notice Grosvenor signs hanging from some of the doors. Lord knows what that’s all about, but it wouldn’t surprise me if my brother has arranged for some of the bedrooms to be kept free for fuck fests. That’s just the way his mind works. A faint but unmistakable moan from behind one door seems like all the confirmation I need.

I reach the lilac room, identifiable by the enamel lilac plate on the door, and halt when I see that its sign is turned to Do Not Disturb. I knock.

‘Come in,’ a female voice calls softly, and I frown to myself as I turn the brass doorknob.

The room beyond is dimly lit. It has, unfortunately, taken its theme seriously and is unrelentingly lilac. But I don’t notice that, because a woman is standing by the window, looking out over the floodlit grounds. She’s slim, wearing a long, pale blue dress, and it’s light enough for me to see that the hair piled into a historically convincing updo is strawberry blonde.

I clear my throat. ‘Hi. Um—I was told to come up here by⁠—’

She turns around, and my breath catches in my throat.

I’ve never seen her before.

I’m sure of that.

I’d remember.

She’s lovely. Lovely. Pale-skinned and luminous, somehow, and Jesus—that’s a lot of skin on display north of her neckline. I swallow.

‘Close the door,’ she says softly. She sounds uncertain, which she probably should be, because she’s in my house and she’s giving me orders.

‘Who are you?’ I ask, aiming for polite rather than confrontational, which I’ve been told I can be. But she has me at a disadvantage, and I don’t like that. It may explain why my heart is hammering away beneath the laughable armour of this costume.

She doesn’t answer, but she jerks her head towards the open door behind me. ‘Please, sir.’

I suck in a ragged breath. I’m called sir every day, of course, by every member of staff in this estate, and it doesn’t particularly register. But she says it awkwardly, and I have no idea if she knows who I am or if she’s just playing into this Regency dynamic.

I kick the door shut without turning around. While she’s leading with her extraordinary breasts, she is a timeless beauty. And I don’t mean like my fiancée. Selena is a marble statue; this woman is well and truly alive. Sections of hair fall in charming rose-gold tendrils around her face, her skin looks so, so soft, and her cheeks are flushed. Don’t get me started on her eyes, which are fucking huge, or her mouth, which looks like the inside of a perfectly ripe fig. I know, I just know, that if I were to suck on that full upper lip of hers, it would be every bit as soft and wet and delicious as said fig.

‘Do you know who I am?’ I ask, trying to sound neutrally curious and not like a monumental twat.

She nods once.

‘Good.’ I lick my lips. I have no earthly idea what is going on here, but my blood is coursing hotly through my veins, and I feel vital, human, for the first time all blessed evening. ‘Then I’ll ask you again: who are you?’

Another few steps from her and she’s no more than a couple of feet away from me. I gaze down at her, my eyes flickering over her upturned face, at that indecent mouth and guileless eyes and prettily flushed cheeks. She’s a little Fragonard shepherdess. She should be frolicking on a swing, immortalised at The Frick or The Wallace Collection.

Instead, she’s standing in front of me.

She gives me a little smile—her first—but she still doesn’t answer me. I watch, in what feels like slow motion or an epic fucking trip, as she lifts one hand up to push the opposite sleeve off its porcelain shoulder and then does the same with the other.

I’m vaguely aware of my lips parting and my dick stiffening even as my brain wades through treacle in a vain attempt to catch up.

She hooks her fingers into the precariously low neckline of her dress and shoves it down. I let out a shocked, strangled sound as her magnificent, magnificent breasts come into full display, all creamy plumpness and taut nipples that resemble the prettiest pink snowberries, and holy fuck. My dick thumps against these ridiculous breeches like one of our spaniels demanding attention, and my mouth waters.

It’s only then that she speaks.

‘Your brother sent me up here. I’m your birthday present, sir.’


CHAPTER 5
Xavier



Ican’t speak. I can’t compute. The executive function of which I am so inordinately proud shuts down as if a plug has been pulled, although it’s likely a simple matter of displaced blood flow.

There’s just her, and her face, and her breasts, and her words, and all of it is such an intoxicating overload that I’m powerless against it. Useless.

It’s been a while, I’ll grant you that. A couple of months, maybe, when I was in Portofino this summer. But it may as well have been a decade. It’s as if my brother has been starving me all year and has just wheeled in a strawberry- and cream-filled birthday cake and told me to gorge myself stupid on it, because that’s what this nameless, angelic woman is. A human cream cake. And I want to suck on her mouth and stick my face between those tits, and stick other parts of me between those tits, too. I’m reeling; my head is spinning; I can’t think straight.

She’s that inebriating, that stupefying.

I’m staring, I think. Staring and panting, my mouth opening and closing like a damned goldfish, and I don’t know what to do, because I cannot possibly touch this woman whose name I don’t even know, and I also cannot walk back out that door and leave her in here. Both options are equally unthinkable.

But she thinks for me. Acts for me. She keeps her limpid blue eyes fixed on mine as she reaches for my wrists, encircling them with her soft little hands and pressing my palms to her breasts. At the first, heady hit of her, of warm skin and pebbled nipple, I let out a piteous moan. There is a very real chance that I will cream my breeches simply from touching her, from the raw eroticism of this moment. My entire body is prickling with sweat.

I hinge forward and drop my forehead to hers. ‘Fuck, you’re beautiful.’

‘Happy birthday,’ she whispers, and I let out a little laugh. I’ve had maybe three glasses of champagne all night, but I feel hammered. High as a fucking kite.

‘Best present ever.’

She releases my wrists and rolls her forehead against mine. ‘Touch them, then.’

‘Christ.’ I press. I knead. Oh, sweet Jesus. I roll her nipples between my thumbs and forefingers. So fucking tight. She makes a sweet noise in the back of her throat, and my dick hardens further at the sheer delight of it.

I’m still playing with her miraculous breasts when she closes her hand over my poor, aching dick and squeezes through the straining fabric of my breeches. My reaction is to groan again and find her mouth with mine, sucking that delectable, deplorable upper lip into my mouth, and fuck. I was right. It’s fucking perfect. I slide my tongue over it in awe.

With a gasp, she pulls away and drops to her knees. I stare down at her in abject disbelief as she makes admirably quick work of the little buttons lining the flap of my breeches. What the fuck we’re doing, I don’t know. What the fuck I’ve just walked into, I don’t know. The music is pulsing through the floor from the ballroom below, yet this feels like some parallel universe where only unearthly pleasure awaits me.

She has the flap open, and she’s found the slit in my modern boxer briefs, and she takes me out. She takes me out. I’m rock hard and leaking into her palm. I grit my teeth against the almost unbearable tease of her fingers on me. And then she wraps one hand around me, moves her face closer to my weeping crown, looks up, and gives me a real smile. A hungry smile. A smile that says I want this as much as you do. And I’m almost undone, almost, except⁠—

Wait.

It’s with excruciatingly poor timing that my prefrontal cortex chooses to come back online.

‘Is my brother paying you for this?’ I bark.

‘What?’ She squints up at me, presumably confused as to why I’m forcing her into conversation instead of shutting up and taking the unthinkable pleasure that she’s so graciously offering.

I fist my hands by my sides, forcing myself not to touch her, no matter how much I want to slide my fingers through her hair as she wraps that succulent little mouth around me.

‘Do you work for that Alchemy place?’ I manage.

She shrugs. ‘Yeah. So?’

Jesus fucking Christ. I knew this was too good to be true. I’m so stupid, so mindlessly entitled, thinking I could waltz in here and enjoy the most salacious kind of ‘birthday present’ from some poor, exquisite creature who’s been exploited and strong-armed into this.

‘Take your hands off me and get up. Come on.’ My voice is rougher than I intended; my tongue feels thick and sluggish in my mouth.

She releases me and sits back on her heels, gazing up at me, a pornographic take on a porcelain-skinned Fragonard muse, bare-breasted and dishevelled, powder-blue silk fanned out around her on the floor.

I cannot fucking bear it. My cock is still out and impossibly stiff, but I studiously ignore it as I bend and slide my hands under her armpits, hauling her to her feet.

‘Did I do something wrong?’ she asks, and I’m lucid enough to notice that, of course, her accent is pure London. She’s an import to this event, not a guest.

‘No,’ I mutter. ‘Not at all.’ But I nearly did. I clear my throat. ‘I can’t possibly exploit you if you’re being paid for this. It’s morally repugnant. No judgement on you or your choices, but I couldn’t live with myself.’

Jesus.

I almost let her put my dick in her mouth.

Have I been guilty, in the past, of relying on my looks and my title and my wealth to get laid? Yes, of course. Many times over. But I would never, ever let a woman prostitute herself for me. God knows, sex work is one of the most egregious ways that our society has created to exploit and abuse and debase women, and I will absolutely not be a part of it, no matter how badly I wanted to fuck this woman’s beautiful mouth just now. No matter how ready I was to look the other way and take what was being offered up on a platter in my temporary, lust-fuelled insanity.

Her perfectly light blue eyes grow glossy with unshed tears. ‘But it’s fine! It’s more than fine—I want to!’

I frown and purse my lips in a way I hope communicates my extreme disapproval that she’s feeding me these trite lines, just as I try very, very hard not to glance down at her tits. Alas, they are very much in my peripheral vision.

‘Cover yourself up,’ I say brusquely. I make the mistake of glancing down again at the impossibly milky globes. They’re basically on a shelf, supported by what looks like a porno corset. I tug the sleeves up over her shoulders, but the rest of the neckline remains caught under her breasts. Jesus. I’m not sure what I’ve done in a past life to deserve this level of torture. Gingerly, I take hold of it, the backs of my fingers brushing over the silken undersides of her breasts, and attempt to pull it up. It snags on her perfect nipples, and I blow out a breath as I finally get the damned thing over them.

‘With respect, sir, you’re being ridiculous. I want this, honestly. I mean, look at you. You’re so hot! And you have a very, very nice dick, let me tell you. You can do whatever you like to me. I’m up for it all. You’re not exploiting me. I really like sex.’

None of that is remotely fucking helpful. Because she will never know how much I want to shove my very nice dick into her wet little mouth and between those gorgeous tits and inside her sweet little pussy, which presumably looks like a fucking rosebud.

I actually—and I’m not proud of this—clamp my hand over my forehead like a visor to shield my eyes from the sight of her. Because even dressed, she’s too much. Too tempting, too beguiling, too dangerous. Too vital and sensual and willing and all the things that my fiancée is not. And that is a major problem, because all of the arousal she’s whipped up inside me in the space of just a few minutes is threatening to erupt all down the front of her gown.

‘I don’t want to hear it. I will not take advantage of a woman who’s being paid to have sex with me. It goes against every single thing I stand for. I have values, and morals, and this is… this is unconscionable to me. Unconscionable.’ My eyes still shielded, I point with my free hand towards the door. ‘Now for the love of God, get the fuck out of here.’

There’s a pause. A silence. She’s perfectly still for a moment.

She whispers something brokenly, a single, devastating sentence that has me rearing back as if I’ve been slapped, and then she’s moving past me, pulling the door open and slamming it closed behind her hard enough that the nearest lamp tremors on its table.

With an agonised groan, I stumble over to the bed. I’m desperate for release, desperate, but I cannot and will not blow my load over this priceless lilac silk eiderdown. It’s been in the family for far too long. Instead, I bend with difficulty and locate from under the bedside table an antique porcelain chamber pot bedecked, inevitably, with garlands of lilacs. I set it on the bed and shove my breeches and boxers down to my knees.

To think I could have been coming in her dangerous little mouth right about now, or bending her over this high four-poster to bury myself balls-deep in her lovely little cunt.

Instead, my hand is wrapped firmly around my dick, chafing be damned, and I’m aiming into a fucking vessel for our illustrious former guests’ piss.

It doesn’t take long. Less than a minute of servicing myself with rough, fevered strokes while imagining my dick disappearing between her bare cheeks, surely as milky white as her tits, as she writhes beneath me. My cum hits the bottom of the pot with a series of splashes as I wring myself dry, my grunts sounding barely human to my own ears. Nine hundred years of blue blood, and we’re still animals.

What a lonely, pathetic act that was. But I deserve it, because I’m a delusional, entitled fucker.

I knew it was too good to be true.

I didn’t even learn her name.

And yet, for a few lethal seconds, I seriously considered giving her everything she so convincingly assured me she wanted.


CHAPTER 6
Ivy



Dawn has been perfectly lucid so far this morning. It will make it easier for the care workers who are coming to pick her up; that’s for sure. But in some ways, it’ll make it harder. For her. For me.

She’s sitting quietly at the small kitchen table, drinking tea from her sippy cup and dressed neatly in cords and one of her oldest but most adored pink cardigans, before the twins even surface. Her physical symptoms have been quiet today, too. It’s almost as if her body is trying to say, Hey, I’m fine, see?! I’m perfectly capable of living independently! Don’t send me away!

It breaks my fucking heart.

She’s fifty-four, for crying out loud.

It’s just plain wrong; that’s what it is.

I pop upstairs and duck into the girls’ room. I want to make sure they’re okay before they say this most fucked-up goodbye to their mum. As usual, it smells of the dirt-cheap Sol de Janeiro dupe body spray they buy by the gallon from Boots. Also as usual, their room is a bomb site, a mix of clean and dirty clothes strewn all over their twin beds and all over the fucking floor. I feel the familiar irritation mixed with sympathy. I’m well aware that school is full on for them this year, and they don’t have a tonne of extra energy to keep their room tidy. Most days, they’re just trying to get through the day.

Most days, we’re all just trying to get through the day.

‘How’re you doing?’ I ask. Both their furry robes are on the floor in exactly the same position, as if they’ve shrugged them right off their shoulders and walked away. I bend and grab them so I can hang them up on the hook that exists solely for that purpose.

Rose ignores me as she applies mascara in the mirror. Their school has a ‘light makeup’ policy, and you’d better believe the twins stretch that definition to the max.

‘How’s Mum this morning?’ Lily asks by way of an answer. While she’s slightly the more sensitive of the two, they’re weirdly similar, not just in looks but in vibes. Everyone comments on it. I always thought there was supposed to be one good and one bad twin, or one shy one and one overly controlling one. But nope. Rose and Lily don’t just look identical, with their long, glossy brown hair and big brown eyes like their mother’s; they act almost identically, too.

They’re spookily close, and most of the time that’s annoying, because you’re always outnumbered with these two. There are times, though, when I’m glad that they have each other and that everyone else seems to exist outside their twinny little bubble, and today is definitely one of those times.

‘She’s having a good day,’ I tell Lily now. I know it’s her only because she’s sitting on her bed and her gold L necklace is visible above the V of her school shirt. Rose obviously has an R one. It’s their tiny gesture towards accommodating the rest of the world, and their teachers in particular. If the twins don’t want you to be able to tell them apart, then you’d better believe they’ll make that happen with zero effort.

A good day in the Cooper family’s language means Dawn is lucid. No more than that. Lily presses her lips together and nods, and there’s something about the determined tilt of her delicate little chin that kicks me in the ribs. It’s as if she’s bracing herself for what’s to come, and no wonder.

You know when people say that kids are better off with divorced parents than unhappily married parents who bicker all day long? I’ve been wondering if it’s the same for kids who have parents with dementia. I can’t decide what’s more awful for the twins: their mum being moved out of the family home and into a care facility while they’re still basically children, or having to live with a parent who’s not always the person they love and, even worse, not always the person who loves them.

On days like this, when the horror and shame of what I’m about to let happen to my beautiful stepmother is eating me alive, it feels like the first option is the worst. Surely nothing is more important than keeping a family together at any cost? Not when we’ve all lost Dad, and my own mum is long gone. Surely I’ve learnt my lesson? Surely I should just dig in? Try harder to make it all work, to keep the Cooper women under one roof?

Except I know that’s not true.

The truth, actually, is that there is no good option, that it’s all unbelievably shite, but that what we’re doing is the right decision based on a truly crap choice. I’m moving Dawn into a home mainly for her sake. She deserves the care and dignity that I can’t give her.

But I’m also doing it for my sisters.

I know that, every time their mum doesn’t recognise them, or she swears at them, or they have to watch me help her to the loo or take her off for a bath, a little piece of them dies. I know they don’t understand it, not really, nor do they understand their feelings of shame around having a parent with advanced dementia. Rose cried on me last week when she admitted that having a crazy mum was embarrassing. And I get it, I really do. We talked about using kinder language than crazy to describe her mum’s condition, and I told her it was okay and natural to feel embarrassed and that it was also natural to feel guilty and conflicted about how disloyal that feels.

They’re fourteen, for God’s sake. Everything is embarrassing at that age. You’re pretty fucking shallow at fourteen; I remember it well. You’re boy-obsessed and totally tribal. If you get socially shunned, it feels like death, which is a nice way of saying that fourteen-year-old girls are little bitches, basically, and Year Ten is a constant state of comply or die.

I’m not explaining any of this very well. I’m obviously not bundling poor Dawn off to some home because she’s an embarrassment, but I am hoping that, once she’s set up and receiving the care she deserves, the girls will find their home life a bit more stable. The flat may be a shithole, but it’s still home, and I want them to feel safe here. When you’re still processing one parent dropping dead out of the blue, and the other one is erratic and abusive and terrifying and doesn’t know who the fuck you are, then you can be damn sure you won’t feel safe.

Social services agrees with me. I haven’t told the girls this, but our social worker has been very encouraging of the decision to move Dawn to a proper care facility. I don’t ever want them to think that their welfare is the driver behind us taking this huge step, but I do want them to start to rebuild their lives.

I’d like things here to be nice, and stable, and quiet. A calm, safe environment for Lily and Rose as they embark on their GCSEs over the next two years. I’d like us to have enough money to cover rent and put food on the table.

It may not sound like much, but that’s the extent of my ambitions for the time being.

Even if that last part currently feels as scary and bloody impossible as climbing Everest in flip-flops.

‘Come on,’ I tell the girls softly, ‘let’s go and have brekkie with your mum.’

They shuffle out, technically dressed if you excuse the fact that their rolled-up skirts are far too short, and the three of us trudge down the narrow staircase. We live in a poky duplex above a greasy spoon caff on the Harrow Road, which is a very long, busy, grimy road with absolutely no redeeming features. It’s north of Notting Hill, which is super fancy, and south of Maida Vale and Little Venice, which are insane, and yet it’s the grungiest road ever. Think dodgy kebab places and laundrettes and shops that sell vapes and stolen mobile phones, and you’ll get the drift.

It used to be that the girls’ room and Dad and Dawn’s room were upstairs and I slept in the box room next to the living area, but Dawn and I switched a few months ago. She can’t manage the stairs anymore. Far from it. I don’t know what we’ll do with the extra room once she’s gone. The girls won’t want to sleep apart, no matter how cramped their room is, so they’ll probably pitch the idea of turning it into their very own walk-in floordrobe.

Lily wrenches open the stair gate I had to put on the bottom step so Dawn couldn’t wander and break her neck at night. It’ll be nice to get rid of that piece of junk, I suppose. (The stair gate, not my stepmother, obviously.)

‘Hi, Mum,’ she mumbles as she folds herself over so she can hug Dawn. Rose follows her, and they kind of engulf their frail mum, their long hair falling forward like a shiny brown curtain.

Dawn’s eyes are wet when they pull away and collapse onto their chairs, and I close my own eyes for a second. Her pain is so palpable. I love Dawn, truly. Not quite as much as I loved Mum, of course, but she died when I was very little, so my memories of her are hazy and sparkly and a little vague, like an old fairytale. I would consider myself a visual person, but my memories of my mum are more like feelings. I remember how it felt to have her hug me. How it felt to climb into bed between her and Dad on weekend mornings. The feeling of slamming into her when she picked me up at the school gate. Whereas I’ve suspected for a long time now that my visual memories of her come mainly from photographs.

So yeah, I love Dawn, and she loves me. She’s a beautiful human being with a beautiful heart, and she basically saved me and Dad. But, at the end of the day, the twins are her flesh and blood, and they’re minors. I’m an adult. If Dawn wasn’t ill, and we didn’t have the girls to look after, I probably wouldn’t even be living at home by now. Or if I was, it would be purely to save money. I’m twenty-four, after all. I’m perfectly capable of standing on my own two feet.

Which is why this moment isn’t for me. Not in the slightest. I’ll ride in the community ambulance with Dawn in an hour or so. I’ll get her unpacked and settled in. Right now is for her and her daughters. So I put the twins’ bowls in front of them, and I pour out their Shreddies, and I even pour their milk. I want them to feel like they’re getting proper quality time with their mum.

‘Oh, my girls. My beautiful, beautiful girls,’ Dawn says. ‘I’m so sorry this is happening. I’m just so, so sorry.’

Rose frowns down at her Shreddies as she stabs them with her spoon to mash them up. It’s a grim habit, if you ask me, but what can you do? As long as she gets some food in her tummy before she goes off to school, that’s all you can hope for.

‘At least you won’t miss us all the time,’ she says to Dawn now. ‘Like, when you’re away with the fairies, you don’t even know who we are. You’ll be back to, like, the nineteen forties or something, thinking you were young. So you won’t miss us because you won’t even know we were born.’

‘Yeah,’ Lily pipes up. ‘And we’ll miss you, but you don’t have to worry, because we won’t miss you all the time, either. Because we’ll be at school or on Snap or whatever. So we’ll miss you sometimes, but it won’t be that bad. So don’t worry, Mum,’ she adds in a kindly tone, as Dawn’s tired, strained face collapses into something between tears and laughter.

Oh dear sweet Jesus.

I take back what I said about Lily being the more sensitive one.

They’re both beautiful little sociopaths.
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So this is what you get.

You build a career for yourself as a children’s librarian. You meet and marry a kindly widower, and you love his motherless little girl as if she were your own. You have two more little girls of your own—twins—and you’re grateful. You’re happy. You don’t want much; you don’t aim too high. Just a nice, normal life, filled with simple pleasures and deep love. That’s not too much to ask, is it?

Wrong.

This is what it boils down to, in the end.

A grim-looking NHS care home run by equally grim-looking nuns.

A small, bleak room with wipe-clean glossy walls in a sickly shade of cream.

A non-view out to some drab internal courtyard that doesn’t get much daylight.

A single hospital-style bed.

A wipe-clean-looking padded armchair in one corner.

A walker in the other.

And whatever small comforts your stepdaughter has packed for you: a colourful crocheted blanket that you made for yourself, once upon a time, when your fingers worked properly. A sad little plant from IKEA that probably won’t last the week. Your sippy cup. And photos.

So many photos of you and your girls and your late husband. Images of happier times, framed in plastic and shielded behind smash-proof Perspex for when you get confused or aggressive.

Prompts, really—prompts that might, occasionally, pull you out of the fog.

Reassurances for when you come to and you find yourself all alone.

Reminders that you were loved.

That you are loved.

That you are not alone.


CHAPTER 7
Ivy



Dawn’s not coming back from this. This is it for her—this dreadful little room that’s basically nothing more than four walls and wheelchair-friendly doorframe and a call button. She’s a beautiful human, and this is the best we can do for her. The best I can do for her. The best that hours spent prancing around in Alchemy can buy, bending over for rich, entitled knobs who see me as nothing more than a pair of great tits and a set of holes.

The horror, the dread, has been creeping up my body the whole way over here like this cold mist. It’s been coming for me since Dawn’s expression morphed from stricken to grimly resigned to blank while I held her hand in the back of the ambulance. It was the resigned part that really got me, but now that we’re here, the coldness has got a grip on my heart and my stomach and my throat, squeezing and squeezing until I can’t bear it.

I can’t leave her here, and yet I have to, and I find myself in the fucked-up state of hoping that she spends as little time as possible being lucid from now on, because this small, sad room will surely extinguish what’s remaining of the Dawn I know: the warm mother and loving wife and champion of children’s literacy.

You know when they talk about people ‘going downhill’ when they get a diagnosis or get admitted into hospital or whatever? I can completely see that, because if the LBD doesn’t kill her, this place will.

LBD. Oh to be back in the good old days of ignorance, when I thought it only stood for little black dress.

The Dawn I know and love faded away on the ambulance ride, and she’s still gone, retreated to somewhere unreachable inside herself. I don’t blame her. I’m tempted to dissociate the hell away from this place, too. Her dark eyes are watchful, suspicious. Her hackles are up. Fuck knows what’s going on inside her poor, mashed-potato brain right now.

‘What is this place?’ she slurs. ‘What is that smell?’

That smell is the stench of industrial-grade cleaning fluid, the kind that exists to nuke every last germ in the most aggressive way. While I suppose I should be encouraged by their commitment to hygiene, I’m as freaked out as Dawn is. Because the stink of it has even forced its way through her dementia. It’s hostile and institutional and the absolute opposite of home, and I fucking hate it.

I help her to sit down on the bed as the young nurse who wheeled her in hovers next to us. Her fingers are twisted these days, her knuckles gnarly. I try to take her hand, but she pulls it away.

‘Who the hell do you think you are, you silly little slut? Leave me alone.’

‘Maybe you should let us settle her in,’ the nurse suggests gently. ‘Honestly, love, it’ll just be more upsetting for you. You can come and see her tomorrow morning during visiting hours, yeah?’

‘Okay,’ I say in a pathetically weak voice. I don’t want him or Dawn to see how much this place is freaking me out, to be honest. I pat her on the shoulder and take my leave, and as I emerge into the side street, I wouldn’t admit what I’m thinking for the world.

Because what I’m thinking is that I couldn’t get out of there quickly enough, and I don’t know what kind of shitty, inhuman stepdaughter that makes me.
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It’s not until I’ve made sure the twins are asleep that I crawl into bed. It’ll never stop being weird, sleeping in Dawn and Dad’s old room. I’m definitely going to move my stuff back downstairs. Anyway, I like being closer to the entrance than the girls. If anyone broke into the front door to the side of the caff below and made their way up the narrow staircase to our flat, they’d reach me before they found the twins.

They’d have to deal with me first.

I lie on my dad’s side of the bed, feeling the familiar dip his body made beneath my shoulders and hips. I don’t know how the hell we got here. Two dead parents, one parent here in body—for now—but absent in spirit, and me the legal caregiver for two teenage girls.

Holy fuck.

The only thing more terrifying than bringing up my sisters is the prospect of social services taking them away from me. I know that much. And God, does that kind of fear focus the mind. I need to keep a clear head. I need to earn money—a lot of it—and I need to do everything I can to ensure that Lily and Rose have a normal adolescence, and definitely one that’s as free from trauma and poverty as I can make it.

The outlook isn’t good. They’ll almost definitely be burying their mother in the next year or two, given the short prognosis for LBD, and the money side of things… well, the money stuff is tricky. More than tricky.

I’ve submitted an urgent application to Westminster City Council for the three of us to be moved into council housing. The worst thing I could do right now is bury my head in the sand, and there’s no point in pretending that I can afford the rent on this place—or anywhere similar—going forward. Not while my obligations to the twins outweigh my ability to take dodgy, high-paying jobs. It will kill me to move the girls out of their home, but I just don’t see any way around it. Having social services sniffing around my job at Alchemy is too high risk.

With every second that I spend spiralling, that cold mist of terror creeps over my body again, making all my muscles tense and achy. My heart is hammering, and the lump in my throat that’s stopped me from being able to get any food down at dinner is worse than ever, and I can’t seem to take a full breath. I don’t really know what panic attacks feel like—I don’t think I’ve ever had a proper one—but this feeling is scaring me, and I have to keep my shit together for the twins’ sakes. I’m the grown-up now. The buck stops with me.

I need to go somewhere in my head that isn’t here. I need to go to a place right now where I can forget that I now have two teenage wards and a stepmother wasting away in some hideous facility that stinks of bleach. I’ve tried not to think about the other evening at that ridiculous estate, Belvedere; I really have. No good can come from fantasising about houses and gardens and men that aren’t real life, but, honestly, this is an emergency.

So I go there. I screw my eyes shut and curl my hands up into fists, and I imagine being in that beautiful room full of bright golden sunshine and ridiculous oil paintings and delicate furniture. I recall how it was to be there, how it felt as though the real world and all its problems and shiftiness had faded away. How fun it felt, how infectious.

What is that word?

Hedonistic.

That’s how I felt.

Like all I had to do was have fun. Nothing else was required of me except to sit back and allow myself to be pampered and trussed up in sexy corsetry and a pretty gown. To go to a fancy party, filled with gorgeous, aristocratic people, and be bubbly, fabulous Ivy for a few hours.

Then I allow myself to think of him.

It should have been the cherry on the cake: being dicked down by a ridiculously handsome fairytale duke, or whatever the heck he was, in a lilac bedroom that felt like being inside a music box and was fancier and more indulgent than any room I’d ever been in in my entire life. If he’d fucked me like he was supposed to, like he clearly wanted to, it would have been the pinnacle of the whole experience. I could have lain there in a real four-poster bed with him and pretended I was Duchess Georgiana from Grosvenor. It’s one of my best go-to fantasies, right up there with painting waterlilies in Giverny, except it would have been real.

That look on his face when I got my tits out was one for the records. Absolutely bloody priceless. I do—did—well for myself at Alchemy, but I’ve never seen such naked lust etched onto a man’s face as I have when his eyes were on my boobs.

It was power, that feeling. Real power. Jesus, it felt so good. Good and, given the epic shitshow my life currently is, rare as fuck. To have lured Prince Charming away from a party in his honour, to know that, for those few moments, his friends downstairs didn’t exist and I was all he could focus on was honestly the headiest thing I’ve felt in a long time.

The sound he made when I placed his palms over my boobs.

The ravenous way he sucked my top lip into his mouth.

The incredulous look in his eyes.

I blindsided the fuck out of him, but, until he came to his senses, he was all in. Boy, was he all in. And God, was he hot. For starters, he was in full period costume, which didn’t hurt. He was every inch (every inch) my Dominick-Duke-of-Coventry from Grosvenor fantasy come to life. Undoing his breeches was definitely a surreally hot, WTF moment. But even without the sexy breeches and all the rest of it, the guy was a knockout.

Tall. Far taller than me. Dark hair, longish on top and styled away from his face. The kind of hair that would definitely fall over his forehead, Mr Darcy style, as he fucked you. Straight nose. An aristocratic nose, maybe, even if I couldn’t tell you exactly why. It just looked like the result of good breeding. Full mouth. Forest-green eyes that did an admirable job of giving away everything he was feeling. And, like I told him, a most excellent dick.

He looked like that, and the whole setup was perfect, just dreamy, and then he had to go and be a humourless, pompous, self-important dickhead with some kind of very unnecessary and very unwelcome crisis of conscience.

For fuck’s sake!!!!!!!!!

I may enjoy a humourless, pompous, self-important dickhead in my books and on my screen, but it turns out I absolutely do not enjoy them in real life.

Especially not when I’m genuinely gagging for it, and it’s probably going to be my last fuck in God knows how long, and there’s the promise of a hefty cash bonus on the table if I deliver. And especially not when said dickhead makes me feel cheap as chips with all his uninvited pontificating on how awful sex work is and how he couldn’t possibly exploit me.

Ugh. What a self-righteous wanker.

I hope he was as frustrated as I was. I hope he regretted his puritanical bullshit as soon as I walked out that door. And I hope to fuck he lives in abject, sexless misery with his beautiful, scary-looking fiancée for the rest of their posh, privileged lives.

Well, that little trip down memory lane was spectacularly unhelpful for my spiralling anxiety levels. Now I feel a horrible mix of pissed off and horny and cheap.

There’s only one thing for it. I twist my body and fumble on the floor next to the bed for my headphones, untangling their cord and sticking them in my ears. Once they’re plugged into my phone, I pull up my secret song and set it to repeat.

When the real world fails spectacularly to make me feel safe, this is the one thing that always works. It’s so stupid, but it’s like a meditation for me.

I put one hand on my heart and one on my tummy and force myself to focus on my breathing.


CHAPTER 8
Xavier



Those ten words that girl whispered to me are still haunting me five days later.

As are her breasts.

Her face.

The look on her face when I sent her packing.

Did I mention her breasts?

My parents are back from the Swiss Alps, a return accompanied by intricate medical choreography as Pa was reinstated in his makeshift hospital room and made comfortable. And my brother is back, too, having, apparently, hooked up with one of the van Praags’ sexy little hangers-on the night of the party and then promptly absconded with the lot of them to crash another thirtieth at Soho Farmhouse the following night, after which, I believe, he headed up to London.

‘You look tired, Ma,’ Benedict observes over scrambled eggs and toast. I inwardly roll my eyes. While our mother isn’t vain—far from it—she prides herself on her stoic superpowers, her ability to be a ‘trooper’, never to buckle under the pressure of her not-inconsiderable responsibility.

She’s essentially a less fashion-obsessed version of my fiancée, twenty years on, a fact that often causes me to marvel at the extraordinary foresight she and Pa showed in selecting baby Selena Wentworth to eventually pluck the baton from her capable hands.

Of course, I may have it the wrong way around. It may simply be that Selena has been moulded to this version of herself since birth. That any other potential paths for her character development never stood a chance.

My mother, predictably, presses her lips together in displeasure before picking up her china teacup (Royal Doulton, naturally, because only my brother is cavalier enough to actually drink from the Sèvres).

‘I’m fine. Your father was uncomfortable during the night, that’s all. It’s nothing a good canter around the park won’t sort out. Now, have you heard from your sister, either of you?’

Ben and I exchange a glance. It seems we’ve got away with our little shindig after all. To his credit, he did arrange a special cleaning crew to swoop in and restore harmony obnoxiously early the next morning, removing the weight of the epic clean-up from our staff.

‘I called her yesterday.’ I heap some eggs onto an excellent homemade potato farl and lift it to my mouth, poised for entry. ‘I thought she sounded a little subdued, but she was alright, otherwise.’

‘I had a text from her while she was away,’ Ma says. ‘She intimated that she was lonely.’

‘Not surprised, knocking around all alone in that bloody great house,’ Benedict says. ‘She should be renting some shithole with a bunch of other students and living it up.’

‘Like you did,’ I observe drily. My brother did four years at Edinburgh, all spent in splendour in one of the family’s fine properties on Dundas Street.

‘Exactly.’ He grins at me. ‘Shithole part aside.’

‘Flora’s not exactly streetwise,’ I remind both of them. ‘Not sure she’d last two minutes living in Tooting and shopping in Aldi.’

Benedict snorts at the mere thought of it, while Ma frowns.

‘That’s the whole point. Perhaps we’ve done her a disservice. We can’t coddle her forever. After all, she’ll have to find her own husband at some point.’

If Ben is the spare, then Flora is—I don’t know—the afterthought, I suppose: a pretty little thing whose sunny nature has given her entire family endless delight over the past nineteen years, but who, from a succession perspective, is entirely redundant.

‘I think it’s more important for her to find a decent career than a decent husband, Ma.’ This from my brother.

‘Hear, hear,’ I say heartily through my eggs, earning myself a stern look.

‘There’s no reason she can’t have both. But has she no friends?’

‘Like Benedict said,’ I point out, ‘it’s hard to make a good gang of friends if you’re living alone. Uni is all about getting stuck in. Maybe she should move into halls.’

‘It’s not just her friendship group I’m worried about,’ Ma says. ‘I can’t help but suspect she’s at a bit of a loose end. Shelly is around to cook for her, of course, but she’s hardly experiencing quintessential student life.’

I refrain with difficulty from reminding her that it was she and Pa who insisted upon Flora shacking up at the family’s enormous Little Venice pad when she started at the Royal College of Art. Instead, I shovel up more of my excellent eggs.

Ma pushes her chair away from the table. Breakfast with her sons clearly can’t compete with the allure of getting on her horse and clearing the cobwebs out in our fine deer park. ‘I’m sure, between you, you can find someone to take her under their wing. Show her the ropes, as it were. She’s been babied long enough. It’s time for her to stand on her own two feet.’

She’s not expecting a response, and we don’t give her one. As soon as she’s cleared the room, my brother slumps back in his chair and groans. ‘Fucking hell. I’m so fucking fucked.’

‘Such command of the English language.’

‘I don’t have enough brain cells left to form a sentence, alright? Not sure which I’ve pickled more—my brain or my liver. And I think I’ve broken my dick. That French chick was insatiable.’

I grimace. ‘Jesus, I don’t want to know. But honestly, mate, great job on the party. Very well done, and I think everyone had fun.’

He smirks at me as he pours himself more coffee from the pot. ‘Except you, from what I hear.’

Instantly, I stiffen.

He must be talking about her.

‘What do you mean?’

‘That girl. What was her name, again? The one I sent upstairs especially for you to fuck. I served her up on a silver platter, and you bloody well kicked her out.’ He tuts. ‘Poor form. Very poor form. Not like you to walk away from a pretty girl and a nice wet cunt.’

At his spectacularly crass and not entirely inaccurate observation, my fork stops halfway to my mouth. I stay very still. He’s spoken to her since I ‘kicked her out’, as he put it, and for some reason, that feels gravely important.

I ignore his scolding. ‘What was her name, do you know?’

If he or anyone else asked, I wouldn’t be able to articulate why I care, why I want to know her name so badly. But I do. I made the only feasible call I could the other night, but that’s not to say I don’t have regrets. I regret that I clearly hurt her feelings. I deeply regret that I had to shoot my load in a Victorian chamber pot and not inside her body or all over her breasts. And, most of all, I regret the four subsequent nights I’ve spent thinking about how lovely she was, how unexpected. How intriguing—the most alluring combination of bravado and vulnerability.

Thinking may be a decidedly euphemistic verb for how I’ve spent the past four nights. My dick may not be much better off than my brother’s, given the workouts I’ve put it through. Her face was so expressive as she looked up at me from her knees. Her mouth, so close to my throbbing dick, was exquisite.

Fuck.

It was so close to my dick. What the actual fuck was I thinking?

‘Hmm. Do I know it? I swear it was something to do with plants. Or trees. Willow, maybe? Nope. Holly. No—wait. Ivy! That’s it. Ivy.’

He toasts his own extraordinary mental agility with his coffee cup and takes a noisy slurp while I sit, body still frozen and mind looping and spiralling.

Ivy.

The fantasy woman has a name.

She’s real.

She’s not some strange, porno Cinderella whom my imagination conjured up, who existed only in that room for those few moments. She’s a real, live person, with a sweet, quirky name that suits her, from the handful of minutes I presumed to know her.

Ivy.

The frustration and restlessness that continue to dog me flare into something hotter. Angrier.

‘You had no business “serving her up” to me on a platter. What the fuck were you thinking? She’s not a side of smoked salmon, mate. You know I would never, ever condone exploiting a sex worker, and you know I wholeheartedly disapprove of your membership of that place. Besides.’ I ram my point home with a strong finish. ‘God knows where she’s been. She could have been crawling.’

I did, in fact, spend precisely zero seconds considering where she’d been when she had her tits out for me the other night and her little hand wrapped around my dick.

His face twists with disgust. ‘Listen to yourself! Christ alive. You’re a fucking snob. How dare you judge people for what they do to make ends meet? And don’t go all moralistic on me. She told me you were gagging for it.’

I drop my fork and sit up straighter. The surge of blood to the surface of my face is instant, the idea that she and my man-whore brother had some kind of snide postmortem after I dismissed her almost unbearable. ‘Excuse me?’

‘Put it this way. She came looking for me afterwards, to tell me you weren’t having any of it, and I asked her if you weren’t up for it. And she said, and I quote, “He was a hundred percent up for it. That was very clear. He just had a crisis of conscience.”’

‘Of course I was… turned on,’ I bluster. ‘She’s a very attractive young woman. But, like I said, I would never take advantage of someone like that. It’s not right. I wasn’t about to fuck her when she was there under duress.’

Even if the sensation of her soft breasts under my hands has dogged my every waking—and sleeping—hour since then. Even if I still remember how delicious it felt to suck that full upper lip into my mouth.

‘Let me tell you, mate, only one of you had a problem with the fact that she was being paid. She bloody well didn’t—she was fucking furious. I’d promised her a nice bonus if she looked after you, and she didn’t get it, did she, because Lord Can’t Fuck Won’t Fuck wouldn’t man up and do the decent thing. Poor girl went off fuming.’

I stare at him in horror. ‘Wait—she was supposed to get a bonus? And you didn’t give it to her?’

He shrugs and reaches for the jam. ‘I most certainly did not. No fucks, no bucks.’

I flinch. ‘Jesus. Seriously, Benedict?’

‘What? Don’t have a go at me. You’re the one who bailed and left the poor girl high and dry. She looked like she was really counting on that money, and I bet she would have earned every penny if you were as uptight then as you are this morning.’ He shakes his head. ‘I don’t know what the hell your problem is. You’re a lost fucking cause. It’s almost like you’re already in your loveless, miserable marriage. The clock is ticking, my friend, and Ivy’s a knockout. You won’t get any bonus points for being a martyr, you know.’

I zone that last part out because of the thing he said before that.

She looked like she was really counting on that money.

Jesus Christ. You’re damned if you do and damned if you don’t in this life. I tried to do the right thing the other night; I tried to respect a young woman in a precarious situation where the power imbalance was absolutely insupportable, and I set her free against every primal instinct my body has ever had, and it seems I’ve wronged her, even so. It seems she still left my party feeling hard done by.

I recall the dangerous, seductive way she tried to egg me on to take, take, take. I recall the hurt in her pretty, tear-filled blue eyes when I told her to get out. And I recall the ten broken words she whispered as she brushed past me:

It must be nice to be able to afford morals.

I did the decent thing, and now she’s out of pocket and blaming me despite everything, and I know what I have to do.

I tell myself it’s about the money, about doing right by her. But the truth clawing at my chest has nothing to do with morals and everything to do with the fact that I can’t stop thinking about that lovely little mouth.

I have to track her down.


CHAPTER 9
Xavier



My brother may have described this Alchemy malarkey as upmarket, but I’m still shocked when I arrive on the doorstep of a very smart-looking white stucco townhouse bang slap in the middle of Mayfair’s Abermarle Street. We’re surrounded by art galleries and boutique hotels and hedge funds. I can’t imagine how many tens of millions of pounds’ worth of real estate they’re sitting on. Clearly, sex is a lucrative industry.

I’m not a member, and I don’t have an appointment, but I’m hoping I can muscle my way in through the sheer force of my name and position. Nine centuries of entitlement tend to do that. I’m also hoping they actually operate during normal business hours. Two o’clock is not the most obvious time to rock up to a sex club. As I ring the doorbell, I note that the glossy black front door is immaculate, and that I can see my reflection in the highly polished brass nameplate discreetly etched with Alchemy Members Club.

After a short wait, the door opens, and a stunning brunette stares at me. Like her front door, she’s impeccably groomed—even if her dress is indecently short—and I can’t help but think that my brother would be all over her if it weren’t for her neat baby bump.

On second thoughts, that probably wouldn’t stop him.

She cocks her head. ‘Ooh, I recognise you. Wait. Don’t tell me.’ She points her finger at me, and I rear back a little. ‘Got it! You’re the Duke of Oxford, am I right? You’re in this month’s Bazaar.’

I resist the urge to roll my eyes. If she recognises me, she’s more likely to let me in to talk to the powers that be.

‘Good spot. But my father is the Duke of Oxford. Xavier de Vere.’ I hold out my hand and give her my most debonair smile. I’m told I’m charming. May as well capitalise on the fact.

‘Of course you are! You’re Benedict’s brother! He’s such a sweetie. Come in.’ She stands back and opens the door wider. ‘Are you here about membership?’

‘I’m not. Actually, I was hoping to talk to Genevieve or Callum? I’m terribly sorry for dropping in unannounced—I just happened to be in town today.’ Nothing wrong with a little obsequiousness to smooth the path.

‘No worries. Come on through.’ She turns and walks down the hall. She really does have fantastic legs. ‘Cal’s out at the moment, but Gen’s around.’

I shut the heavy door behind me and follow her down the hallway, which is beautifully appointed. The monochrome chequered floor shines beneath my feet. To our right is a doorframe, and I follow her through to a delightful, sunny room that’s a wonderful example of Georgian architecture. It’s neutrally, tastefully decorated, with a huge grey modular sofa taking up most of it. Except—is that a—? I’d swear that pink sculpture in the corner is a vagina. How odd.

‘Take a seat.’ The brunette gestures at the sofa. ‘I’ll grab Gen for you. I’m Maddy, by the way.’

‘Thanks so much, Maddy,’ I say, lowering myself down onto the sofa. ‘I really appreciate it.’

She flashes me a dazzling smile and disappears through a set of double white-painted doors that are slightly ajar. I let out a sigh and cast my eye around the room. Vagina sculptures aside, the taste level here is really very high. They must have a discerning clientele. It somehow makes me feel slightly more reassured, knowing that girl Ivy has been working somewhere like this and not your average grubby lap-dancing-with-favours bar. Still, it’s bizarre to conceive that somewhere, within a scant few metres of this lovely drawing room, there exists a far tawdrier space where young women like Ivy are paid to do all manner of unimaginable things to Alchemy’s patrons.

It’s only a few seconds later that someone else comes through the doors—a statuesque platinum blonde dressed entirely, and expensively, in cream. As I cast my eyes over her, I realise I recognise her. Oh shit. I’m almost positive she’s married to the tycoon Anton Wolff. I’ve seen her before at various industry mixers and in the press. She’s mixed up in all this?

She stops in front of me. The other woman—Maddy—may have seemed tickled to recognise me, but there’s nothing but low-level disapproval coming from this one. I scramble to my feet, feeling a little like a schoolboy in the headmistress’s office for some unfathomable reason, and stick out my hand.

‘Xavier de Vere. I’m so terribly sorry for dropping in unannounced.’ May as well double down on the obsequiousness. ‘Thanks so much for meeting with me.’

‘Genevieve Wolff.’ Her voice is as crisp as her handshake, her accent cut glass. ‘To what do I owe the pleasure? You’re Benedict’s brother, is that correct?’

‘Yes, that’s right. And, um, well, I—’ Gratefully, I drop back down to the sofa at her gesture. She takes a seat opposite me, legs pressed together and feet bent to one side, hands clasped in her lap. She’s the picture of elegance and poise, but her froideur threatens to have my elite education and the confidence my title gives me shattering. I take a deep breath.

‘You see, my brother invited some of your… team to a party we threw last week at our home. Belvedere?’

Her face softens slightly. ‘Ah, yes. I hear it went well. Benedict seemed pleased.’

I have no intention of mentioning at this point that I categorically vetoed any Alchemy staff’s attendance. ‘Yes, it was marvellous, thank you. We’ve had so much wonderful feedback from our guests.’

This is, in fact, true. The texts and cards that have poured in over the past week have painted an unequivocal picture of carnality that night at Belvedere. It seems the Alchemy team was a huge hit, and it also seems Selena and I were the only ones not to get our ends away.

Genevieve smiles. She’s at least a decade older than me, but she’s a very beautiful woman. The aesthetics at this place seem off the charts. ‘I’m so pleased to hear that. Benedict is a very valued and much-loved member. I’m so glad we were able to deliver. And I believe many happy returns are in order.’ She inclines her head graciously.

I have no clue what is going on. I barged in, fully prepared to demand and receive answers about Ivy, yet here I am, fawning over every morsel Genevieve is willing to throw my way.

‘Ha! That’s very kind. Er—thank you.’ I clear my throat and put my palms on my thighs. It’s proving to be a warm October, and I’m starting to sweat. ‘That was why I wanted to come in, actually. You see, my brother, in his infinite wisdom, arranged for me to, uh, meet one of your’—hookers—‘team members. Ivy?’

The blood is building in my face, and I’m powerless to stop it. She must think me the worst kind of sexually awkward, repressed upper-class knob.

She’s possibly not wrong.

Her mouth twitches. ‘Indeed.’

Indeed. That’s it. She doesn’t mention if she knows what went down—or not—between me and Ivy. This woman is implacability personified. She leaves me hanging, forcing me to press ahead as I attempt not to squirm openly.

‘Well, um, things were left slightly… unresolved, in that I believe my brother promised Ivy a bonus for services… rendered, which she didn’t receive.’ I cough delicately. ‘And I would like to make that right, with your help.’

Gen frowns. ‘I see. The thing is, Ivy doesn’t work here anymore.’

This I was not expecting. Not at all. ‘How do you mean?’

‘I mean that she’s moved on. Your party was her last night working for Alchemy.’

My jaw goes slack with horror. Oh my God—I rejected the poor girl, and she quit? A fresh wave of sweat hits me. ‘Was it me—was it something I⁠—?’

‘No, Xavier. It was nothing you did or didn’t do.’ She lets that hang there for a moment, and I understand that everyone from London to Oxfordshire knows I bottled it with Ivy. Fucking excellent. ‘She’d already handed in her notice. Your party was always going to be her last night working for Alchemy, as it happens.’

At this point, I will admit to myself that I saw this going differently. I’d never admit this to my brother, but I even imagined someone offering me a membership there and then, insisting that I was precisely the kind of high-calibre, well-bred client they valued, and suggesting I pop by later for a drink so I could at least speak to Ivy and make things right. Even if I would never, ever do anything carnal in this place. Not at all.

But here we are instead at the most anticlimactic kind of impasse, and I’m at a bit of a loss. Besides, I was just coming around to the idea that this place isn’t quite as awful as I imagined, that Ivy might even be safe working here, and now I have to regroup, because she’s—where? Out on the streets? Selling her lovely body on a street corner in Soho?

‘But the money,’ I say dumbly. ‘I wanted to give her her bonus.’

Gen inclines her head. ‘You can make a bank transfer with her name as the reference, and we’ll pass it on. Or if you have cash, you can leave an envelope here for her and I’ll text her to come in and pick it up.’

No, that won’t do. That won’t do at all. I cling mentally to the bonus I owe her as my only leverage, my life raft in this situation. I want to make things right with her financially, but I also want to see her. To apologise for being a little terse with her that night. To make sure she’s okay, that there are no hard feelings.

Pun most definitely not intended.

‘I’d like to see her,’ I say as forcefully as I can. ‘I’d like to make things right in person.’

She smiles, and it’s a pitying smile. ‘We can’t pass our hosts’ personal details onto patrons. I’m sure you understand.’

Oh, Jesus. She thinks I’m some deluded stalker who’s hell-bent on extracting Ivy’s contact details using some lame financial pretext so I can track her down and slit her throat. Of course she does. That’s exactly how I’m presenting.

‘Oh God, no,’ I splutter. ‘Of course not. I never meant to—I would never—Of course.’

My brother would find this hysterical; I know he would. What a fucking mess I’m making.

‘Look.’ I sit up straighter, digging deep to locate the confidence, the gravitas, that is my birthright. I’m a fucking future duke, not some random psycho, and I’d do well to remember it. ‘I understand completely. How about this? I’ll leave my card with you, and I’d be grateful if you would contact Ivy to see if she’d be willing to meet with me. If she’s not keen, then no worries at all, and I’ll wire you some funds for her. How does that sound?’

‘That could work,’ she says thoughtfully. I reach into the inner breast pocket of my blazer and fish out my De Vere Estate business card, passing it to her. She studies it briefly, then fixes me with an icy blue glare. ‘Ivy’s a good girl. She really is. She’s one of the most decent, principled, hardworking people I know. Human beings like her don’t come around too often, so please bear in mind that the last thing she needs is a guy who looks like you and is very likely used to getting exactly what he wants, especially from women. Do I make myself clear?’

I rear back at the force of her words, at the thinly disguised contempt for the kind of man she assumes me to be, and perhaps not unfairly. I’m here, after all, using my privilege and charm to back-channel my way to achieving my end. Genevieve Wolff must be a woman of the world, and she’s clearly a big hitter, even without her billionaire husband beside her. While I’d take issue with her use of the word principled to describe someone who sells their body for sex, I’m reminded of Ivy’s parting words to me. Perhaps our morals, our principles, are less absolute and more circumstantial than I’d like to admit. In any case, Genevieve strikes me as a lethally sound judge of character, and she seems to hold Ivy in high esteem.

Far higher than the esteem in which she holds me, it seems.

‘Perfectly clear,’ I tell her. ‘And, for what it’s worth, I mean her no harm. I only want to make things right with her.’

She nods and stands, signalling that this chat is over while graciously declining to remind me that I could easily make things right by handing over a wad of cash and walking the fuck away.

‘I wouldn’t hold your breath, though,’ she says as I stand to take my leave. ‘Ivy has a lot going on right now, poor thing.’

Poor thing? Poor thing? What the hell does a lot going on mean?

My mind goes into instant spiralling mode. I knew it. I just knew it. There was something about her the other night, despite her radiance and her practiced coquettishness and her apparent lack of inhibitions. She feels, to my mind, to be, if not a tragic figure, then a vulnerable one. And this is something I can help with. This is what we do—this is what we’ve done for the past nine hundred years: patronage. Largesse, if you like. We can be benefactors and protectors and saviours. We can help our subjects, come to the aid of those less fortunate than ourselves.

We can rescue them.

All I can do is wait and hope and pray that Ivy sees fit to accept my patronage.

It’s an agonising forty-eight hours later, when I’ve retreated back to Belvedere, that I receive a curt text from Genevieve. There’s no phone number for Ivy, like I hoped. Instead, an address. Apparently, she works eight to four, Monday to Friday, at a place on the Harrow Road.

Jan’s Caff. Not café. Caff. Sounds ghastly.

More importantly, she’s ‘willing’ for me to drop in.

It’s a lifeline, a breakthrough after what I feared might be a dead end.

And I’ll take it.


CHAPTER 10
Ivy



Jan and her husband, Bill, have run this caff for twenty-three years. I’ve known them for nine years, since we moved into our flat. They gave me my first job when I turned sixteen and got my National Insurance number, sweeping and mopping the floors after school, and it’s no exaggeration to say they’ve been like family to us.

I don’t know what we would have done without them in the days after Dad had his aneurysm and vanished from our lives, just like that. One minute, he was hearty and alive and warm and here; the next minute he was cold and stiff and being stuffed into a crematorium furnace.

Bill and Jan made us eat every meal downstairs at the caff. They force-fed us endless mugs of tea and coffee. Jan came upstairs at the end of her shift every few days and helped me tidy the flat and change the beds because Dawn was in such a bad way that she could barely function. She—Jan—even took the dirty sheets away to the laundrette so I wouldn’t have to process them.

You don’t forget kindness like that. It comes from the heart, it does. And they’ve taken me back in again while I regroup and try to work out how I can even begin to earn Alchemy-level money. They can’t pay me much—the caff doesn’t exactly turn over a fortune, no matter how popular it is with the local construction workers and street sweepers—but the timing works just as well for me now as it did when I was sixteen. It’s not worth their while staying open much past four o’clock, so I can be done with my shift before the girls get home from school.

They’re doing okay, and when I say okay, I mean that. Not awful—last Saturday aside—and not great. It’s hard to know how sad they are, how unstable they feel about the state of their home life, but they internalise so much between just the two of them that I don’t feel like I have much insight into them at all. They came home late from school yesterday because Lily got a detention for being gobby to a teacher, and I can’t help but worry that they’re ‘acting out’, as the experts would say.

All I can do is be there, I suppose. Be physically present and show them that I’m not falling apart, and I’m not going anywhere. They need all of that because our first visit to Dawn on Saturday morning was a total bloody nightmare. She wasn’t having a good day, and she got agitated, and she sure as fuck didn’t know who any of us were, and then she said the slut word to poor little Rose, who immediately started bawling her eyes out, bless her, and then Lily called her mum a crazy bitch to her face, and it all went to shit very bloody quickly.

Let’s just say it had me pulling out a book Dawn had bought when Dad died, called Bringing Up Bereaved Teenagers. It’s not the most soothing bedtime reading—it makes my anxiety spike every time I pick it up—nor is it that helpful for dealing with the kind of grief they’re dealing with here: the grief of having a parent who’s still alive not know who the hell you are most of the time. Still, it’s something. It makes me feel less bloody useless, and God knows I need that right now.

All of which is to say that there’s a lot going on, so when I got that text from Gen saying that Xavier had shown up and was wanting to meet up with me, it was a head-fuck of epic proportions. Gen, bless her, finished the text with this:

He’s very charming, but this is 100% your choice. I can get you your money without you having to see him. Please do what’s best for you right now, my love xx

She really is the dog’s bollocks.

Still, I was curious. I don’t know why, really. Maybe it’s because life is a bit too real and gritty at the minute, so I could use a little distraction from someone who’s absolutely not a part of it. But I suspect it’s because the memory of That Night lives on in my head as something dazzling, something out of a fairytale—even if no one got their happy ending, if you know what I’m saying.

And him showing up at Alchemy and wanting to see me again is like a single sparkly loose thread dangling out of the fairytale and into the real world.

What can I say? I want to pull the thread. And if, for whatever weird reason, he wants to give me money that I didn’t really earn, I have to admit that I’ll be sorely tempted to take it. After all, I meant what I said to him in that pissy whisper as I tried to leave that room with my dignity intact:

We can’t all afford to have morals.

I don’t know if or when he’ll show, though. I replied to Gen yesterday, having slept on it for a couple of days, and she came right back saying she’d let him know. I didn’t actually need all that time to think about it, but it was more about preserving the possibility for a day or two, a night or two, just to wallow in it. Just to know that the lovely, sparkly thread was still hanging loose, and the precious package of That Night hadn’t been wrapped up and put away forever. Not just yet, anyway.

I suppose it was a way of making sure the ball stayed in my court for a little while longer. My court is very, very short on balls right now—literal and figurative balls, sadly—and it was nice to hold onto one for a couple of nights while I tried to get to sleep. Because now that I’ve texted Gen, the ball is back in Xavier’s court, and that feels a bit shitty. I purposely suggested the caff because it’s neutral territory. He doesn’t have to know I live right upstairs. And I suspect a tiny bit of me wants him to see me like this.

The real Ivy, working in a greasy spoon, with no makeup and no cute Regency hairdo and my tits hidden away under a George from Asda t-shirt and not out on a platter thanks to some dreamy corset.

Wanting him to see me like this is probably not the right turn of phrase at all. I don’t want him to. Ideally, I’d like him to remember the fairytale version of myself I was That Night, but honestly, that’s pointless. I looked the hottest I’ve ever looked, and he still didn’t want me badly enough to get over himself and his stupid principles, so when he sees me here, like this, it’ll be a good way to draw a line under everything. To remind him that I’m just a normal working-class girl who looks way less good when she’s not tarted up.

It’s not that I want to sabotage myself, but I do want to prove to myself that there’s nothing to sabotage. That there’s nothing lingering here. Nothing to dream about in bed except for an evening that ended up in humiliation for me and blue balls for him. I want to crush every last tiny bit of hope for something, because I’ve learnt the hard way that hope is the most dangerous thing there is in life.
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I’ve talked a good game to myself, so I don’t know why it’s such a shock for the physical reality of him when he appears in the caff not even twenty-four hours after I texted Gen back. It’s probably because he looks so ridiculously, laughably out of place in here. Most of our orders are to go, so the only other punter in here is Dennis, one of the local street sweepers, who’s finished his shift and is nursing a mug of builder’s tea so strong the spoon is practically standing up in it. He doesn’t have his own teeth anymore, bless him, and he doesn’t bother putting his dentures in when he’s on a shift, so he can gurn with the best of them.

Xavier, on the other hand, looks like he comes from a different species from the likes of us. He strolls in, looking all suave and chic and borderline European, even though he’s only in jeans and a pale blue shirt. Still, you can tell his clothes cost money. He has the sleeves rolled up just so, and I clock the tanned forearm porn at the same time as I take the rest of him in.

It’s a bit weird seeing him in modern dress, given he was in full Grosvenor mode last time I saw him, and it’s also strange seeing one of my clients in the wild. My first thought upon clocking his general hotness and poshness is OMG, I’ve had his dick in my hand, which must seem immature, but I’ve never seen anyone I’ve fucked at Alchemy out in the real world, if that makes sense.

So yeah, I have to admit it gives me a kick when I see him, just because he’s so hot and exotic and out of place. His dark hair is the same as it was that night—shiny and floppy—and even in jeans, he still has a commanding presence. He doesn’t look arrogant, exactly, just… entitled, I suppose.

He looks tired, too.

Tired and sexy.

He glances around the caff as soon as he crosses the threshold, and the barely disguised look of horror on his face makes me want to laugh but also slap him. He might think Jan’s Caff is beneath him, but I can tell you, this place is spotless. Spotless. No matter that the lino on the floor has worn through to some brown patches, or that the Formica on the tables is chipped around the edges. Bill and I go over every inch of this place with industrial-grade cleaner every chance we get. His lordship has nothing to worry about.

His gaze sweeps from Dennis, hunched over his cuppa and still in his hi-vis, to the counter, and lands on me standing behind it. Instantly, his expression goes from unimpressed to Aha. There she is. Target locked and loaded.

Oh shit. He’s coming over.


CHAPTER 11
Xavier



As soon as I catch sight of her, a multitude of emotions hit me.

Relief that I’ve finally tracked her down.

A stab of anger that the mystery woman who captivated me, intrigued me, so fleetingly the other night is here in the midst of this shitty, grimy reality.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, a flash of dissonance as my brain scrambles to transition between the version of Ivy who presented herself at my party—costumed, coquettish, performative—with the young woman standing at the other end of the room in a black t-shirt under baggy dungarees, her bright hair gathered off her face and some odd thing—is that a kerchief?—tied around her head.

And finally, an oh fuck moment. Because I’ve been hoping that seeing her in this milieu would swiftly disabuse me of the notion that I was attracted to her.

But the instant lurch of my stomach upon setting eyes on her tells me that is not the case.

I do my best to ignore the older bloke sitting in the corner in a hi-vis, gawping at me, and make a beeline for the counter towards the back. This version of Ivy doesn’t look thrilled to see me. Not by a long shot. If anything, the expression on her face is apprehensive. Uncertain. I reach the counter and halt, aware that this is an unusual situation. We’ve been briefly intimate, in the most cursory and unsatisfactory way, but we’ve never been formally introduced.

I hold out my hand. ‘Xavier. How do you do?’

She gives me a little smile before, reluctantly, it seems, proffering her hand. ‘Ivy.’

As my hand closes over her small fingers and we shake, my oh fuck sensation intensifies. Because she may not be dressed up to the nines tonight or hiding behind some period persona, but she’s still incandescently beautiful, even without a scrap of makeup. Beautiful, and also fragile, the violet shadows under her eyes lending her a sense of pathos that stiffens my resolve to help her in any way I can.

She doesn’t look like a sex worker—more like a primary school art teacher. If you disregard the quirky getup, though, she looks like an exhausted, genetically blessed young woman doing an honest day’s work in a dodgy caff for presumably not far off minimum wage.

I release her hand. ‘Thanks for agreeing to meet up. Is there a chance you’ll get some free time to chat?’

Before she can answer, a Deliveroo driver plods up behind me in full helmet and leathers and holds out his phone to her.

‘I get a break in about forty minutes,’ she says. She gives a stern little nod as though she’s willing herself to hold firm. ‘I can’t talk till then, but if you take a seat, I’ll come and take your order in a sec.’

There are few things I’d rather avoid more than having to eat here, but I drove up to London this morning expressly to have this conversation. If the lady wants me to wait, I’ll wait.

‘Of course,’ I say. As I turn, a woman in the open kitchen behind the counter gives me a suspicious glare. She has to be well into her sixties, but she looks as though she was once part of a formidable eighties girl band and has never quit the aesthetic. Her bleach-blonde hair is sprayed to levels that would make Whitesnake proud, while her dramatic eye makeup is heavy on purple shadow that doesn’t spare her eyebrows. Perhaps this is the famous Jan. I hurry away and take a seat as far from hi-vis guy as I can. I intend to interact as little as possible while I await Ivy’s break.

‘What’ll it be, then?’ Ivy asks as she approaches with a little notepad, having dispatched the courier with a brown paper bag. Fortuitously for everyone, her incredible breasts in their tight t-shirt are mainly concealed under the top of her ghastly dungarees. But, even with the kerchief thing going on, I’m reminded that her hair is the most astonishing, vibrant strawberry blonde. She taps the end of her pen against her mouth, and I’m also reminded that even my most salacious memories from last week didn’t exaggerate the plumpness of her upper lip.

Hurriedly, I tear my gaze away to consult the laminated menu on the table at which I absolutely have not yet looked.

‘Ahh. Um… what do you recommend?’ I ask desperately, staring unseeingly at the list of offerings. I’m honestly not sure if I can get anything down.

‘Our house special is the fish-finger sandwich. It’s a really good one. We only use actual Birds Eye fish-fingers, no dodgy shit, and we use butter and mayo and ketchup, which makes it seriously gloopy.’

I laugh faintly. Not sure I’ve ever had Birds Eye used in a positive fashion in a food pitch. And I’m definitely not sure I’ve had a fish-finger sandwich since they were a Friday morning regular at Eton. But her earnest enthusiasm is so unutterably sweet that I find myself nodding.

‘Excellent. I’ll, ahh, take one of those then, please. And a black coffee?’

She nods approvingly. ‘Right you are. I’ll be right out with it.’

I sit back and watch her as she heads back to the kitchen. The blessed dungarees are too baggy to show much off, but the neckline of her t-shirt is somewhat scooped at the back, and some feathery tendrils of hair dance against her bare neck.

I wonder if she remembers how it felt to have my hands on her breasts.

I wonder if I made any impression upon her at all aside from being the dickhead who walked away.

Probably not. That Genevieve woman did mention that Ivy has a lot on her mind at present.

I’d give a great deal to know what form that burden takes.

She hands the page upon which she’s written my order to the terrifying-looking woman, who nods and sticks it up on a rack. They don’t seem busy in the slightest, which makes me wonder firstly why Ivy can’t sit down and speak to me sooner and secondly how much money she can possibly be making here.

Christ, no wonder she resorted to selling her body.

Ivy reappears at the counter, but a clatter behind me that sounds like someone actually falling through the front door has me turning around. A guy has entered the place, a guy with the unmissable features of a junkie: emaciated frame and jerky movements and blankly hard stare.

Nope. He has no business in here. I begin to scrape my chair back, but Ivy stops me.

‘No, Xavier. I’ve got this.’

I turn back to see her rounding the counter with an exasperated look on her face.

‘You got fifteen quid, love?’ he calls out to Ivy. ‘I need it for a hostel for the night.’

I roll my eyes. A likely story. He stops right by my table, and Ivy comes to stand in front of him. He fucking stinks.

She puts her hands on her hips. ‘I can’t give you fifteen quid, but I’m willing to call the closest hostel and book you in over the phone. I’ll pay.’

It’s on the tip of my tongue to protest that she’s not giving this fucker her hard-earned cash, but he beats me to it.

‘Why can’t you just give me the money?’ he whines.

Ivy doesn’t miss a beat. ‘I don’t have any cash on me.’

He huffs. It seems to me he’s growing more agitated. I white-knuckle the tabletop as I watch this little altercation unfold. If he’s as high as he looks, he could be seriously volatile.

‘You could take some from the till, couldn’t you?’ he tries in a wheedling tone. ‘It wouldn’t kill you. Even a fiver to buy a sandwich would be fine.’

For fuck’s sake. I’ve had quite enough of this. This kind of shit is precisely why I avoid coming into town as much as possible. I go to stand, but Ivy holds out her hand to stop me without breaking eye contact with him. Behind her, a burly man with an impressive grey biker-style beard has emerged from the kitchen and is watching, arms crossed over his huge chest. It strikes me that he’s ready to intervene.

‘That’s not my money. Now, listen to me very carefully, mate.’ Her voice is firm but kind. ‘I wish you all the best, I really do. But, the way I see it, you have three choices. You can let me book you into the hostel for the night, or you can wait around for a few minutes while I make you a cup of tea and a sandwich to go, because we can always find food for our friends in need, okay? Or you can respect the fact that I’ve told you I’m not willing to give you any cash and kindly clear off. Which will it be?’

Silence.

Then: ‘Fuck you, you stupid bitch,’ he spits, before turning on his heel. I crane my head to make sure he actually vacates the premises, which he does in the same ungainly, clattering way in which he entered it. When I straighten up, Ivy’s sauntering back towards the kitchen. The big man puts a hand on her shoulder and mutters something, but she shakes her head.

I have to admit that not only did she not require my help at all with that guy, but that she was the perfect mix of respectful and resolute with him. She handled herself flawlessly, and I’m reminded of Genevieve’s comment that humans like her don’t come around all that often.

I assume there’s no shortcut for a young woman living in London to learn how to judge situations like that, how to marry self-defence with basic human compassion. I assume you learn by seeing, by doing, by having to rub up against your less salubrious neighbours day after day. It’s education through exposure.

It’s no wonder my poor sister feels so out of her depth.
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The fish-finger sandwich is enormous. It’s also bloody delicious. As Ivy promised, the butter-mayo-ketchup trinity is epic. I devour the entire thing with immense pleasure in less than five minutes, reminding myself to ask the staff to stock up on fish-fingers ahead of my next hangover. I know I’m not imagining Ivy’s pleased smile when she drifts over to grab my empty plate.

By the time I’ve settled up and her lunch break has come around, I’ve played a few rounds of Sudoku on my phone and hatched one of those plans that feels impulsive in the extreme and yet intuitively sound. It’s not like me to be spontaneous, but I do enjoy a pleasingly clean resolution to a puzzle, and this feels like one to me.

I’m expecting Ivy to want to sit down, but she brandishes something wrapped in silver foil that I assume is her lunch.

‘Fancy a walk? I’d like to get some air.’

I jump to my feet immediately and gesture towards the door. ‘Of course. After you.’

The awkward little smile she throws me tells me that, while she may be perfectly able to hold her own with the down-and-outs of this city, she’s far less familiar with genuine chivalry.


CHAPTER 12
Ivy



If I thought it was weird seeing an Alchemy client in the wild, it’s a hell of a lot weirder going for an awkward stroll with one of them. I’m more exhausted than I realised, and I’d like to just plonk myself down on a bench by the canal and listen to some music while I chow down on the yummy chargrilled chicken wrap Bill made for me.

Now I’m walking when my feet are killing me, trying to take ladylike bites out of my wrap when I’m absolutely bloody famished, and enduring uncomfortable silence instead of Taylor Swift.

This was a terrible idea. I should have just instructed Gen to accept the money on my behalf. I feel mortified enough about the certainty that I will accept it, even though I didn’t do much to earn it. Baring my tits and giving his lovely dick a token tug doesn’t constitute sex, in my book. And there was honestly no need for him to insist on meeting in person and even less need for me to agree to this shitshow.

The worst thing about the situation is that he’s unfairly, unreasonably gorgeous. I’ve been conscious of that since he walked into the caff, and I’m even more conscious of it now that he’s strolling along beside me, all tall and hot and confident. He’s shoved his fingers into his pockets, because jean pockets aren’t exactly known for being roomy. I noticed when he was looking at the menu that he has one of those posh gold signet rings on his little finger. That’s probably his family crest on it.

Now I keep sneaking glances at him while we walk in the direction of the canal. I dunno why. Probably because he’s so very enjoyable to look at and because I can’t quite believe I’m off for a lunchtime stroll with a real almost-duke. It’s actually ridiculous. That nose of his looks even more aristocratic in profile. It’s a properly noble nose, which is a stupid thing to say, because he is a nobleman. And his eyelashes are very dark and thick—totally wasted on a bloke.

Unfortunately, we keep doing that thing where I glance over at him, and he glances at me at the same time, and we both quickly look away and pretend we weren’t staring.

Fucking brutal.

‘So, do you live in the area?’ he enquires stiffly as we walk. He sounds as if he’s forcing the small talk out.

I nod and hastily swallow my bite of food without chewing it enough. ‘Yeah.’ No way am I telling him just how close he’s been to my flat.

‘We’re in the area too. I mean, not quite around here, but that way.’ He jerks his thumb in an easterly direction. ‘We—ahh—have a place in Little Venice.’

‘Ohh.’ That makes a lot more sense. ‘Little Venice is gorgeous. I applied for a job at Clifton Nurseries once, but I didn’t get it.’ Clifton Nurseries is the prettiest garden centre in the world. It’s dead posh, and it’s like a secret paradise in the middle of London.

‘Oh! Are you green-fingered?’ His voice reeks of that kind of forced cheeriness that I find myself using with Dawn when she’s not mentally with us.

‘God, no. It was as a server in their café.’

‘Ahh, I see.’ He clears his throat. ‘Well, I’m sorry you didn’t get it. It’s a lovely place.’

By silent mutual agreement, we venture off the road and down the steps to the public garden by the canal. It’s the closest thing to a park in this neighbourhood.

‘Are you sure you wouldn’t like to sit down?’ he asks as we pass an unoccupied bench, his face creased up with concern. He has dark circles under his eyes, and he definitely looks knackered under that playboy tan. ‘You must be tired.’

I’m done being polite at the expense of my poor body. ‘Actually, yeah, I’d love to.’ I sink down with a grateful sigh. ‘I just didn’t want to stay in the caff for my lunch hour, you know?’

‘Absolutely.’ He sits carefully down at the far end of the bench and twists his body to face me. He grabs the back of the bench with one hand and I can’t help but notice he’s white-knuckling it as he searches for his words. He clears his throat. ‘Look, Ivy.’ My name sounds weird coming from him, as if he’s really self-conscious about using it. ‘Ahh—firstly, thank you for agreeing to meet me and trusting me with your location. I wanted to swing by and apologise if I made you feel at all… disrespected, I suppose, the other night.’ His lovely green eyes are darting all over my face. Outright panic is written all over his face. Jeez, nervous much? I thought aristocrats were supposed to be socially, I dunno, lubricated.

‘It’s fine,’ I begin, but he shakes his head.

‘No. It’s not fine. You took me by surprise, you see.’ He blows out a breathy laugh, even though it’s clear he’s not enjoying this at all. ‘That’s a major understatement. I did not see you coming, and it was truly a lovely surprise, but however, um, tempted, and enchanted, I was by you, I couldn’t allow myself to act on it for the reasons I outlined.’

The only words I heard there were tempted and enchanted. Clearly they teach men like him to charm everyone with a pulse from infancy, but I’m pretty sure no man will ever declare themselves enchanted by me for the rest of my life, so I’ll take it.

He leaps up from the bench, shoving his hands in his pockets, and begins to pace back and forth in front of me, the manic shaking of his head making that sexy hair swing in front of his eyes. I sit there like a goon and watch him as if he’s the ball at Wimbledon. His face has gone properly beetroot.

‘Goodness, this is difficult. Ahem, I’m so sorry—I wasn’t comfortable with exploiting you on any level, you see, but I was far too taken aback to deal with it in what I would consider an elegant manner, and for that I’m truly sorry.’

His delivery is beyond halting. I’d say it’s brutal. Bless him, he’s making this excruciating for both of us.

‘Honestly, it’s okay. These things happen.’

I’m making it sound like I get rejected by hot dukes in full period dress on a regular basis. FFS. For something to do, I stuff my wrap straight into my mouth. Maybe if I’m eating, it’ll make him feel less self-conscious. I’m not sure whether he even requires input from me or simply wants to get this weird, choked little speech out.

He stops right in front of me and surveys me just as I’m trying to chomp through a particularly large piece of chicken. Gnashers closed around the wrap, I peer up at him. I literally could not look less ‘enchanting’ right now.

‘It’s very much not okay,’ he says, still peering down at me, ‘and I’ve been thinking constantly over the past week as to how to make it right. That is—I’ve been thinking about you⁠—’

I finally saw the chicken piece off with my teeth and gape up at him as I chew. He gazes back down at me for a moment, his face full of emotions that my masticating on poultry should absolutely not elicit, before spinning on his heel and turning away. When he reaches the end of the bench he turns back, but he won’t meet my eye.

‘Obviously, that’s as inappropriate as it is inconvenient,’ he snaps in a harsher voice than he’s used so far, ‘so I should cut to the chase and let you enjoy your lunch break. Here goes: I understand that you were promised some… financial… recompense, for… “entertaining” me.’ He shoots me a brief look that’s scorching and judgmental in equal measure but could still melt the knickers off me if I wasn’t so pissed off at his clear deep reluctance to have felt any sort of attraction whatsoever.

This pompous prick could give Mr Darcy a run for his money. I’m at a disadvantage, given that I’m still chewing furiously, but I raise my eyebrows to show him I take issue with him deciding to make me feel about a foot high yet again. Clearly, it’s ineffective, because he presses on, staring with keen interest at the gravel beneath his feet.

‘I’m afraid I only found out that you were out of pocket a few days ago—my blasted brother, he—In any case, I absolutely don’t see why you should be left short because I failed to uphold my end of… whatever that was.’ With an exasperated sigh, he pulls a wallet out of his jeans and extricates a cheque.

Dear God, do people still use actual cheques these days?

He’s holding it under my nose, impatiently, it seems. ‘Just take it. Please.’

Reluctantly, I remove one hand from my hefty wrap and take it off him. It’s a Coutts cheque, made out for five thousand pounds. I blow out a breath, because accepting a cheque for that much money in the cold, harsh light of day feels extra icky.

It’s totally different when you’ve hooked up with a guy in some sultry corner of Alchemy, and he’s just come, and he’s looking at you like you’re the answer to all his problems, and he insists on stuffing a wad of cash into your hand. Because that’s a spontaneous tip from a grateful patron, and this is an outright payment for sex. Or not.

I’m not sure which is shittier—being paid for sex or being paid for sex you didn’t actually have.

I look up at him. He glances down the pathway and then back at me, as if he’s expecting to be arrested at any moment for soliciting. Not that anyone would think I’m an on-call hooker, looking like this.

‘It’s too much,’ I say weakly, because no matter how badly I want to run down to NatWest and cash this baby, I can’t in good conscience accept this. I’m on the London Living Wage at the caff, which means that I earn just under fourteen pounds an hour, plus non-existent tips. I’m not good enough at maths to do the division, but five grand is a lot of hours.

It’s also two months’ rent.

My face heats again, and I think about my pride, and my sense of fairness, and my bills, and the girls, and how absolutely amazing it would feel to take them shopping on Oxford Street at the weekend after we’ve been to visit their mum. Nothing fancy, just Primark and H&M, but still. God knows they deserve a treat, the poor little lambs.

I knew this was coming. Knew this was why he wanted to meet me. But now that we’re here, I can’t take it. Can’t give him one more reason to think badly of me, when he so clearly judged my profession last time we met.

Before I can change my mind, I hold the cheque out to him, my hand shaking with the effort of it. ‘I can’t take it. I didn’t earn it.’

He shakes his head, looking somewhere between stern and stricken. Poor guy. I bet he’s regretting walking into that pretty lilac bedroom at his party. ‘You were promised it. You entered into a negotiation with my brother, and through no fault of your own weren’t given a chance to complete the—uh—assignment, I suppose. Nevertheless, the bonus was pre-agreed and is very much yours.’

Oh, please don’t do this to me, you entitled, principled motherfucker. Do you have any idea how hard it is for me to walk away from this kind of money?

I look down at the remains of my wrap. He’s ruined my appetite, too. Gaining and losing five grand in the space of a minute will do that to you. ‘No. I can’t. Please, just—tear it up, or something.’

He sits back down heavily beside me. ‘Ivy. Look at me.’

I do, and I wish I hadn’t. Life is shitty enough right now without the reminder that men who look like fairytale princes exist out there and, on occasion, cross paths with you in a way that will always make you wonder what if? What if he hadn’t freaked out and clutched his pearls that night? What if I’d had just an hour wrapped around him, his forehead pressed against mine as he fucked me, long and slow?

I bet, if he’d allowed himself to, he would have fallen apart in spectacular fashion. The uptight ones always do.

‘Let me remind you,’ he says, ‘that when you left the other evening, you insinuated that morals were not a luxury you were able to afford.’

My face heats instantly. To my horror, my eyes prick with tears. I’d consider myself tough, but my eyeballs are pathetic little traitors. Gratuitous weeping has always been my downfall.

Still, I can’t believe he’s throwing something I said at the moment of rejection back in my face.

‘I meant that we can’t all afford to get all high and mighty when it comes to our careers! Especially sex work. It doesn’t mean I’ll just go around accepting money that I didn’t earn.’ Jesus Christ.

He rears back. ‘Look—I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to disrespect you. It’s just—I’d feel much better if you took the money, and I thought saying that might spur you on.’ He holds up a hand in surrender. ‘But it seems I insulted you instead, which is absolutely not okay.’

We sit there and stare at each other for a long moment. The reflections of the sunlight on the canal are cavorting over his face, his hair, making him look perfectly lovely, and I have to remind myself that not only are we from different worlds, but that he has an actual fiancée. Arranged or not, the bloke is getting married in six months. I know this from the seriously uncool amount of Googling I’ve done since that night.

‘Look,’ he says again. I’m still holding the cheque like a numpty, and he nods at it. ‘How would you feel about accepting this as a token of good faith and a sort of… sign-on bonus?’

My first thought is that he’s propositioning me. Maybe he’s decided he was too hasty the other night—he did have a very angry-looking erection, after all. Maybe he’s made peace with the prospect of easy, transactional sex with a sure thing. My face heats even further, if that’s possible, which is awful. Blushing is not a good look with my hair colour. Not in the least.

‘Huh?’ I ask.

He lets out another sigh. For someone with a charmed life, he seems to sigh a lot. ‘It’s my sister, you see. Flora. She’s nineteen, and she’s just started at uni in London. But she’s struggling a bit and, well, I had the idea that it might be helpful to employ someone to act as a kind of companion-slash-mentor, I suppose.’

I stare at him blankly. I have no clue what the fuck he’s rabbiting on about. He turns his head and gazes out at the canal. ‘She’s led a very sheltered life so far, and she’s knocking about in our house in Little Venice, all alone except for the staff. She can’t even cook—she’s never had to. She’s also struggling to make friends, and honestly, I worry about her. She needs to get out more, but she’s not streetwise at all.’

He turns back and fixes his astonishing eyes on me, and it makes me feel warmer than the actual sunlight dancing on my skin. ‘And I saw the way you handled yourself earlier… with the junkie who came in? You were fantastic—your entire demeanour was perfect. Compassionate, but you took no shit.’

He’s far more animated now than he’s been so far. It seems his awkwardness is slipping from him, and it’s very infectious, even if I’m still confused. The way I handled that guy in the caff wasn’t exactly rocket science.

‘Thank you? But it was fine. It’s pretty basic stuff. Don’t take any shit, and don’t be a dick.’ I shrug. ‘That’s all there is to it, really.’

He smiles, a full, proper smile, and bloody hell is it hot. He is absolutely, undeniably, drop-dead gorgeous. ‘That might seem obvious to you, but you’ve learnt that. Assimilated it. For my sister, it wouldn’t be so obvious.’ He clears his throat, looking marginally more self-conscious. ‘Look. You may have thought I was disparaging your morals, last week and just now, and that was absolutely not my intention. But seriously, Genevieve told me that you were one of the most principled, upright humans she knows, and I suspect that woman doesn’t suffer fools. So what do you reckon?’

I’m still confused dot com. ‘What do I reckon about what?’

‘Would you be interested in being a paid… consultant, I suppose, to my sister? Hang out with her. Teach her how to cook and do her own laundry. Meet up with her before and after her lectures—they’re pretty sparse, if you ask me. She’s studying fine arts. Show her the ways of London life. Get her streetwise.’

I narrow my eyes at him, even if this sounds too good to be true. ‘Can you and your brother cook and do your own laundry, or is this just some sexist expectation because she’s a girl?’

He laughs then, and holy fucking shit is it marvellous.

‘Can we cook? Yes. Can we operate a washing machine? Also yes. Do we do much of either in our daily lives? Alas, no. So you’ve got me there. But it’s important to learn, don’t you think?’

‘So let me get this straight. You want to pay me to hang out with your sister and teach her how to do the real-life thing? Like she’s some sort of princess who’s spent her whole life in some ivory tower?’

He laughs again, and it’s dangerous. I could get addicted to making him laugh.

‘Yes and yes. Nailed it. And it might seem simple and natural to you, Ivy, but that’s the wonderful thing about the exchange of skills and knowledge. What’s natural for the teacher is entirely new for the pupil.’

I can tell he didn’t remotely mean that in a sexual or creepy way. He’s not coming onto me in the slightest, so I have absolutely no idea why every lady part between my legs starts to throb. It’s also stupid, because I bet I know more about fucking than him, anyway. The idea that he could teach me anything is as ridiculous as it is inappropriate.

And hot.

‘What about my job at the caff?’ I ask, to cover up my flustered state.

He looks momentarily at a loss. ‘Ahh, well—um, this wouldn’t be full-time. On the contrary, it could be quite flexible, and we could work around your… commitments.’ He recovers and cocks his head, surveying me. I can tell he’s sizing me up for his sister and not for any reasons pertaining to being enchanted or tempted or wanting to teach me anything.

Focus, Ivy, for fuck’s sake.

He pulls out his wallet again and hands me a posh-looking business card between his index and middle finger, the way they do in movies. Clearly the suave twat has recovered his charm. The social awkwardness is gone. He’s making a deal with a hooker on a park bench to do an anti-My Fair Lady one-eighty on his poor, posh sister, and he isn’t missing a beat.

‘I was thinking a consultancy rate of two hundred pounds an hour, if you deem that acceptable, given your skill set,’ he continues. He taps the cheque. ‘Plus the sign-on. But you should feel free to negotiate, given you have all the power right now. I have no other candidates in mind.’ The slick bravado slips, and he pauses. ‘No one I trust, anyway. What do you think?’

So that’s how it feels to have the ball in your court.


CHAPTER 13
Ivy



‘So I said yes,’ I conclude with a lame shrug. ‘It would have been madness not to.’ I’ve got my bum resting on the table close to the counter and the handle of the sweeping brush lolling against my thigh. It’s gone four o’clock, I’ve locked the door, and I’m filling Bill and Jan in on the crazy shit that went down during my break.

They look at each other from behind the counter, where they’re clearing up.

‘Good for you, love, that’s what I say.’ Jan spritzes the countertop with disinfectant. ‘Some people have more money than sense, don’t they? It’s a damn sight better for you than waiting tables all week long for the peanuts we can pay you.’

Bill purses his lips. I know he’s twitching to get back to his current read, bless him—An Accidental History of Tudor England, if you must know. He keeps reading bits out loud to us. It’s pretty slapstick. Unlike me and Jan, he never speaks until he’s had a chance to think his words through first.

‘It’s a lot of money, Ivy, but that don’t mean you’re not worth it. Clearly, he’s seen something in you. Just because hanging out with his sister and teaching her how to heat up baked beans in the microwave sounds like easy money to you and me, it don’t mean there isn’t real value in it for him. Or her.’

I think back to what Xavier said to me by the canal. Something about transferring skills feeling easy if you’re the one who already has the skills.

‘Maybe you’re both right. Hopefully I can be of service, but it does seem like a fuck-load of money to fork out for something pretty basic.’

I don’t voice my secret concern, which is that he’s paying over the odds because he feels sorry for me. Poor little Cinders, waiting tables by day and screwing for money by night. Not that I know this guy or what makes him tick, but it strikes me as the kind of thing he’d do, swanning in and trying to get me off the streets, as it were.

Jan finishes spraying and goes for it with the cloth. ‘Better make it worth their while then, hadn’t you?’

‘As long as I’m not leaving you in the lurch.’ I agreed to two shifts a week with Xavier, meaning I’d be dropping those shifts here.

They share a fleeting glance. ‘We’ll manage,’ Jan says crisply. ‘I’d clip you around the ear if you didn’t take this opportunity, missy.’

My heart grows a little gooey. I don’t miss the real meaning of her words, which is that they can’t really justify having me here five days a week in the first place. Business is far too quiet for that. I’m well aware that they’ve given me the hours out of the goodness of their overflowing hearts. It seems the Cooper family is everyone’s charity project, these days.

In the end, that’s what decides it for me. If it’s an aristocrat putting his hands in his pockets to put food on our table and not my beloved, selfless friends, I’ll take that option any day of the week.
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We arrange for me to turn up the following Monday at ten (yes, we exchange numbers, purely for logistical purposes). As I stroll down the wide, tree-lined avenues of Little Venice, past the big, vanilla-ice-cream-coloured villas with their immaculate black ironwork and perfect gardens, I can’t help but wonder what his family’s house will look like. After all, Belvedere was the most exquisite home I’ve ever seen in my life, but surely this place is more of a bolt-hole?

Holy fuck.

The enormous cream mansion standing back from the road in a not remotely London-sized garden is categorically not a ‘bolt-hole’. It’s fucking huge. It honestly looks like it should be the embassy of a large nation. My first thought is that having a London pad that big is just plain rude; my second is that no wonder Xavier’s poor sister is lonely, knocking around in what’s basically a hotel all alone.

I ring the bell on the huge iron gates, because of course they’re locked, and the pedestrian gate at the side opens with a buzzing sound. The gravel driveway is huge and circular, with a tasteful and old-looking stone water feature in the middle, and selection of highly polished cars parked off to one side.

I’ve made an effort today, and I low-key hate myself for it. I tell myself it’s all for Flora, my new boss, and not for him. After all, I had no issues with him seeing the real me last week. I wasn’t about to glam up for a shift at the caff. But today is different. If I’m being paid through the nose to be a ‘consultant’, then I should look presentable.

So I borrowed the twins’ hair straighteners once they’d gone off to school and straightened my very clean hair into a nice, shiny curtain. And, because it’s so mild this week, I’ve put on a cotton dress in pale pink and white with a white cardigan over it. I want to look wholesome. I don’t want Flora to worry that her brother is hooking her up with some common thug, and I don’t want Xavier being reminded that, up until very recently, I had sex with men for money.

(Okay, so maybe I’m dressing for him a little bit.)

The door opens before I get to it, and I’m expecting one of the members of staff that Xavier mentioned, but it’s him, and I immediately get full-body goosebumps.

So far, I’ve got up close and dirty with him in a posh bedroom, served him at the caff, and endured the mother of all excruciating cash handovers by a canal. But here he is, throwing open the shiny black door of his beautiful mansion to me like a gentleman, and smiling at me with a strange mixture of awkwardness and wonder, and swallowing me up with those gorgeous green eyes, and, just for a moment, I allow myself to feel special. Like I belong here. Like I have every right to swan up his beautiful stone steps and cross his threshold.

‘Thanks for coming,’ he says, as if he can’t believe I actually showed up.

I shrug, feeling awkward myself. ‘Of course.’

He leans in and kisses me, smelling masculine and fresh and expensive, and I manage to remember that he kissed me goodbye on both cheeks last week, so I don’t make the plebeian mistake of accidentally pulling away after one. I’m proud of myself.

The hallway is huge and square and filled with splendour, basically, but I can’t focus on any of it because Xavier is so hot. He’s in beige chinos and a crisp white polo shirt today, and he looks so preppy it’s frankly ridiculous, but perfect, too. He oozes excellent breeding and good health and money. He’s a Ralph Lauren ad come to life, and I’m so here for it all that it’s a little embarrassing.

I think he mistakes my look of open appreciation for one of confusion, because he points to his chest. ‘I’m golfing with my brother, hence the getup.’

‘Oh.’ My stomach sinks. ‘Are you heading back home today?’

‘Right after this, yes. My sister doesn’t need her older brother hanging around, being a bore. She’ll have much more fun alone with you.’

I nod as I follow him through to the kitchen. Of course he’s not staying here. Why would he, when he can go back to the most perfect place on earth? I don’t know why I feel so deflated. It’s not like I have any dibs on him. He may seem to enjoy looking at me almost as much as I enjoy looking at him, but it’s not as though he’s ever going to make a move on common little Ivy Cooper of the Harrow Road, is he?

Besides, he’s getting married, you delusional idiot! my brain screams at me.

Yeah, yeah. He’s gorgeous, and titled, and loaded, and engaged. He literally couldn’t be less of an appropriate target to fixate on. I blame Alchemy. I’ve fucked so many amazing, wealthy, gorgeous guys these last few years that I’ve forgotten my place. I’ve forgotten that I’ll probably end up with a guy who’s a brickie or a kitchen hand or something.

I even got cocky. I turned down three actual proposals of marriage from Alchemy members—they were all postcoital and issued in an endorphin haze—and fuck knows how many offers to make me a fully paid mistress.

I’ve been living in a fantasy bubble, and it’s high time I burst it.
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Xavier leads me through the house and I try not to stare too hard at his very nice bum. The chinos are working well for him in that department. I only have a moment to absorb that we have landed in the kitchen, which is white and sun-drenched and massive, before a girl comes towards me with a bright grin on her face.

At this point I should admit that, while we common folk like to make fun of the upper classes for being weirdly inbred, I am yet to spot a genetic flaw among the de Vere family. Flora is beautiful in a stop-and-stare-in-the-street kind of way, a combination of those elite genes and the kind of serious grooming that whispers serious money.

The twins would love her.

At first glance, she looks more like Benedict than Xavier, her light brown hair expertly highlighted with caramel and perfectly blow-dried in a way that makes my GHD-led efforts feel pretty skanky. Her quiet, antisocial uni experience is clearly working for her, because her skin is dewy and glowing and subtly made up. Hangover skin it is not. And the twins could take serious notes from her makeup, given their preference for porn-star-level false eyelashes and streaky tan that would make a Love Islander proud.

‘I’m so happy to meet you, Ivy!’ she coos, sounding genuinely warm and way happier than I would have expected her to be at the prospect of having me foisted on her. She envelops me in a hug before pulling back to beam at me again. Bloody hell does she have good dentistry.

She keeps talking. ‘When Xav said he’d found me a companion, I was honestly worried that you’d be a Charlotte Bartlett type—you know, the old spinster from A Room with a View? But you look so young and fun! And oh my gosh, has anyone ever told you you look exactly like Beth from Yellowstone? I’d absolutely kill for your mouth. I want to get a lip job but Xav won’t let me.’

She pauses for breath and Xavier pipes up with an uncomfortable laugh.

‘And now you’ve met my sister. Clearly, she’s bursting for some company that’s not me.’

I allow myself a little giggle. ‘Thank you. And yeah, I get the Beth thing a lot. I wouldn’t touch your mouth. It’s perfect. But I’d say it’s interesting that he thinks he can stop you when you’re legally an adult.’

She gasps theatrically and spins to face Xavier, who’s now scowling at me. I scowl back.

‘I’m sorry, did you want me to blow smoke up your arse?’

The scowl becomes a full-on glare. ‘I’m already regretting this decision. You’re supposed to be looking out for my little sister, not enabling her.’

I place my embarrassingly crappy Longchamp dupe on the sparkling marble island so I can put my hands on my hips. ‘You asked me to prepare her for life in London. From where I’m standing, that starts with treating her like an adult and helping her to be more independent. Did I misunderstand the assignment?’

Okay, so I’m not sure where the heck that spiel came from. All I know is that this posh, pompous fuck is as bossy towards his own sister as he has been towards me, and I don’t like it. It’s no wonder she’s unable to handle living on her own in a huge city if these douches have been babying her her whole life.

‘No,’ he backtracks, ‘but you shouldn’t be encouraging her to have cosmetic procedures.’

‘No one is encouraging anyone. But if I ever hear you trying to tell a woman what she can or cannot do with her own body, then you and I are going to have major beef. Is that clear?’ For good measure, I waggle my finger back and forth between us. I should really do a better job of remembering that this job pays fourteen times more per hour than the caff, but I’m too wound up.

Self-important, patriarchal dickhead.

(I think I said that in my head.)

I’m starting to sweat. Confrontation will do that. I shrug off my cardigan and put it on top of my bag.

Raising the grenade of bodily autonomy seems to do the trick, because he rears back as if he’s just realised how out of fucking order he is.

‘You’re right, of course.’ He holds his hands up in surrender. ‘My apologies, Flora.’

Flora’s mouth is hanging open. It’s almost as if she doesn’t realise that she’s allowed to do what she likes with her own body, regardless of what her delusional, overprotective brothers might think.

Or maybe it’s just the shock of hearing Xavier say sorry. I can’t imagine it happens much.

She’s staring at me. ‘I really like her.’

‘That is most definitely not a good sign,’ he says grumpily.

‘You can go now,’ Flora says, pulling herself together. ‘Go and hit some balls with Ben. You know you’re dying to.’

He looks between us in a panic. ‘I think we should all sit down and have a cup of tea. We can have a chat about how this is going to work.’

Flora’s eyes meet mine, and she shakes her head. ‘No. I think Ivy and I are good, thanks. We can take it from here.’

‘Got it.’ He nods curtly. ‘I’ll be off, then. Ivy—a word?’

He jerks his head towards the hallway and walks away without waiting for an answer, jingling his keys in his pocket. I assume guys like him treat questions as orders. Flora makes a rather you than me face at me and I scurry after him, wondering if I’m about to get a bollocking from the lord and master for daring to exercise an opinion.

But his face, when he turns to me, is not a bollocking face. He looks almost stricken. ‘Thank you for doing this,’ he says in a low voice. ‘I can’t tell you how much it means to me.’ He reaches out and brushes my bare arm with his fingertips. It’s the lightest, briefest touch, but a line of goosebumps erupts nonetheless. He casts his eyes down my body. ‘It’s a lovely dress. You look⁠—’

My dress couldn’t be less lovely. It’s from Tesco, FFS. He’s probably never come face to face with a cheaper dress in his life. And I don’t find out how he thinks I look, because he stops himself and clears his throat with his trademark awkwardness. ‘Nevertheless, thank you. You have my number. Call me if anything comes up.’

With that, he leans in and kisses me again. Both cheeks. There’s a fraction of a second, when he’s moving from one cheek to the next, and our faces are just an inch or two apart, and his dark-lashed eyes flicker down to my mouth, and every part of me freezes except my dratted lips, which part.

He sucked my upper lip into his mouth that night like there was nothing in the world he could do to stop himself.

But like I said, it lasts a fraction of a second.

He kisses my other cheek.

And then he’s gone.


CHAPTER 14
Ivy



‘My brother definitely has a crush on you,’ Flora tells me as she pours boiling water from a fancy tap in the middle of the island into two mugs. The cup of tea is happening—just without Xavier. ‘It’s quite sweet, actually.’

‘He definitely doesn’t,’ I argue with all the moral outrage of someone who definitely did not just blush when he kissed her goodbye just now. Two double kisses from Xavier de Vere in the space of five minutes: it’s hard to keep your cool when that happens.

‘I’m telling you, he does. He’s super awkward around you—it’s a dead giveaway. He usually has a bit more swagger with the ladies than that.’

‘I’m pretty sure girls like me aren’t on his radar.’ It comes out a tad more bitter than I mean it to, but it’s the truth, and I’d really like to shut this conversation down.

‘Oh, he’s a raging snob, obviously. And Selena—that’s his fiancée—is seriously stuck up, too. They’ll be dreadfully dull together.’ I giggle at that, and she shoots me a sly look. ‘But I suspect you’d be on everyone’s radar. How’d you meet him, anyway? He didn’t mention it.’

Your other brother paid me to fuck him, and he had his hands on my tits and his dick in my hand until he bottled it and kicked me out.

I don’t go with that, weirdly. Instead, I feed her the line Xavier and I agreed on. ‘I was serving at a function they had at your place in the country—Belvedere? We got… talking, and he suggested it might be a good thing for you and me to hang out. He spoke to my employer, too, to check me out,’ I add hurriedly, in case Flora thinks her brother offered the job to the first waitress he met.

She grins knowingly. ‘Ah, yes. The birthday extravaganza to which I was NFI, I assume?’

‘Maybe,’ I mumble, and she laughs, pulling open a fridge so well stocked with a rainbow of food that it could have its own TikTok feed.

‘Don’t worry. I’m under no illusions. They’re both uptight pains in the arse—when it comes to me, anyway. No one could accuse Ben of being uptight in any other context. Quite the opposite. Semi-skimmed or oat milk?’

‘Semi-skimmed, please,’ I say, trying to forget that I’ve seen Benedict directing actual orgies at Alchemy. The dirty bastard doesn’t have an uptight bone in his body. His insufferable brother, on the other hand…

The kitchen, as I gaze around it, is bloody gorgeous. There’s an enormous arrangement of flowers in the centre of the island that looks professionally done. It’s an array of autumnal colours—golds and oranges with dark greenery—and I’d love to have a crack at painting it. The room must take up half the house, and it’s all gleaming surfaces and shiny, expensive-looking finishes. On the far wall is a whole bank of cupboards with glass fronts and lighting inside, the kind you need to have really good-looking crockery to get away with, because otherwise they show off a multitude of sins.

Their cupboards look like display cabinets in a china and glassware shop.

‘Xavier said you don’t cook.’ I accept the mug of tea from her. ‘What about the fridge? It looks like a professional chef’s fridge, from what I saw.’

She sighs. ‘That’s because we have a professional chef, and she comes in every morning to make me breakfast and do meal prep for dinner. But I wouldn’t know where to start.’ She grimaces. ‘You must think I’m such a spoilt brat.’

I’m shocked. ‘Of course not! If you’ve always had people to do it for you, why would you bother? No judgement here.’

‘Are you a good cook?’ She takes a seat at the island and wraps her hands around her mug. She’s in what I suppose is a typical student uniform of baggy light-wash jeans and a little white tee, with a beige sweater hanging over her shoulders and a few pieces of super-fine gold jewellery, but I can just tell that it’s all seriously expensive. She’s very… polished. That’s the word.

I consider her question. I pride myself on being able to feed my family well. The twins need a decent square meal after a day at school, especially because their school lunches are so horrible. Once a week, I’ll cheat and give them a Jan-style fish-finger sarnie and some Heinz tomato soup for dunking, but the rest of the time I try to cook from scratch, no matter how exhausted I am. It’s better all round than relying on crappy fast food.

‘I’m okay. I work at a caff, and I’ve known the owners for years. They’ve taught me well. I still take shortcuts sometimes. But I think my best skill is looking at all the random leftovers in the fridge and being able to turn them into something tasty. Not that you’ll ever need to do that, of course,’ I add in a panic.

‘No, I definitely should learn how to do that. Food waste is not okay.’

I nod my agreement. Amen to that. ‘So, what does your day look like today? Do you want to do some cooking together? Or do you have lectures? We can go and check out your uni if you like, and hatch some plans for you to get more involved socially? Where are you at uni?’

She checks the dainty, expensive-looking gold watch on her wrist. ‘I have a lecture in a couple of hours. I’m at the Royal College of Arts, and I’m usually at their Battersea campus, but I’m in South Ken today.’ She makes a face. ‘You’re going to think I’m a total freak, but I’ve never been on the Tube before. I know it’s awful, but my brothers suggested using our driver would be safer. I thought you could hold my hand? Figuratively speaking, of course.’

Now I can’t hide how gobsmacked I am. Lily and Rose have been taking public transport to school since they were eleven. No wonder Flora feels completely isolated—she’s not properly living in London.

‘Of course,’ I say, ‘though it sounds like your biggest problem right now is getting your brothers off your back so you can actually live your life.’

She sighs. ‘You’re not wrong.’
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We end up taking the Bakerloo Line to Paddington and then the District and Circle around to South Kensington. Flora’s uni may be due south of her home (I checked on the map), but it’s a bit faffy to get to. That said, it’s a good thing that she gets to use the quieter lines for her journey. The Piccadilly or Northern Lines would be a baptism of fire for someone who’s led as sheltered a life as she has.

The Tube journey is uneventful. None of our fellow travellers has a psychotic episode, it’s not too crowded, and we don’t get tormented by any buskers trying to play the accordion. I thought Flora might be horrified, but she seems tickled by the whole experience. At each point in our journey, I make her call the shots—which direction we need to take, which platform to go for—just like Dawn and Dad and I did with the twins when they were younger. I’m not doing her any favours if I let her follow me around mindlessly.

‘I’m pretty sure I could do this on my own,’ she says as we exit at South Ken. ‘It seems quite straightforward, as long as I pay attention when I’m getting on the District Line.’

‘Of course you could. It’s dead easy, and you’re smart. You’ve got the whole of London at your feet now, so don’t you dare sit at home in that big mansion of yours when you could be out exploring.’

The Kensington campus is in a seriously nice part of town, right next to the Royal Albert Hall and opposite Kensington Gardens. I don’t know this area at all, but just being here makes me feel uplifted. It’s so spacious and green and unsqualid. The Harrow Road is depressing and functional, but the green spaces and grand, gorgeous architecture here are inspiring.

Flora and I plonk ourselves down on the steps of the Albert Memorial with the cups of coffee she’s very kindly bought from a kiosk in the park. She still has forty-five minutes until her lecture, so we’re in no rush. ‘You know,’ I tell her conversationally, ‘Belvedere is the most beautiful place I’ve ever been in my whole life.’

I don’t know why I’m telling her this. I thought I’d feel intimidated by her, but she’s so clearly young and wet behind the ears that I feel as though she’s a little sister (not that I don’t have enough of those already). Besides, she’s so friendly that it would be impossible to find her scary, no matter how posh and loaded she is.

Her face absolutely lights up. ‘You’re so kind to say that. I miss it so much. It’s so good for the soul, you know?’

‘Yeah.’ I rest my elbows on my knees and watch a couple of little kids blowing bubbles. Even the parks are different around here. Life feels better. Easier. ‘When we turned up to, er, serve at the party, I saw the front of the house, and the lake, and the grassy bit, and I thought sitting there and painting all that on a sunny afternoon would surely be what total happiness looks like.’

Her smile grows wider. ‘Do you paint? How wonderful!’

‘Well, a bit. I don’t have much time for it these days.’ Or money. Oils are expensive. ‘And where I live, there isn’t much to paint. The Harrow Road doesn’t exactly get the creative juices flowing, you know?’

‘That’s not good.’ She frowns. ‘But you could come here and paint.’

‘I could, yeah.’ I don’t tell her that, these days, my creativity stretches to doing quick digital oil paintings on Photoshop for commissions I get through my Etsy store. I paint people’s houses and gardens. I don’t earn a huge amount from them, but it helps, and Jan is kind enough to let me work on them when the caff is quiet.

Flora gasps and puts a hand on my arm. Her fingernails are perfect pale pink ovals, and she has the prettiest little thin gold bands on most of her fingers. ‘Oh my gosh, I have an idea. I’m going home next weekend to decompress—I know, I know, I don’t exactly have much to decompress from—and I’d love you to come with me! Our driver could drive us both up on Friday morning. Charlie. It would be so lovely to have you, and you could paint to your heart’s content! There are so many beautiful spots. I’m useless at painting, sadly—I’m specialising in sculpture—but I’d love to see you at work, I’d just love it.’

She’s so sweet, and so thoughtful, and so generous, and she’s grinning at me like it’s the best idea she’s ever concocted, and it is, obviously totally impossible. Not only do I have the twins to look after and Dawn to visit, but Flora, in her decency, has failed to remember the elephant in the room: that I’m not the sort of girl anyone brings home to a place like that. That her parents, the duke and duchess, would probably drop dead if they had to sit across a table from the likes of me, and that her eldest brother would be even more horrified than them.

At least his parents wouldn’t have to live with the fact that they kind of almost fucked a commoner.

‘That’s honestly so kind, but I can’t,’ I tell her. ‘I don’t want to impose on your family.’

Her eyes are huge and panicked, and she reminds me of the girls for a moment. Teens feel everything so deeply, bless them. ‘But you just told me your dream, and I can make it happen next weekend! If that’s not fate, I don’t know what is! Please? The place is huge, as you know. You could have your own space, if you just wanted to come up and paint. And you could keep me company! Otherwise it’s always the boys together, and then Ma and Pa, and I’m on my own with nothing to do but ride horses and flirt with the under-gardeners.’

That makes me laugh. ‘Are they hot?’

‘Some of them. They’re brawny, you know? It’s all terribly clichéd and Lady Chatterley, but I like having someone nice to stare at.’

‘Maybe you could sculpt one of them.’

‘God, that’s a good idea. There are a few fine specimens of the male form knocking about. It’s all that digging.’ She shimmies her shoulders. ‘Honestly, please look in your diary!’

I have a pang for a minute at the mere idea that I could ever be someone whose only constraints are the social events marked in my diary, whose responsibilities, obligations, could boil down to a clashing cocktail party or prearranged girls’ night out. For a tiny, shameful moment, I even feel angry at this kind, wealthy girl who has no fucking clue that some of us can’t just drop sick stepmothers and exhausting sisters and much-needed work shifts to fanny around with a palette of oil paints by a pretty lake.

But I shrug it off, because it’s not her fault, not in the slightest, and she’s extending this invitation out of the goodness of her heart. It’s an attempt to make my life better, not worse, and nothing more.

To placate her, I go through the motions, pulling out my phone and getting my calendar app up.

I freeze.

Oh my Lord. Lily and Rose are off on a Silver Duke of Edinburgh trip next weekend. They’re going camping and canoeing for their sins—and the sins of the poor fuck of a teacher who’ll have to supervise them—and they’ll be gone Friday morning to Sunday night.

I’m not sure which ratchets up more—the racing of my heart or the spiralling of my thoughts.
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We’ve finished our coffees and put the weekend at Belvedere into my calendar. I don’t know what to think. I’ll have to warn Xavier, of course. I’m feeling the weirdest mix of ridiculous excitement, and abject disbelief, and guilt that I won’t see Dawn that weekend, and terror that Xavier and Flora’s mum will take one look at me and forcibly eject me from the house, and a fuck-tonne of other stuff.

I’ve also begun to spiral over what on earth to wear to stay with some of the most senior aristocrats in the UK. I am not known for my country house chic. I imagine a slightly more modern take on Downton, with everyone dressing for dinner. Flora has told me that it’s ‘all very relaxed’, which makes me feel not even a tiny bit better. She’s also, very generously, said I can borrow some of her stuff if I like. It’s mortifying, but I might be forced to. I just hope I can stuff my tits into her tiny clothes.

The only thing that comforts me is that Flora and I really seem to be getting along well. I thought I’d have nothing in common with a posh nineteen-year-old who’s probably never known a day of hardship or responsibility in her overprivileged life, but we’ve definitely bonded over both being arty-farty. Our media may be massively different, but, as our chat on the Tube showed, we see the world in a similar way (even if the actual worlds we see are very different).

‘So,’ I ask Flora as we stroll across to the correct building, ‘any hot guys at uni who might be more socially appropriate to fuck than the gardeners?’ She starts to cough, and I stop, amused. ‘Did I shock you? I’ve heard you lob a couple of F-bombs today.’

‘It’s okay,’ she rasps. ‘Sorry. I just don’t really use it as a verb.’

I try again and put on a stupid Margaret Thatcher voice. ‘Any eligible young men with whom you might consider being, er, intimate? Polishing their posh todgers?’

‘Ugh, stop, please!’

‘Seriously. You’re young and gorgeous. I’ve never been to uni, but I assume it’s a total fuck-fest. Please tell me you plan to get stuck in?’ I squint at her and she looks away, tucking her chin in as if embarrassed.

‘Um, I’d like to meet someone, obviously, but…’

‘I think you mean someones. But what?’

She risks a peek at me. ‘My brothers have kind of… warned me off.’

‘Warned you off what, exactly?’ I make my voice quiet and scary, because I don’t like the sound of this. At all. Even if it shouldn’t surprise me that Xavier and Benedict have waded in where they have no fucking jurisdiction. Xavier’s unsolicited, and unwelcome, views on her getting a lip job should have been a red flag.

She twists her hands together, her expression pleading. ‘It’s just that—they know how naïve I am, and they think I’m really gullible. They’re worried someone will take advantage of me because of… who I am. That sounds so arrogant. But they said predators might prey on me.’

I’m quiet for a minute as I try to find the right way to respond, especially as she seems self-conscious about it. ‘They’re right, obviously, in that it’s technically possible. But I assume, if you’re hanging out with other students, that most of your problems will just come down to drunken teenage dickheads who want an easy shag and not someone who’s trying to swindle you out of your inheritance. What do you think?’

She chews on her lip. We’ve reached her building, but she doesn’t seem in any hurry to go in. ‘I think they’re worried about that, too. I think they’re worried about everything.’

‘But there are lots of ways to protect yourself. We should have a chat about it. Not drinking too much, not hooking up with guys who’ve drunk too much, making deals with your friends before you go on a night out not to let each other go off with a guy until you’ve shared a photo of his ID… lots of things. Yeah? It’s never risk-free, and some people just get really unlucky, at the end of the day, but there are ways to make it a bit safer.’

She nods, looking horribly uncertain, and I feel a rush of sympathy for her. I suppose being at uni in London is a bit of a baptism of fire for someone like Flora. Maybe, on this front, I’m the lucky one. Lucky to be streetwise. To be able to handle myself. To have had my last few hundred fucks in a place as safe and heavily regulated as Alchemy.

‘Look. This is definitely something I can help you with. But, and it’s a big but, I really hope your brothers aren’t using scare tactics as a way to try to control your sex life, or your “purity”, or any other bullshit like that. The idea that they think they have any jurisdiction over anything you choose to do with your body is not remotely okay. Got it?’

Especially because I know for a fact that her middle brother is even more of a slut than me.

She screws up her face. ‘They know I haven’t, er, slept with anyone before.’ She waves her hand around, embarrassed. ‘And Xav said that it would be a lot more special—and safe—if I waited until I was in a meaningful relationship with someone rather than just randomly hooking up with someone.’

I’m sorry.

I just cannot.

‘He said what now?’

My expression must look properly scary, because she rears back a little. ‘I know he means well. It’s because he loves me so much and, well, he’s a worrier.’

What he is is a patriarchal, uptight prick whose concept of women’s liberation seems to date back to Grosvenor times. ‘Let me say this very clearly. Sex needs to be safe. One hundred percent. You need to be happy, you need to feel comfortable, you need to know that the bloke respects you, and ideally you need to fancy the pants off him, yeah? You have to want to jump his bones. That’s it. It doesn’t have to be “special”. It can be quick and dirty and spontaneous and fun and kinky and whatever the fuck else you want it to be. That’s it. You don’t have to be in love. He doesn’t have to be a bloody aristocrat—you don’t need to see his family tree before you shag him. He just needs to be a decent guy who makes you horny and who you want to get naked with. And for your brothers to suggest anything different is spectacularly uncool. Do I make myself clear?’

Her nod begins tentative and grows more confident. ‘Yeah. Yeah. Thanks.’

‘Look. I get that you guys are old-school and old-money, but that’s no excuse for anyone in your family to go all Victorian on you. Let your hair down, and flirt, and live a little.’

And when I get to Belvedere next weekend, I’m going to wring your uptight older brother’s neck for failing to respect your sexual and bodily rights.


CHAPTER 15
Xavier



Istand on the front steps of our beautiful ancestral home as I await my sister and her rather unconventional guest for the weekend. I won’t have to wait long. The Range Rover has a tracker, and I may or may not have been following its journey on my phone for the past eighty minutes, ever since Flora and Ivy left the Little Venice house.

I’ve been regarding the weather app with equal intensity all week. My sister mentioned that she and Ivy had been bonding over ‘arty stuff’ and that she’d invited her up to paint in the gardens. That Ivy paints is news to me, but if a painterly experience is what she desires from Belvedere this weekend, then I’m determined that is what she shall have.

(Hence the weather watching.)

She’s certainly picked a hell of a weekend to indulge. November is off to a crisply sunny start, and, above the still-lush gardens of the estate, the sky is an unbroken expanse of azure, the lake below its clearest mirror. In a week or two, the gardeners will be faced with the back-breaking work of raking and clearing the leaves of our hundreds of trees, but for now the trees are a glory of riotous flames and softer orange.

As the Range Rover purrs up the driveway in Charlie’s assured hands, I pocket my phone hastily and widen my stance, clasping my hands behind my back. My wishes for this weekend are several: that Ivy enjoys a pleasant stay, of course; that this break strengthens the apparent bond she and my sister have forged; that my mother isn’t too open in her horror at someone of Ivy’s social status occupying a place at the family dining table; and, lastly, that I manage to conduct myself in a manner befitting my station and at least endeavour to think with my cerebral brain and not the one between my legs.

On the last two, I wouldn’t be tempted to put money, no matter how long the odds.

Right on cue, my brother clatters out of the house and spills onto the steps beside me. He needs no tracking app to alert him to the girls’ arrival—the man’s radar for trouble and gossip is a finely honed instrument.

He elbows me in the tricep. ‘Thought you’d have made more of an effort for your girlfriend.’

‘Kindly fuck off,’ I tell him, but I can’t resist a glance downwards, a move that makes him burst out laughing.

There’s nothing wrong with what I’m wearing. I’m in my standard green wellies and checked shirt with a gilet thrown over it—I’ve been walking the grounds this morning with the head gardener.

‘Seriously.’ I turn to him as the car rounds the lake. ‘You can take the piss out of me as much as you like—it’s par for the course—but if you make our sister’s guest feel the slightest bit uncomfortable, then I shan’t stand for it. It’s not okay. Got it?’

‘Absolutely,’ he says in that jovial tone that always makes me want to clip him round the ear. ‘We can’t have her feeling uncomfortable. Although I’m sure her memories of her last visit here will achieve that all on their own. Do you know that Ma’s put her in the lilac room? I love it when life serves up these full-circle moments, don’t you? It’s just so… poetic.’

I gape at him in abject horror, my brain a sudden cyclone of creamy tits and plump lips, of the fruits of my anguished masturbating splattering over ancient, lilac-garlanded porcelain. He lets out a loud, happy sigh and trots down the steps to greet the car just as three of our working cockers, Roger, Sean, and Pierce, bound out of the house towards the car. As ever, they’re as enthusiastic as they are slow on the uptake, and, as ever, the former more than makes up for the latter.

They may each be mad as a box of frogs, but they’re sweethearts, and their quirky naming convention is a rare reminder that my stoical mother has the occasional weakness (for Bond actors, not dogs).

One of these days, these mutts will almost certainly suffer the fate of death by stupidity, but not today, as Charlie steers the great big beast of a car skilfully around their crazed jumps and spins. They adore Flora, mainly because she indulges them far more than anyone else does.

‘Oi!’ my brother shouts. ‘Knock it off, you muppets!’

With a quiet sigh of my own, I descend the steps to join him.
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We lunch in the dining room—all of us, that is, except for poor old Pa, who’s sequestered in an upstairs corner of the house in a wing that more accurately resembles a nursing home, these days. Even with the leaves removed, the dining room table is inordinately large. Recently, Ma has taken to having me sit at the head of the table in Pa’s former seat, a move I find to be irritating, premature, and unnecessarily macabre.

After all, I’m not the head of the family yet, and I’d rather like to hold onto my relative freedom for as long as I can.

Ma is to my left, Ivy to my right. Beside her sits my brother, while my sister sits on Ma’s far side. I sit stiffly as one of the butlers fills my water glass and, as I have done since we sat down, I attempt with all my might to find a natural-seeming balance between not staring at Ivy while affording her the basic courtesies I’d extend to any guest.

Thankfully, as soon as Ben and I had greeted them, Flora dragged her off for an overly exuberant tour of the main parts of the house. Alas, my brother and sister are going out for a mandatory hack this afternoon with Ma, so it has fallen to me to agree to show Ivy the gardens and the various noteworthy places dotted around the estate—the aviary, the orangery, and so forth.

Should be interesting.

I thank John, the butler, and glance around the table. Ma, who was not present for Ivy’s arrival and has only just met her, is staring across the tasteful autumnal floral arrangement at her as if she’s somehow lost her way and wandered away from the servants’ quarters. Ma is already in her riding gear: her equivalent of a suit of armour.

Ivy, on the other hand, is in jeans and a cream cable-knit sweater with a Ralph Lauren logo that I’d swear belongs to my sister. My brain produces a narrative where she was sufficiently intimidated about her visit to want to borrow some clothes, and I feel a pang for her.

That’s not all I feel.

Her astonishing strawberry-blonde hair is soft and straight today. Her astonishing eyes are as wide and blue as always. Her astonishing little pink mouth is perfectly luscious, and her astonishing breasts strain like a pair of mischievous puppies beneath the knit of her⁠—

Nope.

Nope.

I clear my throat.

‘Do you ride, Ivy?’ Ma drawls, apropos of very little. Of all the ways to demonstrate zero emotional intelligence, this must be right up there.

‘Er, no, I’m afraid not, Your Grace,’ Ivy replies with a fleeting, startled look at me. ‘I’ve never even seen a horse in real life, except for police horses.’

While I’m horrified at my mother’s lack of ability to read the room, I’m unfeasibly pleased that Ivy’s instinct is to look to me for guidance. I suspect my sister has instructed her on the proper way to address my mother, but I hope Ma lets her off the hook on that front. I hold my breath.

‘Oh, it’s Charlotte, please, dear,’ Ma says, gratingly benevolent. ‘You’re a friend of the family, after all. We’re very informal in private.’

‘A very good friend of the family,’ Benedict pipes up with a smile bright enough to signal sincerity to anyone who’s not me.

Flora, the poor innocent, grins at him. ‘Exactly!’

I glare at him and he avoids making eye contact.

‘Okay, thank you, Charlotte,’ Ivy says. She sounds tentative, like she has no idea whether this is a trap, and I don’t blame her. But it’s a welcome concession from Ma, even if it’s the minimum of what’s to be expected. It would be terribly gauche of anyone in our social circle to address our parents—or any of us, for that matter—by our actual titles behind closed doors.

‘And you’ve never seen a horse? Good God! You’ll have to take her down to the stables later, Flora darling, after the hack. She can feed them some polo mints.’

I almost laugh at Ivy’s look of utter alarm.

We pause the conversation as the staff serve us our shallow bowls of roasted tomato and red pepper soup. Along the middle of the table, punctuated by floral displays, sit platters of what Ben calls ‘posh ploughman’s’: excellent pork pies, scotch eggs, sliced ham and pickles.

‘How’s Pa?’ Flora asks once the staff have bowed in our direction and taken their leave. I can’t imagine what sense of dissonance Ivy must be getting from this strange and innately unnatural juxtaposition of bowing staff and purposefully low-brow food. It’s even odder, seeing it through her eyes—like throwing a black-tie picnic.

‘Your father is perfectly comfortable,’ Ma says, her smile and her tone both falsely bright. She gives my sister a tight little nod. We don’t air our dirty laundry in front of strangers, especially when that laundry comprises issues of ill health and, God forbid, vulnerability. ‘And you? How did you girls meet? Your clever brother hasn’t filled me in on just how he found Ivy for you.’

My sister’s gaze meets mine. She’s going to let me field this one. It’s all a bit of a mess. Telling Flora that Ben and I had met Ivy through a waitressing gig was the closest we could get to an appropriate version of the truth, but obviously, it’s not the ideal story of origin with which to hit Ma. She would, I know, have expected a far more robust vetting process.

To my right, I can sense the tension practically radiating off Ivy. Three of the five people around this table know the general truth of how I ‘met’ Ivy, and only two of us know the, er, finer details of that truth.

She called me sir.

My dick was so close to that plush little mouth of hers.

Holy fucking Christ.

That I was wrong-footed that night is abundantly clear to me now. Wrong-footed and morally outraged and impossibly conflicted. I am not a man who walks away from a beautiful, wanton young woman, on her knees in supplication, with her breasts spilling out and a galaxy of promise within the O of her open mouth.

I am not that man at all.

I inhale sharply through my nose and fix Ma with a smile as pleasant as it is firm. I intend to fully lean into the unfair and inaccurate perception she has that I will, all too soon, be the head of the household and therefore someone to whose authority she will fully expect to bow.

‘Ben and I met Ivy when she was serving at a function,’ I say crisply. No need to mention that the function was an almighty bash in the next room. ‘We got talking, and I found her to be a very… competent and impressive young woman.’

What a godawful choice of words. Further down the table, my brother’s eyebrows wing up in amusement. ‘I took her details in case we needed further catering staff in future,’ I lie smoothly, ‘and when the topic of finding someone to assist Flora with acclimatising to life in London came up, Ivy sprang to mind.’

Ivy ‘springs’ to mind far too often for my liking, except that she usually has my cum all over her tits when she does.

‘Having checked out her credentials with several of her employers in person’—the caff owner and the sex club owner, to be precise—‘I felt confident that she was the perfect combination of trustworthy and streetwise and could be of great assistance to Flora.’ I smile tightly at Ma, signalling that pushback will be unwelcome at this time, even if I know how fully she will be sizing Ivy up and finding her lacking in her own opinion.

Ma’s smile is even tighter as she looks from me to Ivy. No one is bred for passive aggression like we are. ‘Well, how lovely. I’m sure you girls will have a marvellous time of it, taking London by storm.’

‘How’s Lady Andromeda’s ankle doing this morning, Ma?’ my brother pipes up with the false cheer at which he’s so bloody good. I silently telegraph my thanks to him.

Ma sighs and lays down her soup spoon. Lady Andromeda is her favourite mare, not least because she’s an excellent breeder. ‘She’s still in a little pain. The vet says it’s nothing a few days’ rest won’t fix, and I jolly well hope he’s right, because she’s going down to the Sullivans’ next week to be covered.’

The Sullivans are a wealthy Irish family in Newmarket who run the most successful stud farm in the country. New money, of course, but the daughter who manages the stud farm is very good at what she does.

The swollen ankle and imminent covering of the beloved Lady Andromeda kick off a lively conversation between Ma, Benedict and Flora, leaving Ivy and me excluded.

‘Do you ride?’ she asks me, toying with her soup. I swear she gets thinner every time I see her. Her eyes keep flickering to the wall behind Ma, for some reason.

‘I do, of course, but I’m not as horse-obsessed as that lot. Here.’ I pick up a platter of pork pie slices and scotch egg halves. ‘Please, take some. I can’t promise they’ll hit the spot like that obscenely good fish-finger sandwich, but they’re from a local rare breed butcher, so they’re pretty good.’

‘Thank you.’ She looks around wildly, no doubt wondering how to get the goods off the platter and onto her plate.

‘Here.’ Using my fingers, I proceed to put half a scotch egg and two slices of pork pie on her plate. ‘It’s all very informal at lunch.’

A little laugh bursts out of her. ‘Yeah, totally. I can see that.’ She raises her eyebrows as she looks pointedly around at the grandeur that surrounds us. ‘This spoon is silver, and there’s an actual Dürer on the wall, but we can use our fingers. Makes complete sense.’

Ivy smiling, laughing, is a sight so addictive that I can do nothing for a second but sit there dumbly, platter suspended in midair as I stare, captivated. Behind her, the sunlight streams extravagantly in, backlighting her so that her beautiful hair is a veritable halo.

Under the charged weight of my gaze, her laugh falters, and I clear my throat.

‘You know Dürer? That’s a good spot.’

Her smile turns embarrassed. ‘I’m not clever, but I know art. And that’s gorgeous. I thought he only painted one hare—the famous one.’

‘He only painted one hare that’s in the public realm,’ I say conspiratorially, and she opens her mouth like she fucking loves this piece of insider information. Usually, she’s on the back foot with me, and I decide I really like this semi-banter. It’s a vast improvement on our previous—non-sexual—interactions.

‘Wow. I don’t know what to say.’

I push on. ‘What kind of art do you like?’

‘Mainly landscapes, really. Old-school. I’m pretty classic when it comes to art.’

I’m not sure why this surprises me. Ivy is… quirky, I suppose. I thought perhaps she’d be more contemporary in her artistic tastes.

‘So, if I told you we had a nice little Constable in the drawing room, that would interest you?’ I sound like I’m bragging, when really, I just want to keep that smile on her face. If this is the type of stuff that lights her up, then I will serve up every priceless treasure we have to feed her artistic soul.

She freezes. ‘Oh my God. Stop it. Seriously?’

I grin. I’m enjoying this. At the sight of my grin, her face softens. She stares at my mouth. ‘I am. Lovely little bucolic scene—a water mill, in fact.’

‘Say less.’ She finally, finally picks up a piece of pork pie. Good. She needs to eat more than just some soup.

‘I’ll take you through after lunch. Then maybe we can head out for our walk before you get down to painting.’ I drop to a whisper and jerk my head in the direction of my sister. ‘Have a chat about how it’s going with you-know-who.’

She puts the pork pie slice down again. For fuck’s sake. Her expression turns downright steely. ‘Definitely. I need to have serious words with you about that.’

What the hell is that supposed to mean?


CHAPTER 16
Ivy



Ihave to admit, Xavier de Vere knows how to take the wind out of a girl’s sails. Staring at an original Constable in a private home is one way to do it. It’s not just the glory of his brushstrokes, which conjured up fluffy white clouds and delicate oak trees with such panache, that gives me the horn, but the backstory of all this art. How each duke got hold of each painting must be a story in itself.

Oh, and he forgot to mention over lunch that there’s a Gainsborough sitting right next to the Constable, so there’s that.

Unfuckingbelievable.

I’m still in an art-porn haze when we head out. It’s mild enough not to need jackets, and Xavier swapped his wellies for loafers before lunch, which is a bit of a shame, really. The combo of the wellies and him was definitely giving Theo James in The Gentlemen.

To be fair, he’s still giving Theo James. The lightweight quilted gilet thingy he’s wearing over his shirt is the ponciest thing ever, so I don’t know why it’s so hot.

I’m still in Flora’s lovely cream sweater which, in a shocking plot twist, doesn’t have a single drop of tomato soup on it. I nearly died when I saw the colour of that soup. That pork pie was epic, though. Xavier kept pushing more of it on me. And I was very relieved when Benedict started up a horsey conversation so his mother would stop grilling me. The woman seems terrifying, though for someone whose husband is dying, she definitely has her shit together.

It’s all very sad. Flora told me he has months, if not weeks, left. What’s even weirder is that she doesn’t seem too cut up about it. My parents’ deaths are by far and away the two worst things that have ever happened to me in my life, but maybe these aristocrats still do actually have strange, formal relationships with their kids.

I’m hyper-conscious of Xavier beside me as we walk away from the house. Well, as conscious as you can be when you’re having an out-of-body experience. Here I am, exploring the grounds of the most beautiful place I’ve ever been in my life with the gorgeous and highly frustrating man who will one day inherit the entire place, for fuck’s sake, when I should be serving up all-day full English breakfasts at the caff and preparing to spend my evening with Dawn.

The guilt, the anxiety, flickers to life in my tummy and I tamp it back down. Don’t be stupid, Ivy, I tell myself. There’s no bloody point in bailing on her and being here if you’re going to ruin it all by guilting your way through the weekend.

‘So the aviary is just this way,’ Xavier says, steering us around to the left. ‘The entire house was knocked down and rebuilt from scratch by the eighth duke during the 1870s, and they set about building a whole range of features that would delight their guests and, of course, leave no visitor in any doubt as to their wealth and power.’ He grins sheepishly at me, and it’s annoyingly endearing. ‘His wife was the horticulturalist, but they were both very fond of their rare birds. It’s empty now, of course, but in its time it had an extraordinary collection of exotic species.’

‘Nice place to be a horticulturalist,’ I muse, taking in the aviary. It was eye-catching when I spotted it from the coach that day, but up close it’s breathtaking—a massive structure of trellised ironwork, all edged in gold and painted one of my absolute favourite shades of green, eau-de-nil. It’s a similar colour to copper verdigris, but absolutely impeccable. I wonder how often it gets painted. The entire thing is perfectly symmetrical and almost too gorgeous to bear. It makes my heart hurt, actually.

‘Indeed,’ Xavier says. ‘Alice de Vere, her name was.’

Huh. Alice was my mum’s name. I love that.

‘Her leather-bound gardening diaries are all in the library, in fact,’ he continues. ‘They’re beautiful. She was obsessed with ferns in particular, like many of her contemporaries, and her diaries are full of pencil sketches of a whole variety of species in the various stages of unfurling. They’re exquisite. Makes you look at ferns in an entirely different light. We have a conservatory full of them—I must show you later.’

I know, from the crumbs I’ve picked up from Flora, that both Xavier and Benedict have jobs involving managing ‘the estate’ and the gazillions of pounds’ worth of land they own across the city of Oxford. I’m sure it’s a lot of work. It sounds like it is. But I’m struck as we stand here that this is his life. This house, and its gardens, and its stories, and all these perfect fragments of it, from oil paintings by famous painters to this aviary, probably designed and built by some insanely impressive Victorian architect.

And I can tell how much he cares about it all. He doesn’t take it for granted. It’s clear from his rapt expression that he really, really cares—about every building, about every story, about every clue he possesses as to the history of this place.

His life involves sitting in a library, leafing through old diaries filled with beautiful drawings by the lady that made this estate what it was, and in this moment I don’t know if I envy him or Alice de Vere more.

‘Don’t,’ I groan, pressing my hand to my heart. ‘It’s too much. Fern drawings?’ At this point, I won’t mention that one of my favourite books of all time is The Signature of All Things by Elizabeth Gilbert. It’s literally a six-hundred-page book about a Victorian heiress’s obsession with plants, and it’s stunning. Moss was her jam, but that book really made me appreciate how amazing plants are up close. Like, seriously clever and seriously relaxing.

I may have had a shitty formal education, but when your stepmum’s a librarian, you basically become a reader whether you like it or not. I don’t want to freak him out with my weirdness, but I bet leafing—haha—through old pencil sketches of prettily unfurling ferns would feel like meditating.

I bet it would be even more calming than listening to my secret song before bed.

Xavier smiles, and it’s so sincere. He looks chuffed. My enthusiasm seems to please him. ‘I hope it inspires you,’ he says softly. ‘For your painting later, I mean.’

‘I am literally sweating inspiration right now,’ I tell him. It’s true. Everything around here is visual crack. I’m so glad I caved and treated myself to some new canvases for the weekend. They’re small, but I can’t wait to set them up on my easel.

He chuckles. ‘That’s good. In that case, let’s crack on. I’m sure you want to go and set up soon.’

We walk through the older parts of the garden, checking out a Georgian folly that’s every bit as pretty and pointless as follies were apparently intended to be. An older ancestor built it when Romanticism was all the rage in garden design. Xavier tells me that when the duke and duchess at the time tore down the Jacobean house, they spared the folly, and I can’t help but be glad.

‘My absolute favourite part of the grounds is coming up next,’ he confides as we leave the folly. ‘The orangery. It’s Georgian, too, but Walter—that’s the eighth duke—completely overhauled the heating system.’

My completely inappropriate thought as he says this is that there was a truly excellent sex scene in the duke’s orangery in Grosvenor.

Not helpful, Ivy. Not helpful at all.

Flustered, I turn back to look at the house behind us. It’s glowing golden in the sunlight. I can’t process how beautiful it is. I’m sure it’s lovely even on a cloudy day, with all those romantic turrets and dizzyingly steep roofs, but today it’s like the sun is a slimy estate agent, throwing every trick he has in his book at the place to make me fall hopelessly in love with it.

We pass another smaller but equally golden house in the distance, its front visible between two copses of trees. It’s a Jane Austen fantasy come to life: perfectly symmetrical, with a pillared porch and huge windows.

‘Ooh,’ I say. ‘What’s that? It’s so pretty.’ Pretty is an understatement. It makes my heart ache with longing.

‘That’s the dower house. It predates the main house by a good hundred and fifty years.’

‘It’s perfect.’

‘In theory,’ he says slowly, as if he’s choosing his words, ‘Ma will move in there when Pa passes and I inherit the title. Not that I’d ever move her on, of course, but I suspect she’ll insist when I’m married. It’s the done thing not to crowd the newlyweds.’

He finishes with an awkward little laugh, but I’m reeling. Could he have packed any more downers into a couple of sentences? Here I was, simply enjoying the sight of a pretty house, and he has to remind me that his dad is dying, his mum will be widowed just like Dawn, he’s fucking well getting married, and not only that but his mum will move out so he and his bride can fuck like rabbits all over Belvedere.

Oh, fucking hell.

The orangery comes into sight, hitting me like a football in the gut. It’s aesthetically perfect, a long, low building in the same golden stone. Across the front runs a line of identical full-length Georgian windows with domed tops. There are stone urns along the flat roof—again, all identical. The overall effect is simply gorgeous, and the great riot of ancient, gnarled wisteria branches between the windows makes me wonder how incredible they must look in spring when they bloom into every shade of purple.

It’s a far cry from the Harrow Road, and it makes me realise what an utter pleasure it is being here and being exposed to such relentless gorgeousness. Nothing about my daily life is aesthetic in the slightest, and here I am, soaking up marvel after marvel. It’s making me all dreamy. It’s so indulgent. Instead of the usual shit, my mind is full of fern sketches, and sunlight turning stone to gold, and how colourful the plumes of the poor, trapped exotic birds of long ago must have been.

The creative overload has me turning into a whole different person.

Until Xavier brings me swiftly back to reality, that is.

‘So.’ He pulls one huge glass door open and gestures for me to step through. ‘You wanted to chat about Flora?’


CHAPTER 17
Ivy



Awall of hot air hits me as soon as I walk through the door to the orangery. It’s balmy outside, but this place is warm. At the same time, a flash of annoyance flares inside me at Xavier’s words. The fact that he’s been charming and informative and perfect for the past half an hour adds heat to the irritation, as does the innocent tone of voice.

You wanted to talk about my sister? About the beautiful young woman I’m cockblocking by pouring truckloads of purity culture bullshit into her ear and putting the fear of God into her?

I spin around to face him. ‘Damn right I want to talk to you about Flora.’

He shuts the door carefully behind him. On his face is an expression of alarm, but he keeps his voice polite when he speaks. ‘Of course. What’s wrong? Is she okay?’

I suck in a sharp breath through my nose, nostrils flaring, as I try to organise my outrage at what she told me last week into something involving actual words. I’ve been fuming since our first day together, I really have, and I’ve given him a piece of my mind a hundred times in my head, only now I don’t know what to say. I glance around, vaguely registering how gorgeous it is in here, with its stone floor and wide stone shelves, urns on plinths between each window, and beautiful plants.

Holy crap, those are actual lemons.

No wonder they have to keep it so bloody tropical in here.

‘Hang on.’ I hold up a finger before stripping off Flora’s sweater. I’m going to overheat in a minute if I don’t. I tug it over my head just in time to see his eyes going straight to my tits in my little tank top before he remembers himself and looks away. It should irritate me, but it… doesn’t.

I place the sweater on one of the stone ledges, away from the potted plants. I’ll just come out with it. ‘I want to talk to you about your sister’s sex life.’

His eyes actually bulge. ‘I beg your pardon? What sex life?’

‘Exactly!’ I throw my hands up in the air and back away from him. ‘She has no fucking sex life because you and your brother have been feeding her bullshit about “predators” and scaring the living daylights out of her!’

‘Now, hang on a second.’ He takes a step closer. ‘That’s preposterous. Of course she has to be careful of predators. She’s a beautiful and extremely wealthy young woman. You have no idea how vulnerable she⁠—’

I put my hand out. ‘Don’t even go there. She is not vulnerable. She is inexperienced. That’s a big difference. She’s relatively unsafe in the dating world because you and Benedict the Walking Penis have refused to cut her any slack to get to know the ways of the world. Dating’s just like taking public transport—there are no shortcuts. People have to learn for themselves how to do it. Although the fact that she’d never taken the fucking Tube before last week makes my point for me very bloody nicely.’

‘We’re her brothers! Of course we’re not going to help her launch herself on the dating market!’

‘Yes, because this is not Grosvenor, and it’s not like you have to escort her when she makes her debut into society.’

He opens his mouth to say something, and I realise that of course these old-fashioned weirdos still do the debutant thing. I roll my eyes but press on. I have no intention of letting him speak—I’m too furious. ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake,’ I continue. ‘But anyway, you don’t have to actively hinder her! Unless you inbred patriarchs still operate on the basis that you all go to whores like me to pop your cherries while you expect your women to keep themselves pure and completely fucking clueless, is that it?’

His mouth is opening and closing like a goldfish, colour rising along his cheekbones. ‘Of course not. Don’t be ridiculous.’

‘You may think I’m being ridiculous, but I know for a fact that your sister’s a virgin and your brother fucks everything in Alchemy with a pulse, so tell me my theory isn’t sound.’

‘No, you listen to me.’ He steps right up to me. Clearly, the combination of heat and moral outrage is getting to him too, because he yanks his gilet off and chucks it onto the ledge with far less care than I took with Flora’s sweater. It lands on top of some potted geraniums. Tut-tut. Bad Xavier. I cross my arms under my tits and his gaze snags on them again. Too bad he’s an uptight prick and will never know the transcendental pleasure of an Ivy Cooper tit wank.

‘Flora is very innocent,’ he snaps. ‘She’s been at an all-girls’ school her entire life.’ I roll my eyes because of course she has. ‘She is an adult, and she’s perfectly entitled to make her own choices in life, as long as those choices are responsible. All Ben and I have done is advise her to take her time and use her judgement.’

‘Listen to yourself! You pompous fucking prick. She’s entitled to make all her own choices, even if they’re irresponsible. Even if you don’t like them. She’s nineteen. She’s supposed to be letting rip and having fun!’

I look him up and down, disgust and something else making my stomach flip as I take in the anger on his face and the heat in those moss-green eyes. Riling him is so fucking gratifying on so many levels.

‘You know what makes me sick?’ I continue. I’m on a roll now. I want to rile him. Want to taunt him, to shock him out of his revolting self-satisfaction. ‘The gaslighting. If you’d said to her, Flora, we’re here to support you and your life choices even though we’re really fucking terrified because you’re our little sister, that would be one thing. But you haven’t, have you? No, you’ve invented all these bogeymen so that she becomes her own biggest cockblocker, and that’s seriously clever, and seriously disgusting.’ I purse my lips to underline said disgust, and tighten my arms for good measure, pushing my tits up.

‘They’re not bogeymen!’ He’s full-on shouting now, and he’s stepped right up into my face. ‘They’re fucking real! Any single night of the week, she could walk into a club and get roofied. Or she could get wined and dined by a seeming perfect gentleman who’s only pursuing her for her title. Literally everyone is a threat!’

‘That’s offensive to your sister. You’re assuming guys won’t go for her just because she’s stunning and smart and entertaining. And you’re assuming that she’s naïve enough to allow herself to get ensnared by some dickhead with the wrong motives. Well, let me tell you something. Every single woman is at risk of something like that, and if you weren’t engaged, you’d be at risk of gold-diggers too, I’m sure.

‘How does your brother handle the hangers-on? He sees them coming a mile off, because he’s been around the block enough to have sound judgement. Benedict is no pushover. And Flora won’t be either, if you let her have her fucking power, because she’ll learn on the job.’ I blow out a huge breath. ‘You’ve hired me to show her how to take the Tube, for fuck’s sake, but it seems I’ll need to teach her how to get laid safely, too.’

‘You’ll do no such thing.’ He jabs a finger in my face. His voice has gone low and scary. I may be furious, but he looks on the verge of a heart attack.

‘Somebody has to. She told me you said she should wait until she was in a relationship before she shagged someone because it would be more “meaningful”. What a crock of shit.’

‘It’s not a crock of shit. It’s true. Of course it will be more meaningful if she’s with someone who genuinely cares for her.’

‘It is precisely none of your fucking business how meaningful her first lay is, and it’s so fucking hypocritical, you patriarchal arsehole.’ God, I’m unleashed now. I can’t even imagine how quickly Gen or Maddy or any of the Alchemy women would rip this guy a new one if they were here.

I channel my Alchemy queens as I advocate for my new friend. ‘I’ve had more orgasms in a single night of being bent over at Alchemy than you and your posh pals could ever have dreamt of while wanking each other off under the covers at school when Matron wasn’t looking. Do you think any of them were “meaningful”? Do you think women only want “meaning” when they take a hot guy home to fuck him? Wrong, pal.’

His jaw has now dropped open, and he’s staring at me wordlessly like I’m the she-devil incarnate. I take advantage of his silence to vomit out the rest of my fury while I have the chance.

Now I jab him, and I don’t stop until my finger is pressing on the very firm flesh between his pecs. I can feel the heat of him through his shirt, and I swear it makes my heart bang even harder.

‘You want to know what I think?’ I whisper in my most sinister voice. ‘I think your brother is the worst kind of sexist hypocrite, presuming to tell a woman what she should and shouldn’t want, and I think you, my friend, are so fucking horrified by the idea of casual sex that you’re projecting onto your poor sister. You’re trying to keep her safe out in big, bad London, and you don’t even realise what you’re robbing her of because you don’t understand what she’s missing. How about that?’

That jolts him out of his stupor. His eyes are nearly all pupil now, and they look absolutely wild. ‘What did you say?’

‘You heard me. I had my tits out for you and your dick in my hand, and you bailed. You’re signing the rest of your life away for a woman you don’t love. I can only assume that it’s just not a big deal for you. But that still doesn’t give you the right to⁠—’

I don’t get to finish what I started to say, because he moves, quick as a flash, and grabs both my wrists, holding them in a vice and pulling me in as close to him as he can.

‘You think the idea of sex horrifies me?’

His voice is almost a snarl, and his face is so close to mine, and my pussy actually drips onto my knickers. It’s fucking shameful, but there it is. I don’t exactly have much choice here except to double down. ‘Yeah.’ I look him in the eye and tilt my chin up in defiance.

‘You think I bailed that night because I was scared.’

‘I think you were worried you wouldn’t be able to handle me, yeah, and—’ I let out a little squeak, because he pushes our bodies even more flush together, so that the sides of my fists are crushed against his pecs and his knuckles are now literally brushing my nipples, and it’s arousing to an extent that’s frankly embarrassing.

‘You thought I wouldn’t be able to handle you.’ He repeats my words back to me slowly like I’m a backward toddler. ‘Jesus fucking Christ, no good deed goes unpunished, does it? I was trying to be good. I was trying not to exploit you.’ He groans and lowers his forehead to mine. We’re both already slick with sweat, and I can smell him, and his scent is fucking gorgeous. Something like pine and firewood. Shower gel, maybe, or soap. I can’t get enough of it. ‘Do you know what I did as soon as I kicked you out that night?’

‘What?’ I’m breathing raggedly, and I hate myself, and I can’t bloody well help it. I roll my damp forehead against his.

‘I shot my load straight into a priceless antique chamber pot and imagined it was your tight little cunt.’

I moan, squeezing my thighs together as I press my hard, needy nipples harder against his knuckles. Holy fuck, that’s good.

With a stern look, he pulls back and releases my wrists. I’m about to weep with the frustration of it until he rakes my hair back from my face, pulling it into a ponytail and wrapping it around one fist.

I think I’m going to come or faint.

Not sure which.

‘Do you know why I act like a protective arsehole towards my sister, Ivy?’

‘No.’ I whisper it. I try to shake my head, but his grip on my hair is too strong.

He uses my hair as a rein to tilt my head to one side and lowers his lips to my neck, whispering against my skin. ‘Because I know exactly what men like me are capable of when they’re pushed too far.’

His words are ominous, filthy, somehow, and I squeeze my thighs together more tightly. ‘Oh my God,’ I mutter to myself, but it seems he hears me.

‘These fucking nipples of yours. I’ve been dreaming about your tits. Dreaming about your mouth, you know that? Do you want me to show you how categorically not horrified I am by casual sex?’

I grab at the sides of his shirt with both hands, noting the hard slabs of his obliques as I do, and pull him in closer so I can feel his hardness against me. ‘Yes. Yes. Please.’

‘I’m not sure you deserve it. You just accused me of a lot of very, very nasty things, you know.’

‘I’m sorry.’ I twist my head further away, trying to press my neck towards his mouth. His stubble grazes my jaw as I do. ‘I’ll do anything. Anything.’

‘You told me I couldn’t handle you.’ He grinds against me, and holy mother of God, I’m so close. ‘That was very, very rude. As was telling me how much you adore getting bent over by fuck knows who.’

‘I know. I’m sorry.’ I can barely form words. ‘I was trying to… goad you.’

He stills and chuckles softly against my neck. ‘Were you, now? And why was that?’

‘I wanted you to break,’ I mumble against the crisp cotton of his shirt. ‘You’re so fucking insufferable when you’re being all noble and self-controlled.’ I release his shirt with one hand and slide it between us, over his lovely, flat stomach.

His lips brush down my neck, and there’s a blissful, fleeting glimpse of tongue. My knickers are soaked and my nipples may rip two holes in my bra at this rate.

‘Now we’re getting somewhere, Ivy. Seeing as you have such a low opinion of my ability to know what women want, do you want me to tell you what I think you want?’

‘Yeah—yes.’

I stay frozen for a moment, my palm on his stomach, his mouth on my neck. He pauses, presumably deciding whether to put me out of my misery, and then he clamps his free hand to my arse, gluing me more fully against his monstrous boner.

‘I think you want me to show you just how well I can handle you.’


CHAPTER 18
Ivy



Taking whatever this is any further with this man is up there with the stupidest things I’ve ever done—and there have been a few—but I don’t care. Everything has been so shit lately, and I’ve felt so bloody lonely and overwhelmed and old before my time. But right now, the most gorgeous man I’ve ever seen has his boner pressed against my front and his lips pressed against my neck, and my blood is pumping with the arousal of us having wound each other up so savagely, and I basically could not give a flying fuck about anything that isn’t this or him.

None of it.

I’m done.

Yeah, it’s broad daylight, and we’re in a building that’s probably half glass, and it’s almost certain that he’s using me as some kind of quick, kinky, and totally inappropriate distraction from his own problems.

Once again, do I give a fuck?

I do not.

All there is is his scent, and the heat pumping off his body, and those hard muscles under my hands that make me wonder if he spends more time helping out Flora’s hot under-gardeners than he lets on. He may be a pompous dickhead, but he’s a hot pompous dickhead, and right now he’s the most intoxicating thing I’ve ever seen.

(I have a horrible feeling that he’d be the most intoxicating thing I’d ever seen even if I wasn’t in this particular state.)

‘You’re right,’ I gasp. I’d tell him the earth was flat if it got me laid right now. ‘Show me you can handle me.’

I force myself to pull away enough that I can see his face, and Jesus. If I had any doubts that he needed this as badly as I do, they’ve vanished into thin air with one glance at him. The expression in his eyes is downright dangerous. He looks like he’s been snorting lines. It gives me the courage to grit out, ‘If you bail like you did last time, I’ll fucking castrate you. I’m serious, Xav.’

It’s in the back of my mind that this is what might politely be called a double standard. That if a guy said that to any of us at Alchemy, if he tried to take away our right to quit at any moment in the proceedings, he’d be out on his ear. So I’m hoping Xavier takes it in the spirit in which it’s meant. You know, as a horny compliment instead of a blatant sign that I’m a sex offender.

His filthy grin tells me he does. He slides a hand through my hair and around my neck. ‘I wouldn’t be capable of walking away even if I wanted to,’ he tells me, and then he’s dipping his head and claiming my mouth and holy mother of Jesus, there is nothing else that matters in this life aside from his mouth dragging over mine and his tongue, hot and wet, demanding entry.

Holy fuck, he does not mess around.

‘Xav now, is it?’ he mutters into my mouth before his tongue finds mine and winds tautly around it in a way that makes me want it between my legs now. I grumble something garbled that’s supposed to be shut up, and he chuckles softly while continuing to kiss me, which is far more attractive than I’d like it to be.

The kiss escalates quickly. I pull his hair (obnoxiously soft) and grab at every muscle I can (obnoxiously hard) and push up against his dick (which I already know is obnoxiously, excellently big). Either we’ve both made up our minds, or we’re both terrified of the other changing their mind, but we’re most definitely on the same, very smutty page.

I’m used to getting it on with guys in Alchemy’s Playroom, a place where everyone’s a sure thing. I didn’t think this would happen with Xavier, I really didn’t, and the sheer, unexpected joy of it has me giddy. I want to climb him as if he’s the very tall palm tree in the middle of the orangery. I want my hands on every part of him all at once. I want every appendage he has to offer inside my body right now.

And the best bit?

He seems to feel the same way.

Next thing I know, he’s yanking the straps of my tank and my bra down over my shoulders. He tries and fails to get my bra unhooked without breaking our kiss and then, with a frustrated grunt, just shoves everything straight down around my waist. The shock of him baring me like this, in broad daylight, no permission asked and none required, has me gasping into his mouth.

(Okay, so maybe it’s more of a moan. Or a whimper.)

He pulls away, eyes wild, mouth swollen, hair mussed, as he takes in my tits. ‘And to think I was worried I’d imagined you,’ he says roughly. To his credit, he looks back up at my face as he says it. ‘I could never, ever have imagined all this.’

Then he’s on me again, hauling me closer, taking great, greedy handfuls of one boob as he fists my hair once more and kisses me as if the world is ending. He’s so much less circumspect than I thought he would be. Less apologetic, less polite. This exceptionally well-bred man is kneading my boob in full daylight, taking and taking as if it’s his birthright. As if I’m his birthright. As if disrobing common young ladies in not-so-secret corners of his estate is par for the course.

As if I’m fair game.

My pussy, which has been quietly throbbing throughout our verbal foreplay, leaks again as he pinches my nipple and rubs it hard between his thumb and forefinger. He’s not even doing it for me. I can tell. He’s doing it for himself. He’s acting in that blind, fevered way guys do when they’re getting lost in you.

He stops our kiss so he can crouch and take my nipple in his mouth instead, kissing and sucking and licking with deep pulls that echo through my entire body before switching to the other one. His mouth, his hands, are all over me, and I stare down at the top of his dark head, clawing at his lovely soft hair as he goes to town on my tits.

We’re both making a lot of noise: little cries from me every time he sucks, and low, male grunts of appreciation from him, and my God, I’ve done some seriously kinky things in my life, but standing under a spotlight made of sunshine as a divine aristocrat suckles on my boobs and dust motes swirl prettily around this great, gorgeous space might just be the most arousing moment of my life.

‘I’m too close,’ I warn him, because I don’t want to come like this. It’s too much of a bypass. I want actual clit action when I come, not just the crappy friction of me squeezing my thighs together.

He pops off my boob and gazes up at me, his hands still banding my rib cage in a way that makes me feel like his most prized possession. His lower lip is all wet, and I can’t help but drag my finger over it.

‘That’s what I call a high-quality problem,’ he says, and next thing I know, he’s straightening up and marching me backwards until my thighs hit the stone ledge. He makes quick work of my clothes, unzipping my jeans and shoving them, my pants, my bra and tank down until everything is pooling around my ankles. ‘Sit.’

I do, yelping a bit as my arse hits cool stone. In a flash, he’s kneeling at my feet, tugging off my trainers and socks and then everything else until I’m stark, bollock naked in front of him.

Now, I’m a girl who has very few inhibitions, clearly, but it feels so—I dunno—brazen for him to be stripping me in broad daylight surrounded by tropical plants, you know? And I think the same thought strikes him because he gets to his feet with that dangerous look on his face and in his eyes again, taking me in, in all my bare glory. I plant my hands behind me and lean back a little, tossing my head so my hair falls back over my shoulders and swinging my legs.

I love that he’s taken all my clothes off and that he’s still fully dressed.

I love that the huge tent in the front of his jeans looks like the Rock of Gibraltar.

I love that he seems to have recovered from all his moralistic bullshit last time over my Alchemy status.

Who knew the only thing I had to do to get him to stop clutching his pearls was to offer myself up for free?

‘Show me.’ He nods at my lap area. ‘Show me what I walked away from that night. I want to see every fucking inch of you.’

A slow smile breaks over my face at his demand. He wants seduction? He’s come to the right girl, that’s for sure. The difference is that I want to perform for him. I suspect he despises himself for going after a trashy little ex-sex worker almost as much as he resents me for being one, but this is not about me making a client happy. It’s not about going through the motions, putting on a coquettish little performance, because I want some guy to feel like he’s got his money’s worth.

I’m not sure why, but I want Xavier to want me more than he’s ever wanted anyone in his overprivileged life. He thinks he’s calling the shots here, and in a way he is, but it’s suddenly massively important to me that he is totally bewitched. Completely entranced. I don’t like how needy, how desperate I feel for him right now. I don’t like it at all.

And I’m fucked if I’m going to let him get away with being any less ensnared than I am.

I lick my bottom lip slowly, as if I’m considering it, before moving one leg and then the other until they’re as wide as I can get them in this position. I lean back even further, legs all the way open for him, my feet dangling and my tits and bits on full display.

And I watch him to see what he makes of it.

Of me.


CHAPTER 19
Xavier



There’s a moment where I’m frozen, gazing at the vision that is Ivy, splayed out for me, wonderfully, perfectly naked, the sunlight creating a halo around all that gorgeous hair. She is so spectacular, such a visual feast, that I don’t know where to begin. I’m reminded that I felt the same way that night, that the sight of her eyes and her mouth and her breasts had me reeling, wanting to lick and suck and fuck like a madman, to fall upon her in a frenzy and simply feast.

She is, I think, the most beautiful sight I’ve ever seen in any context. If she were mine, and if it were remotely acceptable to do so, I’d fill every inch of my home with nudes of her. I’d celebrate this incandescence. Immortalise it.

But she’s not, and it’s not.

A large part of my conflict last time was the unbearable thought that she might be faking it. Going through the motions because that’s what she was being paid to do. And while I can conjure up a million other reasons why I should feel conflicted, I don’t. My need is too great. Too blind.

Besides, she’s just told me she needs to come, and I can see the evidence all too clearly: the delicate pink petals of her bare cunt impossibly slick with arousal.

What the lady needs, I will give her.

‘I thought you were tempting in the dark, but Jesus.’ I step between her legs and run my palms down her front, toying with her hard little nipples. It has me recalling how they snagged on her bodice when I was trying to get her dressed and out of that room and away from me that evening.

‘I’m not going to last,’ she warns, voice breathy, head falling back.

‘Let’s see about that.’ I give her nipples a twist that has her crying out again. It’s more savage than I intended, but she seems to like it. I’m not clear what it is about this woman’s body that makes me want to rough her up and worship her simultaneously. Perhaps it’s the knowledge, sour and dark and strangely alluring, that she used to do this for a living. That she let God knows how many men use her beautiful body however they wanted. That she took their money and rolled over for them. The thought of it spikes my heart rate even as self-disgust roils in my stomach.

I slide two fingers over her clit. It’s slippery as fuck, and she whimpers again. These noises she’s making are breaking my brain and will most likely break my cock, too.

‘Come here. Take me out.’ I grab at the back of her neck as she sits up, my hand fisting all that glorious hair as I bend and seal my mouth over hers again, her lips plush and perfect against mine and her little tongue eager as she fumbles blindly with my belt buckle. My fingers circle her clit once more before gliding through silken flesh to find her entrance. Her legs may be wide open, but this angle is deep, and the fit as I crook my fingers to follow her velvety channel is unthinkably tight.

This is me feeling her from the inside for the first time, and it has my entire body prickling with sweat. The sweet little noises she’s making as she gets my belt unbuckled and my trousers undone tell me she’s as affected as I am. Her movements are jerky, desperate, hungry, and the knowledge, as she bares me and wraps her little hand around the hot, aching bar of my cock, that she’s doing this because she wants to, has me unleashed.

There’s no diabolical brother of mine in this scenario, here in this pool of autumnal sunlight, commissioning her, promising her performance-related bonuses. There’s only me and her and a chemistry so powerful that I’d be a fool not to take her enthusiasm in this moment at face value. Certainly, I’ve fallen prey to endless gold-diggers and star fuckers before, but given the open contempt in which Ivy seems to hold large parts of my character, I’ll choose to accept that her actions here are as genuine, as guileless, as everything else she says and does.

That she may be drawn to me despite her obvious anger with me moments ago is a heady, infernal thought that only stokes the flames of my desire more. After all, our little spat just now was the most entertaining foreplay I’ve enjoyed in a long time.

But here we are, my fingers crooking viciously inside a cunt that feels every bit as perfect as I dreamt it would be, and hers squeezing my cock, dragging angrily over it, and it strikes me that our quarrel isn’t over, not by a long shot. Our emotions have simply taken flight, morphed into a more material version of themselves.

That she’s still pissed off is clear from her grip, from the aggressive strokes she gives my dick, strokes so greedy and brutal that my blood is boiling and my head is spinning and my dick is throbbing.

She still wants to win this fight.

We’ll see about that.

With difficulty, I pry her fingers off me and pull away so I can slide down her glorious body and get to my knees. Why it bothers me quite so much that she accused me of being essentially sexless, I’m unclear. I’m far more clear on the extent to which I want to show her how wrong she is about that. About me. I’ll be damned if either of us ends this exquisite little interlude with any fucking doubts about the other’s desire.

From my position on my knees, I glance up at her. She’s staring down at me, eyes bright and mouth wet, hair everywhere, her tits heavy and nipples puckered and stomach flat and the space between her legs every bit as pink, as sumptuous, as my fantasies promised me. But it’s the expression on her face that gives me pause: hunger, and disbelief, and that wretched guilelessness again.

I can’t bear to think how many times she’s had to perform for men in the past.

That fucking ends here, because the raw need, the acute vulnerability, on her face is the most intoxicating thing she could give me. Yes, I want to win this spat.

But I want to win it by giving her every single thing she needs in this moment.

Gently, I pry the lips of her flawless pussy open as I reach up with my free hand, my fingers skittering along her jaw, over her breast, down the satin skin of her stomach.

‘Like I said. A million times more beautiful in the sunlight. Now, lean back for me, sweetheart. How do you want this?’

‘Hard.’ She sighs out the word as she lowers herself back onto her elbows. ‘Fast.’

I smile to myself. I want it hard and fast too, just as I want to spend a hundred years tasting her. I make a fleeting promise to continue this tonight, on a bed. This won’t be nearly enough. But, as I said, what the lady wants, the lady gets.

‘Done.’ Finally, finally, I slide my fingers snugly back inside her, where they belong, and dip my head to sample her most intimate delights.

She’s nectar. Dear, sweet Jesus. She’s sweet and musky, her arousal coating my tongue as I roll it around her swollen clit and scissor my fingers inside her. This is an act of service—I want to make her feel like nothing else on earth will do except for my mouth on her cunt—but fuck, if it doesn’t feel like the most despicably selfish act a man can perform. I lick her. I suck on the glossy little berry so engorged with blood that it tells me how badly she wants this. I fuck her with my fingers as I explore her most secret crests and valleys.

And, as I do, she responds with such blessed zeal that I marvel at her existence, at the fucked-up comedy of errors that brought me to my knees in front of her. She hooks her feet up on my shoulders, and I wonder at how impossibly snug the fit is. She shoves her pussy into my face. A fleeting glance upwards shows me that she’s thrown her head back. She’s taking everything I’m giving her, taking it with abandon, with unabashed wantonness, gobbling it up, revelling in it, her cries the most beguiling aria and this ancient orangery a glass-and-sandstone cathedral to her pleasure.

‘God, Xav,’ she babbles. ‘Oh my God. I’m so close. I need it—harder. Harder, please.’

I grunt my approval of her demands against her clit and double down on my efforts, my fingers jabbing cruelly and my lips, my tongue, moving over her flesh as lavishly as possible. Precum drips freely from my poor, weeping cock as it yearns to be inside her. Again, that’s something for tonight, when I have condoms to hand.

Her comment about the orgasm counts she’s had while being bent over at Alchemy washes over me again in a wave of rage and disgust and white-hot jealousy, but Lord, is it as galvanising as it is unwelcome. Because this moment is about Ivy, about showing her how inebriating she is, about making this body of hers sing. Those jackasses may have had their fill of her then, but they sure as fuck can’t get anywhere near her now. She’s here, and she’s mine, and I’m damned if I’ll leave a single drop of her pleasure on the table.

Besides, I need to hear her come. I need to feel it for myself. I need to know what it’s like to be the man for whom she lets herself fall apart.

My tongue, my fingers, my mouth: I employ every tool I have to shower her with sensation. Her cries grow desperate, her impending climax echoing around the vast space, her moans and my fevered grunts ricocheting off every hard surface. She’s trembling, shaking, her inner walls a quivering vice around my fingers, her clit impossibly ripe—the most delicious fruit on which I’ve ever gorged myself.

And with an agonised cry she ignites: a great, violent, thrashing thing of an orgasm that wracks her body and soaks my fingers and has me wanting to keep my nose and mouth buried between her legs until the final Judgment Day comes, because I am fucking lost to it.

To her.

As soon as I’m satisfied that I’ve wrung every last drop of pleasure from her body, I scramble to my feet to survey my handiwork.

And there she is.

Her gaze is shell-shocked. Mascara runs down her cheeks. Angry flushes stain her cheeks, her neck, her chest. She looks like she’s been stampeded by an entire fucking army. If this is how she is after just my mouth and hands, then I’m a foolish, foolish man, because it’s entirely likely I will not survive anything more than this.

I step further between her legs and wrap my fingers around my dick, my grip as hard as the touch of my other hand is gentle when I wipe the tears from her cheeks. ‘Do me a favour.’ My voice comes out hoarse with desire. ‘Stay exactly like that. I don’t have a condom, so I’ll need to come on your tits.’

Her mouth curves into a slow smile. ‘Finally, he makes use of them.’

‘Damn right.’

‘Pearls are my favourite type of necklace.’

I’m ashamed to say it takes a moment for her meaning to make itself clear. ‘Dirty fucking girl. Little beauty.’

We both glance down at my dick, its crown angry and purple and bulging in my iron grip, still leaking precum. She winces slightly as she moves her weight onto one elbow and, with one hand outstretched, runs a finger through the droplets of moisture. I suck in a ragged breath through my teeth at her touch and watch in disbelief as she smears it over her lips before licking them.

‘Mmm. Let me help.’

I am not a man in a position to argue as she reaches for my dick, so I release it and allow her to wrap her hand around it once again. Fuck me, that feels so much better. I could do with some lube, but this won’t take long. Not with how worked up I already am, and not with the sight of her orgasm-flushed face and body, her teeth sinking into her bottom lip as she touches me, and certainly not from the sensation of her soft fingers milking my dick with strokes so expert that I absolutely don’t want to think about how and when she’s honed those skills.

My gaze flits from her face to her tits to the mess between her still-spread legs to her hand on my dick. The arousal courses through my entire body, astonishing waves of pleasure both at the sensation of it and at the delight of having this beautiful, naked woman toss me off. She is, hands down, the best porn I’ve ever, ever seen.

It’s over too soon. Of course it is. I’m fucking helpless in the face of this sexual onslaught. My climax is a savage fireball, gathering heat and mass as it rips through my belly, down my spine, squeezing my balls until they’re drawn right up and sending electric shocks down my dick.

‘Fuck, Ivy. Fuck. I’m going to—’ I choke out the words as I wrap my hand around hers in a panic so I can ensure I aim for her tits and not her face. Her pleased smile is enough to send me careening over the edge as I surrender to the almighty energy inside me, releasing it in thick white ropes. Oh Jesus fuck, I’ve hit her tits. Oh God. Her stomach—and—fuck, my cum is coating her nipples, dripping off them, and I’ve never seen such a perfect fucking sight in my life.

I shudder and shudder as I come violently within our joint hands, over and over until she’s covered in me, sleekly glistening in the sunlight, and I will wank off to this vision for the rest of my wretched days.

I know I will.


CHAPTER 20
Ivy



We can’t stop laughing as we put ourselves back together—rather, as Xavier puts us both back together. It’s the relief of those orgasms, I think, but it’s probably also the high of realising just how fucking reckless that was and just how fully we’ve got away with our little stunt.

What the hell were we thinking? This place is literally all glass.

He kissed me long and hard after he came, his cum dripping off my boobs and trickling down my stomach. Now he’s casting around for something to wipe me clean with.

‘My tank top?’ I point at it, entangled with my bra on the flagstones a few feet away.

‘We can do better than that. No need to sacrifice your top.’ He smirks as he toes off his loafers and shoves his jeans and boxer briefs all the way off. His shirttails mean I don’t get a full look at him, but I like what I can see: the toned bulk of his thighs; athletic calves; the still-tanned skin with its fine dusting of dark hair. I imagine that hair covering his pecs, too, and tapering down over his stomach.

I need to get this guy fully naked at the next possible opportunity—this much is clear.

Next thing I know, he’s cleaning me up with a pair of soft black Calvins, amusement written all over his face as he swipes at my boobs. ‘Fuck, there’s a lot. Sorry.’

‘Don’t be sorry,’ I tell him, arching backwards as he swipes cum from my belly. ‘You owed me from last time, after all.’

His smile turns sheepish as he glances up at me from under his dark eyelashes. ‘I’ve been getting myself off so often to those memories that you’d think I’d wanked myself dry.’

I press my lips together, but I can’t hide my smile. With guys like this, you never quite know. There’s a level of entitlement among posh blokes that can make them very wham, bam, thank you, ma’am in their approach. They’re buggering off as soon as they’ve shot their load. So his little admission is reassuring, especially coming post-climax rather than in the moment.

When we’re dressed and looking less like we’ve both just enjoyed the mother of all orgasms, he gestures around awkwardly.

‘So, um, this is the orangery.’

‘Yeah. I gathered. Pretty.’

‘It is. Dates back to the Georgian period. Walter left it alone, thank God.’

‘Good solid stone ledges.’ I wring my hands, and he shoots me a devilish grin.

‘Very good. Very fit for purpose.’

‘And it’s nice and warm.’

‘Indeed. The marvels of Victorian engineering. We can thank Walter for installing that system. The air comes up through those grates. Helpful for growing lemons and getting beautiful young women naked.’

I smirk at him. Dear God, the way he’s looking at me is astounding. He’s supposed to look at me like that before he gets his rocks off, not after.

‘Anyway.’ He clears his throat. ‘We should probably get you all set up for some painting. Establish your alibi for the afternoon and whatnot.’

‘Shit. Yeah. Good point. Though we were pretty efficient with our time, I’d say.’

‘Far too efficient.’ He casts a dark look my way as he strides to open the door for me. ‘Something I plan to rectify later.’
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I’m not proud of what I do next, nor am I sure it’s completely my fault. Xavier takes my hand as he leads me away from the orangery and back towards the main house. It’s unnecessarily chivalrous, as if I’m some fragile Victorian flower and not modern-day Ivy Cooper of the Harrow Road, tough enough that he hired me to teach his sister the way of the world, but it’s also seriously lovely, especially after I let him get me naked and make me come.

I’m feeling a bit raw, you see. A bit vulnerable. At Alchemy, I’ve always been able to handle myself. It was all transactional. This couldn’t have been more different, and it happened so quickly that I didn’t have time to put my armour on and become Alchemy Ivy. I was just Ivy, naked and moaning as a swoony almost-duke ate me in the grounds of his magical almost-palace.

And then he takes my hand and starts talking about ‘later’, all of which makes me seriously discombobulated, and all of which has me fantasising, as I hold his hand and we wander back in the direction of the lake and the main house, that this isn’t a crazy, once-in-a-lifetime gift of a moment but instead—and this is the embarrassing bit—real life.

Imagine it, my evil little brain whispers. I’ve always been wildly creative, but there are times that it’s downright unhelpful, and this is definitely one of them. You’re strolling around the grounds of your majestic home, where around every corner lies a view so beautiful it makes your heart ache. And holding your hand is a duke so handsome he belongs in a fairytale, and he keeps looking over at you as if you’re so beautiful you make his heart ache.

You’ll head back to the lake, where he’ll set you up with an easel and paints and canvases, because the light is perfect, and he knows this is where you’re happiest. Besides, you’ve nowhere else to be. Nothing else to do but paint, and bathe in the beauty of your estate that goes on in every direction as far as the eye can see, and know that later there’ll be a lovely dinner, and maybe a tryst in the conservatory on the pretext of looking at ferns together, and then bed with your adoring duke, where neither of you sleep for a very long time, because why the hell would you?

And you’ll wake up and do the exact same thing tomorrow.

It’s dangerous, this train of thought. Dangerous because every part of my chimp brain is clinging to its addictive fantasies. Dangerous because I pride myself on my resilience, and the absolute biggest threat to resilience is false hope. The quality of your existence doesn’t come down to what life throws at you but your ability to roll with the punches and get back up on your feet. I don’t have much, but I do have my ability to do that, and some days that’s all that stands between me and total defeat. I have a very sick stepmother and two young, sweet, and totally fucking useless half-sisters, bless them. I need to keep my feet on the ground and my head out of the clouds. That means enjoying this lovely weekend, with its eye porn and orgasms and general indulgence, for what it is.

Because come Sunday afternoon, real life starts again, and it will take no prisoners.
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It turns out even my fantasy of what it would feel like to sit by the lake and paint with a mug of tea and a KitKat was pathetic, utterly crap, compared to the reality of it. When we get back around to the far side of the lake, the side that faces the gorgeous front of the house, I see that someone has set up two folding chairs complete with fluffy blankets, a huge, freestanding white parasol with dangly fringing, and a small pair of trestle legs as well as my easel. The old toolbox of Dad’s that I use to transport my oils and palette knives is there too, as are my canvases. Within moments of us rocking up, a butler emerges from the house and makes his way across the lawn carrying a huge silver tea tray that he sets on the trestle legs. No KitKats in sight; instead a silver tea service complete with an actual strainer and a little silver cake stand with an indecent amount of tiny cakes and biscuits.

I actually feel like Marie Antoinette, and while it’s the least helpful thing for helping me root myself back in reality, it’s all so bloody pretty and decorative and over the top that I swoon despite myself.

‘Fancy some company while you set up?’ Xavier asks. He’s dismissed the butler and is busying himself with the tea, opening the lid of the teapot to check the strength before laying the strainer over one of the cups and pouring. I notice there are two cups.

‘Is that your way of saying you quite fancy some of those cakes?’

‘Absolutely.’

‘Then yes please, if you don’t have anywhere else to be.’

He stretches, and I can’t help but enjoy the obvious strength of his body, his muscles flexing under his shirt as he does. Blokes are always so unselfconscious when they stretch, aren’t they?

‘There’s nowhere else I’d rather be, let’s put it that way. Say when.’ He pours milk into my cup from an adorable little silver jug.

‘When. Thanks.’

His lack of pretence is astounding. Every time I’ve met him up until now, including that first night at his party, he’s been so awkward. So obviously horrified by the challenge of what to say and how to act. Fast forward past one—very abundant—pearl necklace, and he’s open. Holding my hand. Saying he doesn’t want to be anywhere else. It’s lovely, and it’s confusing, and it makes my whole throat and chest area feel all warm and gooey. Maybe I’m overthinking it. Maybe he’s still in his post-orgasmic haze and he’s into me because he knows he’ll get more later.

After all, while this entire weekend is a fantasy come to life on every level for me, I’m just an easy little distraction from his nearly perfect reality.

‘This view is so beautiful,’ I say as he collapses into the chair beside mine. ‘I’ve wanted to paint it since the moment I saw it.’

‘Not sure if you’re aware’—he crosses one ankle over its opposite knee and swipes a tiny lemon tart from the cake stand—‘that that’s what the house is named for. The name Belvedere comes from the Italian—bel, for beauty, and vedere, to look. To look upon beauty, I suppose. Obviously, the line of sight from here is stunning, but the current house was expressly designed and positioned to optimise the view running due west across the lake, especially in the afternoon. That yellow drawing room upstairs, where I now know my brother hid you lot ahead of the party, has the best views.’

‘Ohh.’ It makes sense. I recall the sunlight streaming through that room, the astonishing view across golden water and backlit oaks when I gazed out of the windows. ‘Was it called Belvedere before this one was built?’

‘It was. Long story short, the Earls of Oxford have been on this land in some form since the twelfth century. The title died out in the early seventeenth century, although the female bloodline continued. The de Veres were staunch supporters of Charles II, so he not only reinstated the entire thing but made one of my ancestors a duke during the Restoration, and we’ve flourished from there. I believe the estate has been known as Belvedere since we were earls, but Walter had a strong opinion that the new house should earn its name and then some.’

‘Walter was a busy bee,’ I observe as I take a lovely plump cookie from the plate. I wish I could dunk it into my tea, but even I’m not crass enough to do that here, in front of a guy like Xavier.

He laughs. ‘He was. Not sure where he got his energy from. He was definitely a man with a fire in his belly, you know? He had such a clear vision, and it propelled him relentlessly forward. But I’m grateful, because it’s given us all this.’

‘Yeah.’ I sit back and survey the house. The sun is getting lower in the sky, and it’s like a blowtorch, setting fire to the entire thing. The windows shine like mirrors; the stone glows golden. It makes me itch to take out a pencil. Not sure I’ll get much actual painting done this afternoon, but I can start to block out the composition. ‘I think it’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen in my whole life. I can’t stop staring at it.’

‘I know how you feel,’ Xavier says from beside me. His tone sounds casual, but when I turn my head to look at him, he’s staring straight at me. My lips part, and he blinks, looking hurriedly down at my biscuit. ‘You should definitely dunk that. They’re so good when they’ve softened.’


CHAPTER 21
Ivy



Even if the day was mild, the evening is chilly, and I’m grateful for the fire burning in the bloody enormous fireplace at one end of the sitting room—sorry, drawing room—where we’re assembling for drinks.

I’m almost as grateful for the fire as I am for the fact that the duchess has gone out to some horsey gathering, so it’s just the four of us tonight: Xavier, Benedict, Flora and me. It feels kind of like we’re playing house—the kids home alone among the priceless treasures. (Yes, the Constable and the Gainsborough are right there, which makes it even more surreal.)

Benedict has told us all that drinks are at six thirty sharp. When I come down, having showered Xavier’s cum off my tits and dressed myself in Flora’s fancy black-and-red Rixo dress and still reeling a bit from having been put in that bedroom for the weekend, Benedict is already down here, mixing cocktails at the impressive cocktail trolley thingy—bar cart?—in one corner. I jump on his suggestion of a champagne cocktail, telling myself to drink it slowly as I watch him make it. From the looks of it, this guy is pretty lethal when it comes to his pours.

Flora is completely oblivious, of course, to the fact that Benedict and I have common ground. (Just as she’s oblivious to the new common ground I have with her other brother.) So I quite enjoy my quick, illicit chat with him as we sip our drinks. It feels naughty to be discussing Alchemy here, in this beautiful room with its dark green silk-covered walls and its incredible paintings and views through the French doors out to the lake, which is dimly lit in a purple dusk.

I bet it’s the kind of room that’s equally beautiful in every season. I’d love to see it in the summer months, when those doors are open and you can wander outside with a glass of wine.

‘So, you missing being a sinner every night?’ he enquires, beckoning me over to the fireplace. I follow his lead and plump my arse down on one side of the huge, leather-covered surround. It’s amazingly warm.

I glance over to the door to make sure his innocent little sister isn’t incoming. I’m still pissed off with both brothers for being such hypocritical cockblockers, but my orgasm has clearly softened the edges of my rage. I’ll keep working on Flora’s sexual liberation myself, no doubt about it.

Telling Benedict that I miss sinning a lot less than I did about four hours ago is not an option, so I give him a version of the truth. ‘I don’t really miss the sinning, but I do miss the place. I miss my friends, and I miss the vibe, you know?’ He doesn’t need to know how far removed the quiet luxury of Alchemy is from my daily grind, even if spending time with Flora—here and in London—makes up for it.

He makes a sympathetic face. ‘Yeah. It’s a good gang. The founders are top-notch.’

‘Have you been there recently?’ I ask slyly.

‘That depends.’

‘On what?’

‘On whether you’d consider last night recent.’

I laugh, and he looks me over appraisingly.

‘You’re ravishing tonight. My brother is a stupid arsehole. What his problem is, I don’t fucking know.’

Your brother actually came to his senses in quite spectacular style this afternoon in your architecturally important orangery.

I give him a little smile. ‘He didn’t want to exploit me. Didn’t want you pimping me out. It’s kind of sweet.’

‘Yes, well, no good deed goes unpunished and all that. Still, I expect no one’s suffering more than him. Blue balls are the worst. Taking the high road is always very overrated.’

I grin to myself as I sip my yummy drink in its crystal flute. I suspect Benedict is a far more decent bloke than he lets on.

And he definitely doesn’t need to worry about his brother’s balls.

Not with me around.
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XAVIER

In another, parallel existence, where I can enjoy the trappings of this gilded cage without any of the accompanying responsibilities, the svelte, stunning woman sitting by the fireplace with my brother belongs here. She has a place in this world, a place in my life. She’s not an outsider. She’s welcome here; she’s firmly within the fold.

In this existence, Ivy is none of those things.

But she’s here now.

She confided earlier, as we sat by the lake, that my sister had lent her a dress for tonight. She was worried, she said, about being ‘up to scratch’. As I look at her now, I know two things to be true.

One: she needn’t have worried, because she looks perfectly wonderful.

And two: no matter if Flora had foisted couture upon her for the evening, she would never, ever be accepted by most of the individuals in my world.

This afternoon was a perfect slice of heaven: almost as perfect, in an entirely different way, as our stolen moments in the orangery. I watched Ivy sketch out the composition of our ancestral home with a skill, an assuredness, that was wondrous to behold as we chatted inconsequentially about the estate and its idiosyncrasies.

Obviously, I’m no stranger to people gushing over Belvedere. It is widely considered to be one of the prettiest and most whimsical great estates in England, after all, its Gallic-style origins rendering it more fairytale in style than many of its stouter English peers.

There’s something about Ivy’s appreciation of my beloved home, however, that resonates deeply, that touches something inside me. It’s less that she’s impressed by it as a status symbol and more that she feels its beauty viscerally. Whenever my fiancée is here, I sense her lens of proprietorship. It’s not greed; it’s more that sense of stewardship, of responsibility, for which I am grateful.

But Ivy seems enchanted by everything I’ve shown her. The estate seems to garner in her some deep sense of joy. It’s moved her to capture it on canvas, and I can’t help but suspect that Walter and Alice de Vere would have approved of her reaction, even if they’d been uniformly horrified by her on every other front.

I slosh some champagne into a flute and make my way across the room towards her and my dastardly brother. I’m freshly showered and dressed, as Ma would expect, in a burgundy smoking jacket and black trousers.

I just wish I hadn’t had to wash the scent of Ivy’s arousal off my face.

My plan is to get her to myself before my sister comes down and commandeers her. She’ll have her all through dinner, after all.

I clear my throat as I come to a stop before the fireplace. ‘Ivy, I wondered if you might like to see Alice de Vere’s gardening diaries before dinner?’

Before she can answer, my arsehole brother throws his head back and laughs. ‘Jesus Christ, you have precisely zero chat. No, poor old Ivy does not want to be subjected to some ghastly old diaries.’

Ivy shoots him daggers and stands up. ‘I’d love to. I’ve been looking forward to this since you mentioned them.’

I smirk at Ben and usher Ivy towards the library, a hand lightly at the small of her back. It’s a large room at the back of the house, and she halts right inside the double doors, gasping as she looks around her.

‘Holy fuck, Dawn would die if she could see this.’

‘Who’s Dawn?’

‘My stepmum.’ She looks up at me with a small, tight smile. ‘She used to be a librarian.’

This is the first kernel of information Ivy has shared with me regarding her family. She’s in my home, and yet I know next to nothing about her.

‘Retired, is she?’ I ask carefully.

She turns away from me, taking in the room. ‘Yeah. Exactly.’

I’m ashamed to say that, somewhere deep inside me, a new line item is recorded on the small mental ledger I keep regarding Ivy’s character and general respectability. Her stepmother is a retired librarian. That sounds fairly honourable. I shake myself. My brother is right: I’m a ghastly snob.

‘This is one of my favourite rooms in the house,’ I tell her now. ‘As a boy, I’d do my homework in here every day. Ben hates it. I remain unconvinced that he’s not a secret illiterate.’

‘I would have done a lot more homework if I’d had a place like this to do it,’ she murmurs, setting her drink down upon the large wooden table at which said homework was completed and drifting over to the glass-fronted bookshelves on the lower level.

I take her in as she does. Flora’s dress fits her like a glove, except around the chest area, which looks… tight. It features red roses on black silk, with several panels of small white polka dots, also on black, the construction and placement of which I don’t pretend to understand, but they fucking work. The neckline is edged with black lace, and her breasts are, as indeed they were earlier, magnificent.

‘You’re beautiful.’

It comes out louder than I intended, but it’s true, nevertheless.

‘Thank you.’ She falters, looking back at me over her shoulder, and there’s something about the arc of her body as she does that moves me, makes me want to fall at her feet and take her up against those bookshelves all at the same time.

‘The, um, diaries are over there.’ I point to the far side. ‘I don’t want to monopolise you, but we could take some through to the conservatory, if you like?’
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The conservatory is, as I hoped, a tranquil oasis at this time of night. Really, it’s a glass-heavy corner of the main house, but there’s something about the lack of light and the damp earthiness of its majestic ferns in one’s nostrils that grounds. Soothes. Through the windows, the aviary is splendidly lit, glowing green and gold against the darkness. I’m not really planning to steer Ivy through the painful and laborious process of matching Alice de Vere’s fern sketches to the species we have in situ. I simply thought it would be more atmospheric to leaf through the diaries in here. I thought it might inspire her further.

Judging by the rapture on her face, I was correct.

‘It’s so beautiful,’ she breathes, turning slowly in a circle to take the room in. It is, I admit, a simply lovely room, its shape a perfect quarter circle, the exterior, window-lined wall fully curved. The walls and floor and flower beds are all limestone, lending it a pale serenity that offsets the chaotic fronds of the plants themselves. The ceiling, which is a quarter of a dome, is almost entirely glass, and, in a nod to the Victorian era of the room’s conception, a heavy cream velvet curtain with silk fringing hangs across the entrance to the room.

‘It’s very peaceful,’ I agree. ‘A very special place.’

‘It smells amazing.’ She sniffs hard, running her slender fingers lightly through the fronds of one of the nearest ferns, and I have the new and unwelcome sensation of being jealous of a plant.

‘Here.’ I sit myself down on the wide limestone ledge surrounding one bed and pull on the leather tie fastening the edge of one diary. To my immense gratification, Ivy comes to sit next to me. The ferns may smell divine, but they have nothing on the scent of her. I shut my eyes briefly as I pass her the diary. ‘Take a look for yourself.’

Head bowed, she pores over the pages and, as I often do, I marvel at the thin, silken threads of history, of continuity, and the extraordinary ways in which they wind through our lives.

One and a half centuries ago, Alice de Vere sat in this room, painstakingly recording her most prized ferns frond by frond with paper and ink. She noted every single way in which she cultivated them. She recorded their food. Their light. Their water. She preserved their habits, their idiosyncrasies, for the generations of de Veres who would inherit them.

In a few short months, my betrothed, Selena Wentworth, will assume responsibility for these diaries. She will care for them and preserve them for our heirs, just as assiduously as Alice did their subject matter, but she may never love them. She may never feel the awe, the wonder, that I feel as she gazes on them.

And now, a golden-haired woman of common birth sits next to me, incandescent in her beauty, her fingers trembling as she turns the pages of Alice’s life’s work, making tiny noises of surprise and delight as she uncovers each exquisite sketch, and it makes my breath catch in my throat.

It makes me wonder if these golden threads that weave through time and space, binding us together, have any fucking clue what on earth kind of pattern they’re trying to render, anyway.

I watch her in profile. Watch the delicate tilt of her nose and chin, the lustrous gleam of her hair and eyes, the ripeness of her lips as she reads the occasional passage. ‘Do you like them?’

She doesn’t look at me. Doesn’t answer immediately. Instead, she bows her head lower, presses her fingers reverently to a blank space on the old paper. ‘It makes my heart hurt a bit,’ she whispers, ‘that someone cared this much. That someone put this much love into something.’

I stare down at her, at the diary in her lap and the slim contours of her hands and at the dainty bone structure of her wrists. ‘I know exactly what you mean. It always makes me feel that way, too.’

She smiles a little. ‘Listen to this. Polystichum setiferum’—she stumbles on the Latin—‘the soft shield fern. Cook insists on feeding it weekly doses of cold tea, claiming the leaves grow more lustrous with each cup. I suspect she simply cannot bear to waste a drop, but the results are undeniable. Note: Lady Cavendish’s fern has never recovered from her housekeeper’s attempts at brandy feeding. Some indulgences are best kept to humans. That’s incredible!’ She glances up at me, her face shining, and it’s so infectious that I smile back.

‘I totally agree, but I thought I was the weird nerd.’

‘I’m definitely a nerd too. I was crap at school, but I could geek out for hours on shit like this.’

‘Look at us, poring over fern diaries on a Friday evening. My brother will have a field day. We’re basically Walter and Alice.’ The words sound almost reckless to my own ears.

She folds the diary carefully closed and cocks her head at me, as if she’s giving my throwaway comment real consideration. ‘You might be Walter, but I would never have been Alice. You know that. If anything, I would have been the maid.’

She’s still smiling, but it’s a wistful sort of smile, and I suppose she’s right. A century or two ago, our class differences would have been even more pronounced. Even more divisive. I purse my lips in reluctant agreement, and she leans in more closely, her voice dropping to a whisper.

‘I would have snuck into your grand bedchamber every morning to light your fire so you didn’t have to freeze your posh, aristocratic arse off when you got dressed.’

That makes me grin. ‘Sounds good to me.’

‘Yeah. And you would have totally abused your power and made me suck your cock, and I would have loved every fucking minute of it.’

My entire body goes stock still, right as a toxic concoction of horror and disgust and arousal charges through my veins. I stare at her, at the plush little mouth at the centre of the degrading Molotov cocktail of a fantasy she’s just chucked at me in the most cavalier non sequitur I could imagine.

‘Jesus, Ivy!’

It’s all I’m capable of, but I believe it reflects every bit of my inner turmoil. Who the fuck is this woman next to me, a woman who let me strip her naked earlier in what is essentially a glass edifice and is now tossing out sexual grenades with casual disregard for common decency? Can she really be as liberated as she purports to be? Can sex, in all its guises, truly be as natural to her as breathing?

Or is she still somehow enchained in the Stockholm syndrome of her servitude to a sex club? Does she still, in some unfathomable way, believe herself in servitude, and what does that make me? A guy who preys upon the lack of value she places upon her own body, except that this time I’m not even bothering to pay for the privilege?

That feeling is back: that sense of vulnerability, of fragility, that I got from Ivy even as she bared her breasts for me in the lilac room. And with it, the equally fervent sense that it’s my duty to save her, somehow, or at the very least, put a firm end to this cycle of her being exploited.

This mental and emotional epiphany coincides with my dick stiffening at her words, at the picture she’s painted so rashly, and a wave of self-loathing washes over me.

Her face falls. ‘I thought you’d be into it.’

‘I’m not into anything that involves exploiting you,’ I lie sternly.

She actually laughs. ‘Xav. We’ve been through this. Women are allowed to enjoy sex. Shagging us doesn’t mean exploiting us. Believe me, if I got you to myself later, I’d exploit every last bone in your body. And, like I said, I’d love every minute.’

She glances pointedly down at my crotch, and the self-loathing ebbs away with the frothy edges of something that feels a lot like relief.

‘I don’t want the dynamic to be… uneven,’ I murmur, conscious that our faces are drawing closer even as I protest.

‘Well, I fucking do. You’re not the only one who needs reassurance, you know. You walked away, remember, when my mouth was this close to your dick.’ She holds her thumb and forefinger up, about an inch apart. As if I in any way needed a reminder of what unthinkable pleasure I declined.

She can’t possibly be in any doubt, after this afternoon, as to how much I desire her. And as the mental scales tip from respecting her to showing her how badly I want her, I close the gap between us. ‘I want your mouth on my dick,’ I growl against her soft lips. ‘More than anything. I just didn’t want you being paid to do it—I couldn’t stand it.’

Ivy is pure pleasure in a world of duty. Of obligation. Certainly, her form of pleasure is ill-advised, to say the least, but my willpower has snapped. My mental fortitude has gone up in smoke, and the responsibilities of my existence lie in tatters.

I couldn’t deny myself this indulgence, even if my future title depended on it.

I kiss her hard, clawing at her hair, taking great big handfuls of the silky mass as I slide my lips against hers and claim her mouth with my tongue. It’s another test, another way of ensuring that she really wants this. And, as she mewls into my mouth and grinds her tits against me, I grow pretty fucking confident that she’s passed with flying colours.

I break the kiss, breathing hard. ‘Expect me in your room later, then.’

‘You going to feed me a giant wedge of ducal dick?’ she asks, and I chuckle despite myself. She is unbelievable.

‘Maybe.’ I draw away, just enough so I can watch her face. ‘But mainly because I can’t have you under my roof and not spend the night with you. It’s unconscionable.’


CHAPTER 22
Ivy



It’s been five hours, and I can still feel the imprint of Xavier’s mouth against mine after I dropped my kinky blowjob bombshell into our civilised and very nerdy chat. I can still feel the force with which he grabbed me, how hard he kissed me, his lips seeking mine, his tongue driving into my mouth.

He kissed me ardently.

That’s definitely a word I can thank Dawn for. After all, she got me into Pride and Prejudice when I was thirteen or fourteen, and I haven’t been the same since. I may have had three marriage proposals during my time at Alchemy, but I’m still waiting for someone to tell me how ardently they admire and love me. Until I get the real thing and not some rambling declaration of love from a sex-drunk finance bro, I think I’ll hold out.

An ardent kiss from a handsome duke-in-waiting, though, goes a long way towards boosting a girl’s esteem.

I’m not sure how it can be like this with Xavier. Not sure how we go from fighting to almost fucking, or from drooling over Victorian fern sketches to drooling into each other’s actual mouths. He’s quaint and uptight and old before his time, and he’s adoring and filthy and insatiable, and it’s the weirdest mix, but I love every fucking second of it, and I have no idea how I’ve managed to bear the entirety of dinner and after-dinner drinks, even if Flora and Benedict were on absolutely hilarious form.

Xav’s smouldering, I would fuck you on this very table given half a chance looks across the dining table definitely helped. I’ll admit that much.

It’s weird being back in this room. The lilac bedroom. (So fancy for a room to have a name.) Not that it should be weird being back in here. It’s not like much happened last time, except for a bit of smouldering and then a lot of awkwardness. And it’s such a pretty room. The walls are lined with lilac silk—the knobbly kind. Raw silk? There are a lot of lilac flourishes, including the infamous chamber pot, which is standing under one of the bedside tables and which made me laugh when I spotted it. Even the towels in the very luxurious bathroom have lilac sprigs embroidered on them.

While we were at dinner, someone came in to turn down the bed and draw the curtains, but I’ve opened them again because the view is too pretty. The grounds are pitch black except for various features that are picked out with strategic lighting. No endless junk lighting like in London. Here I can see a mass of stars in the inky sky. My room is at the back of the house and overlooks a gorgeous oak tree. It’s illuminated by a few lights sunk into the grass around it, and it looks like it belongs in a fairytale. I reckon it would take three or four people joining hands to reach around its trunk. It must be hundreds of years old.

It reminds me of The Faraway Tree, a series I loved when I was a little girl. Usually, I’d look at a tree like that and wish that I could climb up into its branches and whisk myself away to a magic land, but not tonight.

Tonight I’m staying right where I am, thank you very much.

Finally, there’s a knock on the door. I’m still staring out at my tree. Yes, I’ve decided it’s mine. I’ve brushed my teeth but stayed dressed. ‘Come in,’ I call.

The door opens, and I turn. It’s him, and he’s still fully dressed, too, and I can’t help my smile, because this guy is so bloody ravishing.

‘Wow,’ he says, pushing the door shut behind him. ‘Déjà vu. You were standing like that when I first saw you that night.’

He’s right. I was, only that night the lawn was all lit up with fairy lights and paper lanterns, and I was watching his posh friends live it up in fancy dress with the total lack of fucks that only the upper classes have to give.

‘I hope that’s where the similarities end,’ I tease, walking towards him, enjoying the way his eyes wander over my body.

‘I bloody well hope so.’ He strides forward to meet me, sliding an arm around my waist and tugging me right up against him. His mouth finds mine immediately, and the relief of it is staggering. No glasshouses this time; no stolen kisses in conservatories. We’re in an actual bedroom, and the door is shut, and we’re totally alone. The tour Flora gave me earlier showed me that this room is right down the other end of the house from the family’s suites of rooms.

Hopefully, nobody will hear me scream.

Xavier may have the tendency to be awkward as fuck, but I have to give him credit: when he’s in, he’s in. His mouth is hot on mine, his tongue pushing and demanding and entangling. His hands are everywhere: grabbing my hair and sliding over my back and kneading my arse. I’m doing much the same, groping and tugging, anything to get closer to him. Anything.

I could kiss him forever. I can’t get enough of how he smells. Tastes. Can’t get enough of the way he grips my waist and fondles my bottom and rakes through my hair, as if he’s never felt anything lovelier. And when he breaks the kiss, it’s with a sense of awe on his face that he gazes down at me, brushing his thumb over my bottom lip.

‘The hours I’ve spent thinking about this mouth of yours. The things I’ve done to it in my dreams.’

I smile up at him mischievously. ‘Does it haunt you that you didn’t let me suck you off?’

‘Every minute of every hour.’ He strokes my cheek. ‘But I still stand by my decision.’

He’s so sweet. So chivalrous. Now I know he’s a sure thing, I can be more generous in how I judge his having walked away that night. ‘I’ve heard things tend to work out pretty well for guys who respect women.’

‘Do they? I’d like to know more about that.’ He grins down at me, and my stomach flip-flops.

‘How about I show you?’ I reach down and find his belt buckle. I don’t know why, but I suddenly feel a bit shy. Not nervous—I’ve blown so many guys that giving head is second nature—but more aware. As if this is important. And it is important, I tell myself, because even though Xavier is engaged to someone else and this thing between us is just a matter of working through some serious chemistry, it’s the first time I’ve done any of this outside of Alchemy for a long time. Sure, we properly went for it earlier in the orangery, but that was in the heat of the moment.

This is deliberate.

And besides, I can’t wait to suck his dick. Can’t wait to taste him.

He goes stiff, but in a really good way, like he can’t actually believe this is happening. ‘Are you sure?’

It’s on the tip of my tongue to say I’ve been sure since the first time I saw you, but I don’t want to mention that night again. I don’t want to remind him that I was basically being paid that first time. So instead I say, ‘I’ve been wanting to do this all afternoon.’

His face softens. He wants this, and he’s actually going to let himself have it. ‘You know,’ he murmurs, ‘I can’t stop thinking about that dratted fantasy. Thought about it all through supper.’

I giggle. ‘The poor little maid and the horny, dastardly duke?’

A look of pain crosses his face. ‘The very one.’

‘You were so much less moral a couple of centuries ago, and it was hot.’ I get his belt buckle and top button undone and go for his fly.

‘What the hell made you come up with it?’ he asks, his voice strained as I shove his trousers down.

‘I’ve been imagining your bedroom these past few weeks and wondering how grand it was. I imagined a big room with a huge four-poster and a fireplace—all moody and masculine, like Dominic’s in Grosvenor, where he deflowered Georgiana on their wedding night? Anyway, I was thinking about you tossing and turning, all tormented and sexually frustrated, and then me creeping in there to light your fire each morning.’

Softly, I palm him through his boxer briefs. He’s semi-hard, and he stirs against my hand. God, his dick is so fucking big. I really hope he knows how to use it. ‘You’d wake up hard,’ I whisper, ‘and there’d I be, setting your fire, quiet as could be, minding my own business, and you’d just snap.’

He presses his lips together and makes a noise that sounds a lot like conflict to me. His beautiful green eyes burn into mine while, against my palm, his cock thickens.

‘What would I do then?’ he manages.

I’ve thought about this far too much recently. ‘You’d leap out of bed. Naked, obviously, and rock fucking hard. You’d grab my arm and haul me to my feet, and then you’d start kneading my tits. You wouldn’t be able to help yourself. You’ve been thinking about me, you see, though you wouldn’t realise it till now, because it’s not the done thing to fuck the help. Or maybe it is.’ I shrug again.

‘Like this?’ His voice is downright gruff as he places his palms over my boobs and begins to knead them, his fingers rubbing at my nipples, chafing them.

I let out a little moan, because that feels fucking amazing, and my little fantasy is gaining ground now. ‘Yeah. Exactly. And I’d be so shocked, and ashamed… but I’d love it, and then I’d feel even more ashamed.’

He drops his forehead to the top of my head. ‘Would you be wet?’

‘Fuck yeah.’ I stroke him through his boxer briefs. ‘And then you’d be completely overcome, and you’d shove me to my knees and make me suck your cock before you bent me over the bed and fucked me to finish yourself off.’

He groans. ‘Jesus Christ. And you’re telling me you’d like that?’

‘I’d love it.’ My voice is breathy with desire. Imaginary Past Xavier and real Present Xavier have me squirming. ‘Let me show you. Push me to my knees.’

He hesitates against me with his nose buried in my hair and his hands on my tits and his cock flexing against my fingers.

‘I’ll say stop if I change my mind. I promise. You don’t need to worry about a thing here. I want this so badly, I’m telling you.’ My voice turns cajoling. I will do and say anything to get him to surrender on this front. I have a safe word from Alchemy, but I have no intention of bringing that into this bedroom. I know with every bit of the gut instinct I’ve honed over the years that stop is enough for Xavier, all on its own.

He pinches my nipples more harshly through the fabric of my dress, and a fresh wave of arousal courses over me. ‘Go on, then. On your knees.’ With that, he releases my boobs and grips my upper arms hard, shoving me down.

Yesssss.


CHAPTER 23
Xavier



Here we are again.

Back in this bedroom, Ivy on her knees in front of me, tugging at my boxer briefs to wrangle them over my now-painful erection. A few weeks ago, we were both in period costume, yet my modern-day principles wouldn’t permit me to take advantage of the unthinkable pleasures she was offering.

Tonight, we’re both in modern dress, neither of us in any doubt as to how much the other wants this. And yet her lurid fantasy has put a kinky spin on what should be the straightforward matter of continuing where we left off earlier, in the orangery.

Perhaps it’s deliberate. Perhaps she’s trying to get me out of my own head. It’s working, I think. That conflict I felt earlier between wanting to worship Ivy and violate every inch of her beautiful body is back, dark and ominous. If she’s giving me permission to cast my niceties aside and yield to those darker urges, then God knows I’ll take it.

She wraps her fingers around my dick.

‘Wait. Get your tits out.’ I want every bit of the depravity she served up for me last time and more. And if I was indeed deflowering my lovely little maid, then I would sure as fuck demand even more.

Her face lights up, and she leans backward, releasing my dick so she can make quick work of the little buttons down the front of the dress, shoving it off her shoulders and extracting her arms so it pools around her waist. Her black lace bra comes off next, and I exhale harshly at the sight of her, bare-breasted and kneeling and incandescent.

‘Beautiful. Now suck it.’

The moment that her little pink tongue swipes over my sensitive crown, cutting through the precum beading there, I practically catapult myself onto the ceiling in pleasure. I still don’t know what I’m doing with Ivy, but this is a moment I will never forget.

And fuck is she good. She gets to work, licking and sucking, cupping my balls and grabbing at my arse, running her tongue up the underside of my dick and teasing the frenulum with fluttering licks. I permit myself to rake my fingers through her hair, clawing it back from her face and fisting it in my hand so I can watch the show.

I absolutely do not want to think about what has made her so exquisitely skilled on this front. I simply want to stare as her lips slide slickly over my dick and her cheeks flush with exertion, as tears prick her eyes each time she takes me right to the back of her mouth, as her breasts jiggle, as she coats my shaft with the glisten of her saliva. It’s as much of a visual feast as it is a sensual one. Not only is the feel of her soft, wet mouth and tongue and warm fingers working me beyond compare, but it’s that it’s her.

The woman who’s transfixed me.

That Ivy is kneeling before me, servicing me in this filthy, intimate way, is what makes everything about this almost too pleasurable, too erotic, to bear. The maid-slash-duke thing is a turn-on—it’s unleashed me from my normal etiquette-bound existence—but honestly, I will take her in any fucking guise in which she wants to present herself.

She reaches up with the hand not wrapped around my dick and pinches her nipple. Her eyes flutter closed, a little crease of pleasure appearing between her brows, and it’s too much. Her mouth is fucking amazing, but if this is having the same effect on her that it is on me, then I need to be inside her cunt, and now.

God knows I’ve waited long enough for it.

I tug on this bridle I’ve made of her hair. ‘Stop. Up.’

She pops off me and looks up, glassy-eyed, allowing me to haul her to her feet. I dive on her with hard, desperate kisses, tasting myself on her as I attempt to get her dress the rest of the way off with little to no decorum. ‘I need to fuck you now,’ I mumble into her mouth. ‘Need to be inside that cunt.’

‘God yeah.’ She wrestles blindly with my shirt as I push her dress and thong over the perfect swell of her arse. Neither of us wants to break this kiss, and what follows is a comedic romp of tugging and pushing and dragging, of panting and near-misses with balance as we both try our damnedest to get each other naked.

I’ve seen her bare, of course, earlier, and what a sight that was. But stripping her in here, knowing that I have the entire night to gorge myself on her slim, shapely body, is another feeling entirely.

Eventually, we’re both naked with no casualties, and I allow myself a moment to press the entire length of my body against her, my still-wet cock twitching between us as I fuck her mouth thoroughly with my tongue.

She told me that my entitled, immoral historic self would have bent her over the bed. It’s not the only time she’s alluded to how much she loves being bent over.

And what the lady wants, as before, she shall get.

I break away so I can swipe my trousers off the floor and extract the strip of condoms that I stuffed into the pocket after supper. When I look up, she’s eye-fucking me, hand on her hip and no suggestion of self-consciousness.

I really, really like how uninhibited she is. How comfortable she is with her body, her sexuality. I absolutely will not allow myself to think about how repressed the woman I will spend the rest of my life with will be.

All the more reason to make some white-hot memories with Ivy.

I rip the foil off a condom as I saunter towards her, challenge, I hope, in my eyes. Her eyes flicker to my erection and back to my face. The chances of my disgracing myself here are high, but surely no man would be able to acquit himself with honours when Ivy has let him inside her mouth and is about to let him inside that little cunt, with whose plush tightness I’m all too familiar?

‘Grab onto the post,’ I tell her with a jerk of my head towards the nearest part of this oak four-poster. ‘Bend over and hold on tight. I’ll need full access to you.’ Her lips part, curving into a smile, and I understand that I’ve surprised her.

Good.

Watching Ivy grab the ancient, carved post and hinge elegantly at the waist until she’s bent at a full ninety degrees is a sight I know I’ll treasure on my deathbed. Her skin is pale, her figure willowy, except for those tits, which now hang, full and heavy. Her arms are outstretched and braced for impact, her movements fluid to an extent that makes me wonder if she’s been a dancer at some point.

Having her available to me like this is nothing short of astounding. I roll the condom on with as much haste as a man whose heirs must absolutely be legitimate can risk and stroll around her until I come to stand right behind her legs.

Fucking hell.

My hands trembling with longing, I reach forward until they’re bracketing her rib cage. I’m not the only one on the brink here; her heart is thumping in its delicate chamber. I spend a long moment cupping her tits, weighing them in my hands, before I smooth them down her sides, my fingers splayed, wondering at the impossible softness of her skin, the fragility of her bone structure.

‘You are the most beautiful woman I have ever, ever seen,’ I tell her. Her response is a choked noise, her head bowing lower, all that golden hair covering her face.

I caress the tiny dip of her waist, the soft globes of her arse, before finally, finally, letting myself seek out that hot, wet place that my mouth and fingers got to know earlier. Fuck me, she’s slippery as fuck, and aroused as hell, if the way she moans when my fingers brush against her wetness is anything to go by.

I sink to my knees. Just a taste, just for a moment, before I give my cock what it so desperately desires and bury myself inside her.

‘My ancestor would have done this.’ Abruptly, I part her flesh, marvelling at the delicate pink petals, at the sweet, musky scent pumping off her. ‘He would have prised you open and taken whatever he wanted once he had you ensnared.’

‘Oh God,’ is all she can manage as I drive forward and bestow a lavish lick upwards from her clit. ‘Fuck. Yes he would.’

She was remarkably eloquent when she was articulating her little fantasy a short while ago. That I’ve reduced her to single syllables is beyond gratifying. On every level, having her bent over and spread open and braced for my onslaught is a form of arousal so intoxicating that my head is spinning. There’s just her, and the nectar of her cunt, and the sound of her whimpers, and the vibrations of her trembling legs as I shove my shoulders against them—and, of course, the endless throbbing of my cock. It’s the last, as well as the speed with which Ivy’s cries are increasing in intensity, that has me scrabbling to my feet.

‘He’d take you hard and fast.’

I notch my crown firmly against her opening.

‘It would be for him. For his needs.’

I jam the first inch or so in, and she gasps.

‘He wouldn’t give a flying fuck if his innocent little maid came or not. You’re just a set of holes, warm and convenient. So stand still and hold on tight. You’d better fucking make this good for me.’

I have no idea where this stream of base, demeaning filth is coming from. The Xavier who would never speak, and has never spoken to, a woman this way is gone, in his place a predator, a marauder, his sole focus to bury himself balls-deep in this beautiful woman and take every last ounce of satisfaction he can wring from her body. That said, the way Ivy is carrying on, moaning and writhing and pushing back onto my dick, is the absolute confirmation I need that there is more than one of us in this pleasure party.

My fingers digging into her hips, I push inside her in a single, brutal thrust, watching with savage glee as my dick disappears between her cheeks. Her shuddery cry echoes around the room as I bottom out in her, blowing out a breath in an attempt to pace myself, because this vice she has me in is a molten nirvana, an inferno that makes me think we should all be sinners.

I drag out and slam back in, eliciting another moan of approval. Her responsiveness, the advanced state of her arousal, acts like a red rag to a bull. The more I go for it, it seems, the more she likes it. The more brutal my thrusts, the more they’re hitting the mark.

‘Give it to me as hard as you want,’ she shudders out. ‘The harder you go, the harder I’ll come. Just use the fuck out of me.’

I let out a harsh laugh at that, because I didn’t think she could get any lovelier, but she’s proving me wrong at every turn. And so I go for it. I thrust harder; I let myself grab at her breast and pull on her nipple until she’s shrieking; I white-knuckle her hip as I pound into her over and over with grunts that sound barely human, and all the time she holds on for dear life, her arms locked and back arched and head bowed, and God, the way she’s taking it makes me wonder what else she’d let me do to her. What other infernal depths we could plumb in ways that I’ve never even let myself envision.

I’m lost to sensation, a slave to both my own need and to Ivy’s cries, her exhortations. I couldn’t stop if I tried. I have all the control of one who’s freewheeling his bike down a hill. My only concern in this fog of ecstasy is whether I can hold out until she breaks, because this is⁠—

She comes. Oh my Lord, does she come. Every single internal muscle she has clenches around my dick, over and over, as she cries her way through an orgasm that seems every bit as violent as the way I’m fucking her. Oh, thank Christ. I sink my teeth into my bottom lip as I work the breast still in my hand and fuck her as hard as I can through her climax. This halo of pleasure is otherworldly good, my orgasm locked and loaded and⁠—

‘Coming. Fuck.’ My body releases, and my soul sails through the air as the earthly version of me goes rigid inside Ivy’s still-fluttering pussy. My climax rips through me like fire through an oxygen chamber, shattering me into a state that can surely only be explained by quantum physics. As my drives slow, I shudder out a laugh, a what the fuck did we just do energy combining with my euphoria.

Ivy joins in with a shattered-sounding giggle. ‘Fuck me.’

‘Literally. Hang on a sec, sweetheart.’ With difficulty, I manage to withdraw, and she winces. ‘Sorry. Don’t move a muscle.’

I roll the condom off and knot it before chucking it on the rug. I have higher priorities right now than disposing of it properly. I band my arms around her and turn her, gathering her up in a floppy, post-orgasmic bundle. Her hair is all over the place. I brush it back from her face and gaze down at her as I hold her upright. I suspect she’d collapse into a heap on the floor if I wasn’t holding her up. ‘How you feeling?’

‘Like I just got launched into space.’

She yawns, and I hold her more tightly, brushing my lips over her hair. ‘Yeah. Same. In a really good way.’

She wraps her arms around me, her little hands smoothing up my back as she buries her face in my chest. ‘Are you going back to your room?’

It sounds cavalier, yet I detect a note of vulnerability.

‘Not on your life. I told you, it’s unthinkable that you’re under my roof and not with me. Come on, let’s get you into bed.’


CHAPTER 24
Ivy



Ihaven’t felt this safe in a long time. Not in the years since Dad died, and definitely not since Dawn’s dementia gathered pace. It’s not easy to feel safe when you’re responsible for everyone else, and it’s even harder when your flimsy front door opens directly onto the dodgy Harrow Road. Bill may have added a couple of big deadlocks, but still, it always feels like an unconvincing barrier between me and the twins and the real world outside.

There was none of that last night. Knowing that the girls were (hopefully) safe, if not comfortable, in their tents helped, of course, as did knowing that Dawn was in the hands of professionals. But I suspect it was more to do with the atomic bomb of an orgasm Xavier delivered and even more to do with the fact that he held me pretty much all night.

It’s been a few years since I spent the night with a guy. I’m used to lying in bed alone with all those anxious, spiralling voices in my head getting louder and louder and only my secret song to comfort me. Because I’m so bloody busy during the day, the loneliness is far, far worse at night.

I don’t like being on my own. I don’t like feeling isolated. I’m not afraid of hard work—far from it—but it helps to know we have a bit of a support network around us, I suppose. Bill and Jan. Our neighbour, Anne. The twins’ form teacher, Miss Grey, who’s been fantastic at keeping an eye on their wellbeing.

But, at the end of the day, I can’t overly rely on these good people. I’m a grown-up, and I have to pull my finger out and get on with it and stand on my own two feet like a big girl.

None of my problems have gone away. Oh no, they’ll all be waiting for me tomorrow evening when I get back to London. But for now, they feel a bit fainter. More distant. The here and now is this beautiful man and this actual four-poster bed and this idyllic stately home that’s the ultimate hideaway. The ultimate escape from real life.

More to the point, Xavier is everything I didn’t know I’d been missing. On the odd occasion, one of the twins has snuck into bed with me, but they’re more likely to squeeze into each other’s beds than go to anyone else for comfort, even me. So I’ve missed actual human body warmth, and it turns out I’d totally forgotten how incredible it feels.

It feels particularly incredible when the person in your bed is a gorgeous hunk of manhood with smooth skin, and soft body hair, and sculpted muscles, and a scent that makes you want to snort him like a line of coke.

I woke up a couple of times in the night and mainly marvelled at the sensation of lying there in his arms. At the simple pleasure of skin on skin. At the joy of feeling the rhythmical rise and fall of his chest behind me. Usually, when I wake up at three a.m., it’s with my heart racing and thoughts spiralling into outright catastrophe.

It’s absolutely not with my brain feeling all dreamy and swoony and cosy.

‘What would you like to do today?’ he asks me from the next pillow. ‘It’s a gorgeous morning.’ We’ve just had slow, deep morning sex so intense that he has my bite marks in his shoulder to prove it, and his postcoital grin is lazy and mischievous.

He looks exactly how I feel: blissed out and thoroughly fucked.

I smile back at him, stretching under the covers like a happy little kitten. The fact that I have fuck all chores to do today is insane in itself. No panicked dashes to Sports Direct because the girls are transitioning to hockey on Monday and forgot to tell me that they need mouth guards and shin pads and the rest of it. No arguments over homework. No squeezing in extra morning shifts at the caff while the twins sleep. No visits to Dawn.

Okay, so the last one gives me a twinge of guilt, but the point is that I am officially obligation-free in the most beautiful place on earth, and that’s a pretty big win.

(As is the fact that I started my day with a most excellent orgasm.)

‘I dunno.’ I stroke my fingers over his very nice pec. ‘Whatever Flora wants, I suppose. What do you recommend?’

He shrugs. ‘The world is our oyster. We could go for a nice walk and find a pub lunch—the pub a couple of villages away is known for its pies. Go for a drive. See more of the estate—we’ve got an indoor pool in the old tithe barn if you fancy a swim. You could keep going with your painting. Find a sunny corner and curl up with a book. Whatever you like, really.’

I feel like he’s talking dirty to me. This is my new kink, having a gorgeous, naked man whisper phrases like pub lunch and curl up with a book. I want to do all of it. Every single thing. I feel like crying at the thought that this day won’t last forever, that I’ll have to choose between all these fancy, rich-girl indulgences. I want to wallow in this idyllic corner of England and never, ever leave. I never want to see needles or used condoms or human shit on the pavement again. I want to pretend places as skanky as the Harrow Road don’t even exist.

I want to pretend the rest of the world doesn’t exist. Just for one more day and one more night.

‘Um, any of it. All of it. A walk and pub lunch sounds good? I don’t have wellies, though. And I think Flora mentioned going to the pub tonight, too.’

Flora more than mentioned it. She roped me in. She wants to go to some pub nearby—in the village that her family pretty much still owns, from the sounds of it—because it’s where the gardening staff hang out. I have no idea how she’ll pull off a flirtation with some hot under-gardeners if Xavier is hanging around, but we can cross that bridge when we come to it.

I’m sure I can distract him.

‘Bringing wellies to this place would be like bringing coals to Newcastle. We have dozens of pairs. And she’s probably talking about the Lamb and Staff. The pie pub is the Stonemason’s Arms. Different villages, different pubs. I’m confident we have the mettle to do both.’ He stretches contentedly, rolling onto his back and tucking his hand behind his head, and I wonder why I suddenly find a dark thatch of underarm hair so erotic.

‘I agree. I’m hardcore.’

‘Do you know what time you’re due to head off tomorrow?’ Xavier asks. ‘I could drive you both back, if you want. I’m happy to spend a night in London.’ He pauses and glances my way out of the corner of his eye. ‘I don’t know if you have any plans tomorrow night, but…’

He leaves it hanging, and I swear I feel a rip in my heart. This is so crazy. He’s engaged to some beautiful aristocrat, for fuck’s sake, and I have so much shit going on in my life that I may as well have RUN FOR YOUR LIFE tattooed across my forehead. This was supposed to be sex—scratching an itch—and it is. Xav and I have scratched some truly excellent itches in the past twenty-four hours.

But here he is, tactfully and charmingly suggesting we keep going with it, when taking ‘us’ out of this little rural bubble and transporting it back to London is categorically, one hundred percent impossible.

‘I’d love to,’ I say as gently as I can, because duh. Ain’t that the truth? ‘But I can’t. I have a… family commitment.’

He shakes his head quickly. Too quickly. ‘Not a problem. Don’t give it a second thought. I don’t know much about your family, except for your stepmother being a retired librarian. Want to tell me about them?’

When telling the truth is absolutely not on the cards, the only option is to give him another form of truth. ‘There is literally nothing I would rather talk about less right now than my family situation.’

That gets me a dry chuckle. He rolls towards me again. ‘Fair enough. Families are tricky.’

‘Yeah. Tell me about it. Your own situation seems pretty… messy? Or maybe it’s super tidy, I dunno.’ Maybe having a fully arranged and totally loveless marriage lined up is precisely the kind of tidy solution he values in life. I don’t know him well enough to say. In fact, the only thing that does surprise me, given what I know about him, is that he’s jumped into bed with me quite so happily.

‘Meaning…?’

‘Meaning that your dad’s dying, bless him, and you’re about to inherit his title and everything that goes along with it, and meaning the elephant in the room, obviously, which is that you’re engaged to be married.’

I don’t mention that I find it odd and a little creepy that, somewhere in this cavernous house, the duke is hiding away in his hospital room with his nurses and drips and whatever else, while the rest of them carry on drinking and horse-riding and fucking like nothing else is going on.

Xavier purses his lips in what looks like displeasure—not at me, necessarily, but at the situation.

‘It’s all part of the life. Part of the service. The contract, if you like.’

I screw up my face in confusion. ‘What contract?’

‘The contract we members of the nobility make with our various stakeholders from birth. It’s a contract based on assumptions and mutual responsibility. In previous centuries, the nobility has helped the monarch to govern, but now we have national and local government functions for that, obviously.’

I nod, not sure where this is going. I’m absolutely not about to tell him that, even if Dawn loved her Kate and Wills mug before she threw it at my head and even if I’m partial to a cheeky leaf through Jan’s Hello! or OK! when I’m on my break, I’m really not a royalist. I mean, they’re cute and fucked up and pointless in equal measure.

We may all love a spot of pageantry, but it doesn’t mean we enjoy paying out of pocket for it, and it definitely doesn’t mean we need a monarchy. Which presumably means we don’t need these endless layers of aristocracy, either. Lovely though this weekend is, it hasn’t done anything except confirm that they all live charmed lives, sitting around on their arses while burning through endless inherited money.

‘We still have important functions as landowners, though,’ he continues, ‘and patronage and charitable works and commercial development all play a big part. But my point is that the gilded cage you see around you is just that—a cage. You don’t get the splendour without the responsibility. With privilege comes great civic duty. My life is not really my own.’

I work very hard to resist rolling my eyes. Come on, he’s hot and charming and sweet. He seems well-meaning, if a little self-important, but, the creepy arranged marriage aside, I honestly don’t see anything that tells me his life is not his own. These de Veres are a bunch of hedonists. Benedict is the worst of them, obviously, and Flora could do with loosening the apron strings a bit if she wants to really let loose and enjoy her privilege, but Xavier seems to operate on a long leash. Flora has mentioned that he works really hard, though fuck knows on what, but his life seems pretty golden to me.

Yeah, he may need to show up to the odd board meeting at his various charities and trusts, but it all feels… fluffy. I suspect the guy has zero clue what real graft looks like, and, desperately ill though his dad is, they all seem to have delegated that unpleasantness pretty fully. I’d bet his form of caregiving doesn’t stretch to wiping your parent’s arse because they can’t remember how to wipe it themselves or doing a two a.m. dash to comfort them because you’ve had a call from their care home that they’re sundowning again.

‘That all sounds very important,’ I mumble, not sure if I mean it or not.

He shrugs. ‘You may think so, you may not. But for me it’s non-negotiable. It’s what I was born into, and I’ll accept that weight gladly when I have to succeed my father.’ He pauses and licks his lips. When he speaks again, it’s gentler. ‘Including committing to a woman I don’t love for the rest of my life.’


CHAPTER 25
Xavier



Men of honour are entitled to a little dishonourable conduct on the side. You could argue it’s obligatory if you’re to sustain a lifetime of unrelenting duty.

It’s practically a de Vere family motto, and it’s my comfort every time I berate myself for taking up with Ivy like this.

The behaviour of the Dukes of Oxford has, over the generations, modified in accordance with changing societal norms. Go back even a century and the unspoken quid pro quo was that an arranged marriage got you as many mistresses as you could handle on the side.

I choose to believe that Walter didn’t partake of this benefit. In my mind, he and Alice were blissfully happy and far too engrossed in their epic project of reimagining Belvedere for him to bother with any more carnally minded endeavours.

My father has, over the years, made several thinly veiled allusions to the fact that his father had a few women on the side, of various levels of respectability. But I’m almost certain that he’s been faithful to Ma on that front. My parents were promised to each other from a tender age—not quite as tender as Selena and I, mind you—and from this strategic alliance has come, as far as I can tell, much happiness and genuine affection.

Theirs isn’t the stuff of fairytales—I wouldn’t be able to cite a single instance of having seen them ‘loved up’ over the years—but it’s a good, solid partnership. On all the fronts that count when raising a family and running a large dukedom, they’ve been a team, and I know Ma will genuinely grieve Pa when he’s passed.

It is precisely this precedent that has allowed me to feel remotely hopeful about what Selena and I can achieve together when our time comes. What more can you ask for in life than good health and longevity, happy children, and a mate who is unerringly on your team? This is what contentedness comprises, surely? The rational. The strategic balance of a well-planned life that’s lived with one who shares your values and your priorities. The kind of life that you structure around your purpose.

Ecstasy is a very different thing. Ecstasy does not a contented life portend. It’s heady and dazzling, sunlight catching a mirror in a blinding flash. It’s so mercurial and impermanent, in fact, that it may be an illusion from start to finish.

I have always grasped this; I’ve made my peace with it. I understand that they’re mutually exclusive, ecstasy and contentment. I understand, even, that pursuing one will likely rob you of your chance for the other. And my choice has always been clear, even if it’s not one I’ve consciously made. There’s been no single moment where I’ve chosen the contentment that comes from living your values and purpose over any other more fleeting delights.

It’s simply the way I am.

And yet.

And yet.

I drink in the sight of Ivy, lying back against a stack of pillows in my home, undone and bare-breasted and golden and radiant in the morning sunlight, and I swear that, if I permitted myself, I would see an entirely different world, a different future, a different galaxy, in which everything orbited around this woman: ecstasy, certainly, and bone-deep joy, and the kind of profundity that ignores the barriers of class and values and expectations we have so fastidiously constructed for ourselves.

It’s the most dangerous kind of navel-gazing, allowing yourself to contemplate an alternate universe. It’s Pandora’s box; it’s the big red button marked DO NOT PRESS, the locked door marked NO ENTRY. All of which make it, of course, a spectacularly bad idea. I’m not an indulgent man. I don’t entertain impossible possibilities—that phrase alone should tell you what a supremely bad idea it is to engage with that kind of thinking.

But then I have the clearest vision, if you like, a vision so full of clarity that it feels more like a premonition, and it is this:

Ivy, lying back against these same pillows in this same house, topless, just as she is now, hair dishevelled, nursing an infant.

My child.

In this vision, she is the Madonna. A queen among women. Among mothers. She is the culmination of everything that nature and nurture and evolution and culture have taught men to crave at its most base and its most elevated: the most perfect, luscious, decadent embodiment of maternity.

And it wallops the air from my lungs so completely that I cannot breathe.
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She doesn’t notice. Thank God.

‘Help me understand,’ she says instead of commenting, even though the impact of the emotional sucker punch I’ve just taken must surely be embedded like a tractor tyre print all over my face. It’s with supreme effort that I wade through mental layers of mud and reeds just as thick and clogging as that time in the lake with my brother until I’m in shallow enough waters to understand that she’s referencing my engagement to Selena.

She misinterprets my silence and shoots me a cheeky smile. ‘I’m not being a stalker. I’m not asking you to dump her and marry me, obviously. I just want to know how the hell you’re okay with something like this.’

I sigh inwardly and nod outwardly, because it’s more than a fair question. I’m assuming she, like me, only knows casual sex, even if our reasons for evading true intimacy are very different.

And so I do my best to explain, haltingly and inarticulately, the reasons I’m at peace with a decision that may seem to her so extreme, so antiquated, as to belong in a different century. I reference our ancestors. Ma and Pa. I speak in generalisations—the long-held belief of the upper classes that we should matchmake our heirs as intentionally as we breed our horses—and in specifics that aren’t common knowledge, even if they’re widely debated by the tabloids and the society rags. My mother would be horrified if she knew I was airing our dirty laundry with anyone outside of our watertight social circle, but, for whatever reason, I trust Ivy implicitly.

Also, I’ve spent the past twenty-four hours ravaging her body. Call me old-fashioned, but I feel as though I owe her an explanation in lieu of any pretence that this thing between us has a future in the reality we inhabit.

‘Our fathers were best friends from prep school, and the families have had ties for a long time. When they both got married, our mothers got very close, too. It was a dream for the mums, apparently, that they’d have kids and the kids would marry.’

I clear my throat and permit myself to slide my fingers through her hair. Only on Ivy could bedhead look so Bardot-esque. ‘But when my grandfather died, the estate wasn’t in great shape. The inheritance tax nearly took us under. The Wentworths stepped in with a kind of mates’ rates loan’—an extremely large one—‘and it very much saved the day. That stays between us, obviously.’

I pause, because her mouth has fallen open.

‘You’re not saying what I think you’re saying.’

‘Which is what?’

‘That they put you up as… collateral, or whatever they call it. Like, that you marrying Selena was part of the bargain.’

She’s not entirely incorrect. I grimace. ‘In a way. My grandfather passed before I was born—I missed him by five months. But he died suddenly, from a heart attack, so Pa was scrambling to get funds in place before the inheritance taxes hit. The engagement was mooted as a wouldn’t it be nice kind of thing. Wouldn’t it be nice if we ended up having a girl to marry your heir, now that the two families’ fortunes are so intertwined?’

She scrambles up onto one elbow, staring down at me in horror, and I make a genuinely valiant effort to keep my eyes on her face. ‘Fuck me. So it was a kind of blackmail? Tell me you paid off the loan. It’s not going to bite you in the arse again when your dad dies, is it?’

I’m not sure how to make her understand, and I have a moment of realisation that any explanation I give will sound like we’re in the Mob. Perhaps the Mafia and the aristocracy aren’t so dissimilar after all. After all, their priorities are the same as ours. Family. Bloodlines. Territory. I’m even facing an arranged marriage, for fuck’s sake. But I’d like to think our MO is less violent and more lawful than theirs—these days, anyway.

I press on. ‘I can see why it looks that way to you. And no, thanks. We’re in much better shape than we were. Ben and I redesigned the entire structure of the De Vere Estate to ensure adequate revenue streams to cover death duties, so there are no pressing problems there.

‘It’s more a matter of seeking out and building alliances, you see. The Wentworths’ actions were a sign of faith in our relationship. The great families of this country have a long history of building dynastic alliances. It’s what the squirearchy does. You’re stronger, and safer, and more prosperous, together. And a marriage cements those bonds even further, because it strengthens each party’s faith in the longevity of the relationship.’

She’s frowning. ‘That’s nice for your parents. But it’s shit for you. What do you get out of it?’

It seems I’ve done a pitiful job with my explanation. ‘My job, as the man who’ll inherit this entire estate, with all the tens of thousands of people we employ across the Oxford area, is to do every last thing I can to preserve and steward and build upon it. Everything. It’s the price I pay for this inordinate privilege, and I’d never begrudge it. Cut it any way you like, but the Wentworths and the de Veres being intermarried makes us stronger. The Wentworths’ wealth is far more liquid than ours, and the de Veres’ reach is far greater and better established. I think it’s a jolly elegant solution, frankly.’

I don’t much care for the defensive note that crept into my tone at the end there. It seems the condemned man doth protest too much.

‘Why should it all fall on you, though? Why can’t Benedict marry Selena? Is there a son you could fob Flora off on?’ I raise my eyebrows at her somewhat aggressive suggestions, and she sighs. ‘Obviously I’m joking about Flora. The last thing the poor girl needs in all her sad celibacy is an arranged marriage to some posh chinless wonder. But your brother seems to get a whole lot of privilege without any of the martyrdom you’re facing, doesn’t he?’

Of course that’s the way she’d see it. She’d see Benedict as the fortunate escapee and me as the beleaguered heir, when, in fact, I’m more of a crusader in my own mind. That somewhat grandiose term aside, this is my calling, and it’s an important one.

‘You’re getting it all wrong. It’s a privilege to be in my position. I’ve been in training for this role since birth. Standing in the shoes of my forefathers and taking on the mantle of nine hundred years of service to my country? It’s my entire life’s purpose. My brother’s the unfortunate one, in my book.’

She presses her lips together. Shakes her head. Don’t know if she thinks I’m pathetic or simply deluded.

‘What?’

‘No. There isn’t a single thing I can say to that that doesn’t sound rude, so I’m not going to say anything. I’m sure it’s just because I’m really common, but I don’t get it. I think you’re fucking barmy.’ She slides her hand down my chest and over my stomach, and my abs flutter at the pleasure of her touch.

‘What are you doing?’

She sighs again and wraps her hand around my semi-hard dick. ‘Well, clearly you’re hell-bent on a life without love or sexual pleasure, so the least I can do is give you a tit wank. Now, how do you want me?’


CHAPTER 26
Xavier



There’s a guy who works with us: one of the office managers at our headquarters in Oxford. Stephen. Thoroughly good bloke, a few years older than me. His father died of lung cancer earlier this year, and Stephen went home via the hospital every single evening after work for, oh, three or four months.

We had a coffee together when he’d returned to work after putting his father in the ground, and he confided that those evenings had meant more to him than he’d ever realised they could. He started doing them out of obligation—his folks were divorced, and he couldn’t bear the idea of his dad slowly dying all alone in that palliative care ward—but they became incredibly meaningful.

They’d never been particularly close, apparently. He’d lived with his mum after the divorce. At the start, he read to his dad, because he never knew quite what to say. But, as they grew more relaxed in their surreal situation, they shared memories from his childhood—things he remembered, and things he didn’t. He gained new memories, his brain filling in the blanks and adding colour and texture and emotion to stories his father recalled fondly of occasions in Stephen’s childhood. He’d actually lived those moments, but he may as well have been hearing about them for the first time.

When he told me that, it really struck me. Here I was, on the cusp of inheriting one of the preeminent titles and great estates in this wonderful land of ours. And yet I couldn’t help but feel that my colleague’s father, a normal middle-class bloke—a maths teacher, apparently—had given him a gift beyond compare. He’d given his son the gift of new memories. Stephen was losing a future with his father, but, because of his selflessness, because of the astonishing time investment he’d made those last few months, he’d gained a far more sumptuously embellished version of his past.

My own father is pretty much lying in state, if that’s something you can do when you’re still alive, in his palatial home, surrounded by the best staff and drugs and equipment that money can buy. He’s a few hundred feet away from his children at most whenever we’re in residence at Belvedere, which is most of the time, yet I can guarantee that we will bury him without having gleaned a hundredth of the memories Stephen’s father bestowed upon him.

In our position, death is a changing of the guard, a legal transition, a name change to be marked in the history books. John Edward Walter de Vere, the thirteenth duke, will die, and he will pass the baton to Xavier John Edward de Vere, the fourteenth duke.

Thus it ever was and will be.

I can’t blame Pa. If the object of passing the baton in sport is to do so as speedily as possible, then the opposite is true in the world of aristocratic inheritance. He’s still scarred by the financial turmoil surrounding his father’s death and is intent on lining his own ducks up in a row so neat they may as well be in the military. His imminent death isn’t a time for reminiscing on the past, nor for reflecting on what may lie beyond that shadowy veil.

It’s a time for legalities and fine print, for extracting promises that we will never go the way so many of our peers have gone and commit the cardinal sin of opening our father’s beloved Belvedere to the public.

His room is a jarring juxtaposition, the white, plasticky hospital equipment and oxygen tanks sitting uneasily with the lustrous oak-panelled walls and their equestrian oils. Most unsettling of all are the flattened discs on the huge rug, tiny, vivid crop circles whose sharp colours are in stark contrast with the sun-faded expanse of tufts around them. They’re a reminder that they lay, for so long, preserved beneath the four posts of the enormous oak bed in which so many de Vere dukes slumbered. The bed was removed and put into storage when Pa’s cancer metastasised earlier this year.

Like his bed, the man inside it has shrunk beyond all recognition. These days, he’s little more than a skeleton wrapped in white waxed paper.

We flank him in our hard chairs, Ben and I on one side, Mum and Flora on the other, the seating arrangement alarmingly evocative of a dinner table in which—you’ve guessed it—Pa, with all his tubes and stents, is the macabre meal.

I don’t know how my colleague Stephen bore this every evening; I really don’t.

‘Thank you all for coming,’ Pa croaks. ‘I understand you have a… houseguest.’ This last part in the same intonation that one might say yeast infection.

‘Flora’s little companion, Ivy,’ Ma says in the same voice she’s been known to use on recalcitrant ponies. Women like Ma—stout and stoical and resolute—are what’s commonly known as towers of strength. Towers of dissociation and an unwavering refusal to indulge in vulnerability, more like, but what do I know? ‘She’s quite happy, so you mustn’t concern yourself, darling. She’s talking to the ferns, I believe.’

Benedict snorts. Ivy is, in fact, attempting to match the sketches in Alice de Vere’s gardening diaries to those breeds still flourishing in the conservatory’s limestone beds, an activity I find utterly charming and delightfully quaint, especially given the delightfully un-quaint things she did to my dick with her lubed-up tits a couple of hours ago.

What a spectacular little walking, talking oxymoron that woman is.

‘I have an update, and I wanted you to hear it from me.’ Pa’s cheeks are so sunken now that whichever nurse is shaving him has failed to get into the recesses properly, meaning that they’re sprouting longer hairs. They resemble grass-tufted hollows within an otherwise impeccable lawn, and this small indignity sends a pang through my chest on his behalf even as I chastise myself for my callousness in noticing it at all. I make a mental note to get someone in to give him a good wet shave once a week.

‘Let’s have it, then,’ Ma says, all chipper. She truly is at her best in adversity.

‘My prognosis has been moved up.’ He may as well be discussing shipping forecasts. ‘I have three months, tops.’

‘Jesus, Pa—’ I begin, but he cuts me off.

‘So I would like to propose moving your wedding up, Xavier, to as early in the new year as possible. God knows, I no longer harbour any delusions of being able to attend, but I would very much like to depart this world knowing that I’ve crossed my t’s and dotted the i’s on my succession plan in the most thorough way possible.’

The blow must feel similar to that of a man on death row who discovers his stay of execution has been reversed.

I thought I had another five months.

I thought⁠—

My entire chest cavity contracts, a vice of bone squeezing my lungs.

The four of us who are seated look at each other, aghast, though I’m sure the other three are, rightly, focused on Pa’s latest prognosis and not on the gates of freedom clanking noisily closed right before their eyes.

It is a far larger effort than it should be to focus on what is most important in this moment.

‘I’m so very sorry,’ I murmur. A glance at Ma tells me she already knew about the prognosis—of course she did—but is presumably struggling to accept it. Benedict is silent, a reaction that’s telling in itself, and, across my father’s wizened frame, Flora’s big eyes shimmer with tears.

Of all of us, she should be the one most resentful of our parents’ lack of interest in her future, but perhaps I have it upside down. Perhaps it’s precisely her lack of purpose in the succession plan that has allowed Ma and Pa to enjoy her purely for who she is. In their eyes, she’s the lapdog, the pet, here to enchant and entertain and fuck all else.

Pa is looking right at her when he wheezes out his next words, every pipe he smoked, every cigar, audible in his rasps. ‘This should not come as a surprise. Look at me, for God’s sake. Another three months like this is not living, but I consider it a blessing that I shall have time to get my affairs in order.’ His head swivels, his gaze stopping on me again like a prison searchlight, and I feel just as exposed in its beam. ‘And my absolute priority is knowing that you have been safely married off to the Wentworth girl and that our financial and human succession plan is nicely underway.’

And there it is. Emotional blackmail, supercharged with imminent death. As manipulation techniques go, this one is deadly.

Pun—admittedly—intended.

Ma butts in before I can find my words. ‘Pa and I were thinking a New Year’s Eve wedding. After all, everyone will make accommodations to come, no matter what date it is, and besides, it feels auspicious.’ She takes a rousing breath in. ‘A fresh new year, and a fresh start for Xavier. New hope. Just what this family needs.’

‘I’m not sure Selena will be able to accommodate such a tight new deadline,’ I mutter, waving my hand around pointlessly. ‘The catering. The dress…’ I trail off.

That’s it.

That’s all I’ve got.

Blame ‘the Wentworth girl’. Make her my scapegoat. Pull whatever base tricks I have out of the bag.

Anything to loosen the noose around my neck. I can already feel the friction burns.

The look Ma casts me is one of deep disappointment. ‘Oh, please. They’ll all manage. Every supplier out there will bend over backwards to accommodate us, and Selena is desperate to tie the knot. You know she is, darling.’

‘Everyone loves a New Year’s Eve party,’ Flora blurts out. ‘People are often grateful for a wedding on that date, I think, because it takes matters out of their hands. Who wouldn’t want to ring the new year in at Belvedere, after all?’ Her eyes are still wet, but I can see she’s grasping desperately at any shiny morsel that will distract from this bleak conversation.

Bleak because our father is dying.

And bleak because I may as well be.

Beside me, Benedict elbows me softly, his unspoken way of saying bad fucking luck, mate. But Ma is staring at me as if I’m having a senior moment.

‘I assume you are very much on board with this, Xavier, your admirable concern for the logistics aside? Please, let your bride and your mother be the ones to worry about them. They’re not for you to occupy yourself with.’

She’s confused, of course, because this less-than-zealous reaction of mine is not remotely on brand for me. Not once have I pushed back against any of this. Where my upcoming union is concerned, I have conceded on every front thus far. They say jump, and I ask how high and how far and should I land on my arse? I have been the epitome of duty. So it’s inevitably bewildering to her that I should look anything less than enthused at this opportunity to advance our intricately drawn road map to my future.

The conflict, of course, is entirely at my end. Pa’s proposal (for we all know it’s not a request) isn’t just justified; it’s to be expected. And if I had remained mentally on track these past few weeks, and if I wasn’t currently musing on quite how gratifying it was to see my cum pool in the delicate hollow of Ivy’s collarbone, ooh, two short hours ago, I would not only have seen this coming but would have been on board.

After all, the only appropriate expressions here are those of regret for Pa’s prognosis and readiness to cooperate to the fullest extent possible.

Before Ivy, shifting my wedding date forward would have been a formality.

After Ivy, after yesterday, after this morning, it feels like a summary execution.

‘Of course I’m on board.’ I sound calm, but emotionally I’m stepping off the end of the plank into the shark-infested waters that are a loveless marriage for all eternity.

So that’s that, then.

‘Excellent.’ Ma straightens in her chair and smiles at Pa, unable to hide her triumph. Game, set, and match to my parents, even if Ma seemed worried for a second there that we’d go to a tiebreaker.

Benedict sucks air in noisily through his teeth. ‘You’ll have to get your skates on with the prenuptial glow-up, bro. Get that LED mask out. Go easy on the Quality Street over Christmas. You don’t want to embarrass your beautiful bride.’

I slap him hard enough on his shoulder that he winces. ‘You’re an epic best man. Not sure what I’d do without you.’

‘Always.’

Flora is looking between us. She’s still teary, but her countenance is gradually brightening as the tension around this hospital bed dissipates. After all, she has no earthly clue I’m sleeping with her new friend, and Selena and I have been engaged since before she was born. We’re as much of a sure thing as Ma and Pa. As the sun in the sky. As her guilty favourite, I’m a Celeb, coming back season after season.

My sister has no reason to concern herself on my behalf, and I won’t give her one, either. My obligations are not her problem.

Perhaps, now that Ben has defused the tension further with his trivialities, we can salvage something of this little family reunion. Perhaps we can leave Pa here for the rest of the day with a tiny gift to ourselves and to him. A gift that doesn’t have to do with securing our line of succession but is instead a fine thread in the tapestry of memories upon which this family doesn’t gaze much.

Not like my colleague Stephen and his dad.

I clear my throat. ‘Remember Dav’s wedding? I hope you’ll acquit yourself better than that.’

Benedict chuckles, right on cue. ‘You’re a bad, bad man.’

‘What happened?’ Flora pipes up. Our cousin Davina was married before she was born, so she has no memory of this particular anecdote.

Ma purses her lips and shakes her head, but I press on. ‘Benedict and I were ring bearers. I was seven, so he must have been barely six. Anyway’—I cast him a sly sideways glance—‘let’s just say it was a very long ceremony. And some of us had better bladder control than others.’

Flora gasps. ‘He didn’t.’

‘Yup. Pissed his pants at the end of the ceremony. He had to walk back down the aisle soaking wet. I have never’—it’s hard to speak with the marvellous, boyish mirth bubbling up inside me out of nowhere, a veritable hot spring of delight—‘seen such a priceless look on his face. He turned to me and tugged on my jacket sleeve as it was happening. He went bright purple with horror. It was fu—bloody brilliant.’

Flora’s laughing now, in horrified disbelief and outright glee, and Benedict is shaking his head ruefully, and I’m snorting, and this is the kind of thing I mean. This is, surely, the sort of stuff we should be convening around Pa’s sickbed to do as a family. To remember. To share. To give thanks, even for the most ridiculous tales.

Ma breaks the moment of levity with a sharp slap of her hand on her chair’s wooden armrest. ‘That’s quite enough of this silliness. You’ll exhaust your poor father. Xavier, stop that nonsense right now and run along and call Selena, if you’re so concerned about her dress.’

It seems, alas, that our tapestry of memories will stay, locked up and slowly decaying, in the de Vere archives, along with the swords and shields and suits of armour.

It’s funny, when you think about it, that a family whose bloodline goes back nine centuries, a family that is obsessed with its name and its legacy, whose triumphs and adversities are kept alive in the history books, doesn’t seem to care much about making actual human memories.


CHAPTER 27
Xavier



If anything about this situation could be considered lucky, you could say that I’m in luck. Selena, who lives in London, is at her family’s estate this weekend. My take is that it feels an awful lot like the universe is conspiring against me.

The turn of the screw, if you like.

The Wentworths live in Gloucestershire, one county over from us. Their place is only a forty-minute drive from Belvedere through the winding back roads of the Cotswolds. I send a furtive text to Ivy, letting her know that I’ll be out for a few hours and can’t accompany her and Flora on a walk, but that they should count me in for the pub this evening.

My parents have just robbed me of four months of freedom, yet somehow it’s the smaller, immediate loss of a stroll through the fields and a relaxed pub lunch with Ivy that I feel more acutely as I drive away from the woman I had in my bed last night and towards the woman with whom I will soon, unimaginably, share a life.
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You would be forgiven for assuming that the Wentworths’ country pad, Millbrook House, is a set piece, an impeccably staged advertisement for their staggeringly successful lifestyle brand. And it is, in a way, or at least, it has become so over the years, as Wentworth has grown in both breadth of offering and international scale.

They bought the house two generations ago, I believe, when Selena’s grandfather was knighted for services to British industry. Back then, it was a gentlemen’s coat manufacturer, but the expansion under Selena’s parents has been so apparently effortless that, with hindsight, its success seemed inevitable. Millbrook is the perfect poster child, decked out for Christmas with just the right balance of taste and extravagance that has earned the family’s brand endless nods as the British Ralph Lauren—even if it is only the beginning of November.

I’m aware that the immense budget for the festive treatments the house and grounds are so graciously bearing has come from the Wentworth marketing department, as the house itself will host many a press event this Christmas. Full brand immersion, Selena tells me it’s called. Some of the most enjoyable chats by far with my fiancée have been discussing business strategy. And the immersion idea is smart. Let their customers soak up Millbrook in all its tastefully curated glory, if it means that they believe a hundred-quid scented beeswax candle or six-hundred-quid cashmere sweater will get them one step closer to their aspirations. To this dream lifestyle.

It’s to that end that every conifer lining the sweeping gravel driveway is dressed with white fairy lights, that the bay trees flanking the front door in their oversized stone tubs bear flawless little red velvet bows, and that the wreath adorning said door is an abundant concoction of eucalyptus and mistletoe. The Wentworths are selling the dream with aplomb at every turn.

My future wife answers the door herself. I called ahead, of course, asking if I might drop by, and she, naturally, agreed. As ever, she looks the perfect ambassador for her brand: dark hair pulled sleekly back; a fine camel-coloured polo neck and matching trousers showing off her slender figure; the family pearls in her ears. Classic rather than ostentatious. She is, on paper, an equally perfect ambassador for our brand: for the dukedom of Oxford and the estate of Belvedere, and I marvel once more that my parents foresaw this.

She smiles at me as if she’s charmed to see her inattentive fiancé, and I dutifully step forward and kiss her on both cheeks. The thing with Selena, you see, is that she never sets a foot wrong, and yet you can’t help but feel as though everything you get from her is precisely what she wants to give and not a jot more.

‘Sorry again for rocking up on such short notice,’ I say, bending to greet Rocco, the Wentworths’ beautifully trained and indecently photogenic chocolate Lab, with a good old rub of his jowls.

‘No need for apologies.’ She spins elegantly on the highly polished floor and heads in the direction of the drawing room. ‘Mummy and Daddy are thrilled. As am I, obviously,’ she adds, a little too quickly.

‘Obviously,’ I echo, my tone teasing.

‘Seriously. I think you’ve made Mummy’s day.’

I follow her through to the drawing room, noting without any interest whatsoever that her figure really is perfect and that I should be feeling a hell of a lot more invested than I am in the fact that she’ll be a sure thing once the bells ring in the new year.

Greetings—effusive on the part of Constance, Selena’s mother—are exchanged. Rocco is made a fuss of and then bidden to sit nicely by the fire. Tea is brought in and served on what I know to be Wentworth-branded china. And finally, a pause announces itself with the subtlety that our mutual good breeding and well-honed conversational skills would suggest. It allows me to arrive at the real reason for my visit.

‘So, unfortunately my father’s prognosis isn’t looking so good,’ I begin, to a chorus of softly concerned oh dears and how terribles. ‘The doctors’ best guess is that he has three months left, if that. And he has expressed that it would be his greatest wish’—I clear my throat—‘that Selena and I tie the knot before he passes. He says it would remove a great deal of stress for him, knowing that the line of succession is one step closer to being secured, and his and Ma’s preference is we move the wedding up to New Year’s Eve.’

I address all three of them, but I’m looking at my future bride when I say the words. Selena is one of the most studiedly implacable people I’ve ever encountered. Her ability to keep up a façade is, quite frankly, staggering. It’s also not a little unnerving, so I can’t resist throwing her a curveball in real time and watching how she handles it.

She goes utterly still. It’s less of a shocked freeze and more of an intentional lowering of the blinds until she’s been able to process my words and produce the most seemly reaction. Her face shutters to a calmly blank look, even as, next to her, her mother gasps.

‘New Year’s Eve? Why—that’s so soon!’

I incline my head in silent acknowledgment that, yes, it is far too fucking soon.

Constance’s reaction seems to galvanise Selena. ‘From the perspective of us marrying, I’d be happy to accommodate, of course,’ she tells me with a beatific smile. ‘I wish the circumstances weren’t what they are, but it’s no hardship to marry you sooner, darling.’

Never has an endearment sounded so utterly devoid of emotion. This is like The Age of fucking Innocence, where not a single person says what they’re actually thinking. I smile back at her, but it feels tight.

I’m not as good at this stuff as my future wife is.

‘The wedding itself…’ she continues in a thoughtful tone, and I have to hand it to her for not going full bridezilla upon being asked to accommodate a four-month advancement on an event that has already taken years plus a high-six-figure budget to organise. ‘Well, obviously there are a lot of moving parts, but there are very capable teams organising both the clothes and the events, so I don’t see why they can’t rise to the occasion like the professionals they are.’

She drums her fingers on her thigh and licks her lips as she presumably works through the mental maths of it all. ‘It helps that the main features are indoor-focused, but we can obviously tweak some of them to match the New Year’s theme. Fireworks on the lawn at midnight, et cetera. I’ll have a sit-down with the events planners on Monday and we’ll send out a new Save the Date immediately. I’m assuming our guests will be accommodating, given the circumstances.’

That’s somewhat disingenuous. She’s alluding to my father’s state of health, but really, she knows that no one will turn down an invitation to the wedding of the decade, no matter how inconvenient the date.

I manage a warmer smile this time, even if, somewhere deep down, I was hoping she or her parents would push back. A Wentworth-led stay of execution was my only real hope.

‘Well, thank you for being so gracious about it all. I can’t imagine this is remotely good news for you. Flora was most concerned about your dress.’

She tilts her head prettily. ‘Ahh, dear Flora. What a sweetie! Please tell her she mustn’t worry. Dior has had it ready for weeks now, as they have hers.’

‘And David, Constance—you’re all right with it too?’ I ask her parents.

‘The most important thing is to honour your father’s wishes,’ Selena’s dad says with a firm nod. ‘Really, everything else is just details. I hope you know that we’re all on your side. You both have two great families fully behind you.’

Yes, we do.

That’s what I’m most afraid of.
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Selena sees me out. As I shrug on my coat in the hallway, I turn to her.

‘I’m truly sorry to blindside you like that. It can’t have been good news. You handled it like a champ.’

She seems genuinely taken aback by my words. ‘There’s nothing to handle, Xavier. Logistics, yes. But nothing else. We’ve spent our entire lives knowing this was going to happen. Moving it forward a few months doesn’t change anything.’

It’s the oddest thing, but I feel simultaneously close to her and light-years away. In many ways, I barely know her, yet she’s the only other person who knows how it feels to face this… arranged future. Transactional, even. My mates don’t understand. They think I’m deranged to be going along with it, even while they rate my fiancée highly in the basest, most shallow of ways.

It seems doubly cruel that Selena should have to bear this as well as me.

‘Are you sure?’ I whisper urgently. ‘Are you really, really sure about all this?’

She blinks and stands up straighter. I’m giving her an out, attempting to forge a level of trust here that will engender some honesty from her, but if anything, she looks affronted. ‘I’m perfectly sure. Is there something I need to know?’

That takes me aback. ‘No—of course not. No. I just—I just wanted to check in. I realise I rather put you on the spot in there, in front of your parents.’

The perfect smile is back in place. ‘Well, I appreciate it. But you know you don’t have to worry about me. I’m all in. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’d like to take a run through the wedding spreadsheet and work out our highest priorities, logistically speaking.’

‘Of course.’ I kiss her lightly, respectfully, on both cheeks and wonder for the millionth time how she and I are ever going to feel relaxed enough around each other to attempt the intimacy that procreating will necessitate.

As I drive back down Millbrook’s beautiful driveway, I’m reminded anew of my own double standards. Lord knows, I made a judgmental fuss around Ivy’s previous career. And I have my reasons for marrying Selena: loyal, noble, dutiful reasons.

But the transactional nature of this particular relationship leaves anything Ivy’s done looking downright authentic.


CHAPTER 28
Ivy



‘This algebra is so fucking stupid,’ Lily says, throwing down her pencil. ‘It’s, like, completely impossible. I swear there’s no actual answer.’

‘Language,’ I say on autopilot as I chop onions for the spag bol we’ll have for dinner. ‘Rose, can you help her?’

It’s a reasonable suggestion. Rose is in the top set for maths; Lily’s in the middle set. It stands to reason that her sister could help her.

‘No, because I’m trying to do my geography right now, okay, and I’m in the zone—or I was until somebody interrupted me. Jesus Christ.’ Rose pushes her seat back and flounces off to their bedroom, presumably in search of headphones.

I sigh and put down the cutting knife, blinking at the searing pain in my eyes. I need to sharpen it so I can get these onions diced more quickly. ‘Let me see, hon.’

‘You won’t be able to do it either,’ Lily says.

‘I know.’ Don’t I just. I rub my eyes with my knuckles, trying to avoid getting onion juice anywhere near them, and squint down at her laptop before rearing back in horror. ‘Holy fuck, that’s aggressive.’ The screen is swimming with ys and ns and, it seems, the whole bloody alphabet. ‘That’s not an equation, that’s a bloody paragraph.’

‘Right?’ Lily twists around to peer at me, ignoring my F-bomb right on the tail of telling her off for doing the same. ‘It’s, like, ridiculous.’

I continue to stare at the screen in horror. Nope. Not a chance. I did reasonably well in my maths GCSE, but in the eight years since, my brain has clearly shed every last memory of how to solve algebraic equations. Beside the laptop lies a notepad on which Lily, bless her, has scrawled all end of numbers and letters, trying to solve for n like she’s been told to.

‘Okay,’ I say slowly, ‘I think what you should do is copy the entire thing into ChatGPT and ask it to show you the workings. Then we can go through it step by step and make sure you understand it all.’

She groans. ‘Why can’t I just ask it for the answer?’

‘Because then you won’t learn, will you, and you’ll be screwed next year when you get to the exams and you don’t know how to work through this kind of question.’

I have to be careful here. Given half the chance, the girls would feed every bit of homework into an AI. And while I’m absolutely not about to let them delegate their history essays to a bot, maths is an area where ChatGPT is the closest we’ll come to a private tutor. It’s the closest we’ll get to closing at least some of the gap between the twins and the more privileged kids in their schools who have scholarly parents or extra tutors. I can’t help her, Rose won’t help her, and she can go back to school tomorrow oblivious or she can at least have a stab at being able to understand how these bloody equations work.

I hover over Lily. Dinner won’t cook itself, and I’m kicking myself for not starting it earlier. Most of the time, I can do the dinner prep while the girls are working through their homework, but every few days there’s a meltdown that means I have to abandon cooking altogether, and I don’t trust Lily not to paste the entire page into ChatGPT and just copy across the answers.

Rose storms back down the stairs. Storms is the right word because my slim little sister manages to sound like a fucking SWAT team when they’re not in stealth mode. ‘Excuse me? What the fuck happened to my top?’ She has her big pink headphones around her neck. She marches over to the table and shakes her new top in my face. I sigh again and stand up straight.

‘I told you that might happen when we washed it, love.’

That is the fact that the top is half navy, half cream, and that the navy half has bled into the cream half. I saw this coming the minute she brought it home from some cheapo shop on Oxford Street.

‘You said you’d be careful!’ She throws the top down on the kitchen table, right on top of Lily’s notepad.

‘Oi!’ This from Lily. ‘What the fuck are you⁠—’

I’m not having this kind of tone from Rose. If the twins want me to wait on them hand and foot, they can at least treat me like a fucking human being. I take a deep breath and hold out a hand to halt Lily.

One effing drama at a time.

‘I’m sorry it got ruined. It’s shitty, and I get why you’re pissed off. But don’t take it out on me. I washed it just like the label told me to. It’s the manufacturer’s fault. They’ve put two different coloured fabrics together because they look pretty on the rack, but do they bother colour-fixing them? Nope. So that’s what you get. I’ll take it back to the shop and see if I can get us a refund.’

‘Whatever.’ She glares at me and throws herself into her chair with the drama of a silent-era actor trying to convey utter hopelessness.

I glance back at Lily’s screen. She’s copying and pasting the answer to the equation from ChatGPT into the answer box on the maths website. Nope, nope, nope. Clearly I’m going to have to police this situation very carefully.

‘Not a chance, love.’ I pull out the chair next to her and sink into it, wiping my oniony hands on my apron before I move Rose’s discarded top. We’ll just have to eat late tonight. ‘We’re going through the workings. Line by line. Talk me through it.’

It’s not until I’m finally browning the mince forty minutes later that Rose pipes up again.

‘What the hell is that beefy stink? You know I’ve gone vegan, right?’
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I get a panicked call from the on-duty nurse at Dawn’s care home around ten, just after I’ve sent the girls to bed. She’s sundowning, so they call me in to try to comfort her.

My plan for tonight is to process the news I got today from the council while I finish off an Etsy commission for a little sketch of someone’s aunt’s cottage and spend the rest of the evening going through the Christmas presents I’ve bought so far for Dawn and the twins.

I want to make sure I’m on top of them all, and I’ve been saving so Dawn can have some new, soft items of clothing to keep her comfy in the home. She definitely needs an extra robe or two. She’s messing up her clothes so often through a mix of spills and soiling that she needs multiples of everything to see her through laundry cycles.

But all that gets kiboshed when the call comes in. I can fork out for all the nice, soft pyjamas in the world, but having a family member there when she’s distressed is far more important, especially on nights like tonight, when she shoots far beyond distress to actual terror.

When I arrive at the convent, she seems to understand that she’s in a place that isn’t home, but she can’t grasp where she is or why. She’s gripping her walker, barely able to stand. Even if it wasn’t for the LBD, her terrifying weight loss means her muscles are wasting away. She also—and this is by far the most upsetting part—seems to be having a fight with Dad in her head.

‘She keeps yelling for someone called Steve,’ the nun who’s been supervising her tells me. I’d say looking after her, but that’s not strictly true. This woman, in her navy skirt and white shirt and whatever they call those creepy navy headdresses, has her lips pursed in disapproval, as if Dawn’s mental lapse is mere self-indulgence.

It takes me less than a minute to work out that she’s not yelling for my dad.

She’s yelling at him.

‘Steve! Steve! What the fuck are you doing, just standing there? Get me out of this hellhole, you stupid bastard! No, no, I won’t listen. I won’t stay here. What do you mean, you don’t have the car with you, you useless twat?’

Here’s the thing. The Dawn who raised me didn’t swear. Ever. She always used to say that swearing was spectacularly lazy, an uncreative substitute for proper communication. Nor did she ever speak to my father like that. They had a loving, respectful relationship; I don’t remember either of them raising their voices to each other.

(She didn’t hallucinate, either, oddly enough.)

Yet here she is: this brilliant, articulate, terrifyingly well-read woman screaming filth at her long-dead husband.

Hell isn’t a fiery cage somewhere in the earth’s core. It’s standing by helplessly as a person you love becomes imprisoned in their own brain, tortured by the endlessly cruel tricks their mind devises for them. Dad may be alive in Dawn’s twisted version of reality, but Lord knows, whatever betrayal she believes him to be guilty of seems to be causing her even more grief than his absence would in her rational mind.

They warned me about the hallucinations, but I don’t have a clue how to deal with this one. If she was asking for Dad, I could fob her off. Tell her he’s at work. But when he’s apparently standing in front of her and refusing to take her home, it’s a bit trickier.

I glance at the nun, whose arms are crossed and lips pursed while Dawn continues to launch her F-bombs. The two women must be similar ages, but Dawn looks like an octogenarian, shuffling as she is across the room with tiny, unsteady steps, the hands white-knuckling the walker gnarly and mottled. Old lady hands.

‘Dawn,’ I say. ‘It’s me. It’s Ivy.’ Maybe if she remembers Dad well enough to think he’s here, then she’ll recognise me. Not my most rational train of thought, but it’s all I’ve got. I approach carefully. Distraction is my best bet right now.

She looks over at me, unseeing, as if I’m nothing more than an annoying insect, and then back towards the wall, where Dad is apparently playing on some fucked-up VR game in her head. ‘Steve. I’ll pack up. I can be quick. Just take me home. They don’t know how to make a proper cup of tea here.’

With another couple of tentative steps, I reach her and oh-so-gently encircle her wrist with my hand to halt her. The bones are so frail, the skin paper-dry. She has something that looks like egg but could be anything down the front of her dressing gown, which hangs open over her nightie. Her hair is flat and drab. For fuck’s sake, don’t they wash her here?

‘Steve’s going to make you a nice cuppa when you get home,’ I say softly. I don’t want to frighten her. I stroke her wrist with my fingers. ‘We’ll all snuggle up on the sofa. But how about a nice bath first? I could wash your hair for you. And we could read Rebecca—I’ll even start on chapter one for you.’

‘You don’t like chapter one,’ she murmurs. Her voice is every bit as flat and lifeless as her hair, but her literary observation sends a thrill dancing through my heart.

I grin at her. ‘Maybe it’s time I gave it a shot. What do you say? A nice bubble bath and a head massage? Dad can go and get the car warmed up.’ It was one of the only things that worked for her when she was distressed at home—if I could get her into the fucking bathtub in the first place, that was. There was something about the somatics of being touched, being cared for, that soothed her nervous system in a deep place that the dementia couldn’t touch.

Besides, it will make me feel better. Less helpless. I’m here; I may as well make myself useful.

I turn to the nun. ‘I’m going to give her a bath. If you can help me get her in, then I’ll take it from there.’

‘She had a bath yesterday,’ the nun says, putting her hands on her hips. ‘She doesn’t need another one.’

I’m not taking this shit. ‘They’re good for her. They calm her down. Unless you’re telling me you ration the hot water here?’

We glare at each other.

‘She’d be calmer if she had visitors more often. You and your sisters don’t visit her nearly enough. There’s only so much we can do.’

My eyes sting instantly with unshed tears. Of all the cruel, inhuman things to say. Her decision to aim right for the thing I feel most guilty about is a kick to the stomach. ‘I’m their caregiver. I’m the breadwinner. They’re at school, for God’s sake. What the hell do you want us to do? We’re doing our best.’

But are we, really? I think about my carefree weekend with Xav, buggering off to Belvedere without a backwards glance. About the effort it takes to get the twins to visit their mum at all, because they find this place ‘depressing and creepy’. No arguments there. But should I be pushing them harder? Should we all make more effort to put in extra hours here?

The nun sweeps into the cold little bathroom with a contemptuous look at me. ‘Well, if you can’t be here then I hope you’re remembering her in your prayers. The power of prayer is what will get her, and all of you, through this.’

I stare at her navy-and-white back as she disappears off to run the bath. I have no fucking words to say to that.
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It’s after one when I get to bed after a slow journey home on the night bus. The irony is that I gave up Alchemy to make sure the girls were properly looked after in the evenings, and it turns out I’m still bailing on them—only now I have no extra money to show for it. But my going to see Dawn makes a difference, I tell myself. We may be running to stand still here, but it still means something that I showed up. It still means something that she was able to find some emotional and bodily peace for a few minutes in that small bathtub.

And, even if she won’t remember any of it, I’ll feel better knowing that she has clean hair and a clean robe. That she has a little extra piece of her previous dignity.

I lie on my back, arms folded over my chest like an exhausted corpse, as I force myself to face today’s email from the council. It should have been good news—it’s the news I’ve been waiting for, after all—but doesn’t feel like it. Instead, it feels, just as Dawn’s transfer to the home did, like another stark reminder of how far we’ve sunk. How spectacularly I’ve failed.

The news: six days before Christmas, the girls and I will be moving out of our home and into a council flat. Not only that, but the new place is in the most infamous estate for miles around.

In my ears, my secret song is playing over and over.

Usually, it adds something. A… presence, maybe? A comfort. A weird sensation that I’m not totally alone in this world. It’s a security blanket of haunting notes and hushed tones and soft sleigh bells.

But not tonight. Tonight I feel wrung out. And, worse than feeling alone, I feel bereft, because the absence of Xav is more excruciating than my simply being on my own. He is not here, and I feel it as if someone has cut off a hand or a foot.

It’s like the weekend rewrote my DNA. That imprint of his body curled around mine for two nights has literally imprinted itself on my wiring. I thought, naïvely, that leaving Belvedere would be hard, and it has been, obviously. But leaving him has been far harder. In the space of forty-eight hours, my body and brain became addicted to him. The guy is a walking dopamine hit, to be fair, with his devastating looks and his fancy words and the soft, beauty-loving soul that somehow, against the odds, my own soft, beauty-loving soul has sought out and landed on.

My friend Izzy at Alchemy has ADHD, and she’s always talking about ‘seeking behaviours’. She’s tried explaining to me that, when she’s feeling out of whack, her brain is relentless, always seeking a novelty, a reward. Somewhere to land.

I never really understood what she meant.

Now I fucking do.

I lie here and think back to Flora’s face, flushed with panic and excitement as she filled me in on their family meeting: that her father had ‘requested’ Xav and Selena’s wedding be moved forward to New Year’s Eve. I recall the cold, dead thud of my stomach as it hit me that, within seven short weeks, he’d be married.

She couldn’t know, of course, how heavily those words would lie on me.

Xav sent his apologies for missing our pub lunch and walk—he had to go and deliver the good news to his betrothed, basically—but boy, did he make up for it later. He came to the other pub with us after dinner, and let’s just say that we were so wrapped up in each other all evening that Flora could have banged half the gardening staff and he wouldn’t have noticed.

My fingers flex on their opposite shoulders as I allow myself to remember the way he was in bed that night, and I make a small, soft noise of pain that I can’t hear above the music. He refused to talk at all about his impending marriage, but God, did he devour me in every way. He kissed every inch of my body. Went down on me. And, if I’m being completely honest with myself, what we did after that, for hours and hours, was less fucking and more making love.

I can’t be a hundred percent sure. After all, no one sure as hell ever made love to me at Alchemy. But I don’t have a better way to describe the way it was between us that night: endless, searing eye contact, and murmured endearments, and the mutual worship of skin with our mouths and our fingers, and gasps of disbelief from both of us at how deep he could wedge himself inside me, how slowly and intentionally he could move.

At how otherworldly perfect it could feel to be with another person like this, as if we were alone together in this sublime bubble, our bodies celebrating the fact that our souls had recognised themselves in each other.

And that is dangerous. That is heady and unhelpful. I have a life to survive here; I have two kids who depend on me and a very beloved stepmum who’s in a very scary place right now and has no one else to advocate for her, not to mention an imminent move to a bleak-as-fuck new reality. I need all the strength I can get right now, because it feels like I’m standing in the path of one of those tennis ball serving machines, except instead of balls, it’s serving me up lemon after lemon.

The thing is, I’m so tired of trying to make lemonade.

Next time life gives me a lemon, I swear I’m going to squirt the fucking thing into someone’s eye.


CHAPTER 29
Xavier



Ipride myself on my willing adherence to duty. It’s a character trait I’ve cultivated as purposefully as my ancestors cultivated their prized ferns a hundred or so years ago. From an early age, I’ve steeped myself in learning about the de Veres’ history, in studying the individuals who have stewarded this family through centuries of headwinds, from the foibles of each monarch and the endless pendulum of their preferences for certain religions to agricultural blights and local uprisings. I’d like to think I’ve reflected on their mistakes as well as their successes and drawn equally from both in strategising on how I plan to take the dukedom of Oxford forward.

Given all this, you would think I’d take a small adjustment in the date of my nuptials on the chin. Such a minor thing in the scheme of things. In the annals of our history. Yet my father’s carefully phrased demand has all but winded me, and I’d be grotesquely lacking in self-awareness if I didn’t admit to myself that the impact of this setback has very little to do with my fiancée and everything to do with Ivy.

I’m on borrowed time with her; I realise that.

I’m playing a dangerous game; I realise that, too.

What the actual fuck I’m doing, messing around with another woman when I’m this close to marrying, I have no clue. I tell myself it’s a bachelor swan song, a last dalliance, but I’m delusional.

It’s Ivy.

If I hadn’t met her, I wouldn’t have looked at another woman. I would have felt no burning desire to sow those last few oats. I would, in all likelihood, have made peace with my impending marriage and committed to focusing my energies on building intimacy with my wife once the rings were exchanged.

I could have told myself this weekend that I was trying to get Ivy out of my system, but we all know that’s not how addiction works. We’re fully aware that when you open up your veins to something, someone, as intoxicating as Ivy, the honeyed sweetness that steals into your bloodstream is impossible to withstand.

Which is why, four days after I waved her and my sister off from Belvedere, I find myself standing outside Jan’s Caff like the addict I suspect myself to be.

She’s due to meet Flora at two p.m. back at our place; this much I’ve surreptitiously gleaned from my sister. I wanted to surprise her—hoped, of course that it would be a good kind of surprise—so I’ve driven down to London this morning on the off chance that I’ll find her at the caff. My plans beyond this are nebulous: ill-formed wisps of hope and fantasy and cold reality.

But I know I’ll take what I can get.

It’s particularly chilly this morning, and the caff’s windows and doors are steamed up on the inside in a way that suggests warmth but does not entice. I think it’s the fear that one will be enveloped in a clammy, school-dinner-scented fog upon entering. I push open the door and find my fears unfounded. The space is warm and smells, if anything, of filter coffee and cheese toasties. Not a whiff of over-boiled cabbage to be found.

There are a few more patrons today—mainly solo, except for two older women chatting happily near the door. I spot Jan at a nearby table and she gives me a nod that’s somewhere between reserved and curt. First Genevieve, now Jan. It seems none of Ivy’s bosses approve of me or my intentions.

But it’s not Jan I’ve come here to see. I scan the room as I shut the door firmly behind me.

‘Ivy!’ Jan shouts over her shoulder. ‘You’ve got a visitor, love.’

She appears from the doorway to the kitchen, and the warmth of relief floods my veins, syrupy as oxytocin.

There she is.

‘What’re you doing here?’ she murmurs as we happen upon each other in the middle of the room, but her grin doesn’t suggest displeasure. Not at all.

I’m just so damn glad to see her, and it seems she feels the same way.

I stoop to kiss her chastely on both cheeks. It’s the way I kiss everyone, the way I kissed my fiancée the other day, but with Ivy it’s an experience unto itself, soft and delicious and plump with promise.

‘I came to see you,’ I whisper in her ear as I finish my greeting.

When I pull away, the pleased grin is giving way to distress.

‘But I’m working till one thirty.’

‘It’s okay.’ I brush my hands fleetingly down her upper arms. She’s in a long-sleeved top and leggings under her Jan’s Caff apron, her bright, glorious hair secured with a perky, retro-looking bandana, and she looks perfect. ‘Don’t worry. I meant it literally. I came to see you. I’ll just sit and stare at you like a total creep for a few hours, and then I’ll walk you back to ours.’

She casts her eyes downwards and then back up to my face. ‘You came for a fish-finger sandwich, didn’t you.’

‘Got it in one. I couldn’t stay away. Had no idea you’d be here.’

She breaks into another grin, hands twisting in her apron, and her obvious pleasure makes me brave.

I lean forward. ‘I meant it. I couldn’t stay away.’
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The fish-finger sandwich is just as excellent as the last one was, even if my and Ivy’s circumstances are a world away from that last, excruciating visit of mine. True to my promise, I sit at a table near the kitchen and watch her intently as she works. She moves unselfconsciously, which amazes me, given I’ve spent years marvelling at quite how performative my fiancée’s every step, every word, is.

Jan’s husband Bill comes to join me for a chat at some point. He’s reading a doorstopper of a book entitled Heirs and Graces, which is, in my humble opinion, a spectacularly clever name for a book about modern British aristocracy.

It seems Ivy’s filled her bosses in on my identity, because he brings it over with his mug of tea and proceeds to drill me by way of verifying its mentions of the de Vere family: whether my grandfather really dated a Mitford (he did; it was pretty serious) and how Belvedere fared during its stint as a World War One army hospital (it emerged relatively unscathed thanks to my ancestors stripping the place of all spoilable treasures, from Alice de Vere’s diaries to every last Sèvres cup-and-saucer set. Even the illustrious ferns were clipped for samples that were carefully planted offsite).

He’s a thoroughly decent bloke: thoughtful and clearly cerebral, and it strikes me again that this cast of characters in whose orbit Ivy lives and works share an integrity, a gravitas, even, that may not be obvious at first glance. In any case, he seems genuinely pleased to have the chance to burrow deeper down this particular rabbit hole, to expand upon this secondary research with some primary research of his own, and it has me checking my privilege. I’m fortunate enough to be in a role that fills me with purpose, that feels like destiny. The subject of my marriage aside, I have immense agency. Meanwhile, guys like Bill run businesses that keep the lights on and are altogether admirable but perhaps don’t fill their souls with the same fire that their hobbies do.

I am blessed, and I’d do well to remember it.

In the end, Bill and Jan tell Ivy to scarper a good three hours early, which is immensely decent of them. Perhaps it’s my relentless puppy-dog eyes, following her around her place of work, that have propelled them over the edge. She dons a shabby-looking coat that I’m not convinced will keep her warm as the temperature drops, and we walk outside together.

The sun is out in its winter guise: watery in theory but low enough in the sky for its glare to hit you bang between the eyes. As I usher Ivy through the door, she stands in the street, squinting and clutching at my arm as the screwing up of her sweet little nose tells me she’s chasing what my family calls a sun-sneeze. I observe in amusement as her mouth opens, and then she finally lets rip.

‘Better?’ I ask her.

She sighs happily. ‘Much. That was almost as good as an orgasm.’

‘Clearly I’ve been doing something wrong.’

‘I said almost, didn’t I?’ But the smile she gives me is knowing enough, conspiratorial enough, to telegraph to me that a crisis of confidence on my part is unfounded.

It’s so knowing, in fact, that it has me pulling her towards me so I can do what I’ve wanted to do since I walked into the caff.

I find her mouth with mine. Relief is a flood of warmth as I touch my lips to hers. Equally warm: the inside of her mouth, silken and sweet-tasting. It’s a gamble, diving on her on the street like this as if she’s my girlfriend and not a young woman with whom I have no technical relationship. But fortune favours the brave, and it favours me in this moment, as Ivy finds my tongue with hers and her body grows pliant within the confines of my arms.

When I break the kiss, because public decency is a real thing, our breath escapes our bodies in little tufted clouds of happiness. I stay stooped, rolling my forehead dreamily against hers. ‘Hi.’

‘Hi.’

The next words out of her mouth give me pause.

‘Is this a booty call?’

I spring back, horrified. ‘Jesus, no. Of course not. I would never—I told you. I just needed to see you.’

‘“Needed”?’ Her mouth twists. I’ve pleased her, or at least tickled her.

‘Needed.’ No point in disowning it.

‘So not a booty call.’

My face twists with distaste. I want her; of course I do. I’m only human. I’ve thought of little else but fucking Ivy since she left on Sunday. But the idea that she believes me capable of tracking her down at her place of work in an attempt to bundle her off to bed is loathsome. Loathsome.

‘No. I just want some time with you—preferably alone, at our place. I’ll make you a sandwich. Give you a foot rub. Run you a bath. Whatever you want.’

She moans a little then. ‘You always do this. You talk dirty to me. Country walks, and pub lunches, and foot rubs, and baths and… you know.’

‘That shouldn’t be abnormal for you.’ I raise my eyebrows to ram home the seriousness of my message. I may still know next to nothing about her home life, but I’m displeased that these basic acts of care are so foreign to her, so exotic. ‘You’ve been on your feet all morning—you deserve to be pampered.’

‘You know what else is pampering?’ She takes hold of my coat’s lapels. ‘Bloody hell, this is soft.’

‘What?’

‘Orgasms.’

I grin now. Shake my head. ‘It’s almost as if you want me to exploit you.’

She lets out an exaggeratedly happy sigh. ‘Finally, he gets it.’

‘Come on.’ I crook my elbow and extend it. ‘Let’s get you warm.’


CHAPTER 30
Ivy



‘You sure you don’t want anything to eat?’ Xav asks as he leads me up the sweeping staircase in his family’s London mansion. It has marble steps and a beautiful rose-patterned carpet held in place by shiny brass rods. The kind of staircase you’d float down in a ballgown for your Cinderella moment.

I shake my head. He had me at ‘bath’, honestly. If a tub filled with hot, bubbly water is the intersection between him wanting to look after me and me wanting to pounce on him, then the tub is where we shall make a beeline for. Do not pass Go. Do not collect two hundred pounds.

Besides, I had a cheeky bacon-and-egg sarnie in the kitchen an hour ago. The only thing I need in my mouth in the next hour is Xav’s lovely dick.

Flora’s not due home till two, which gives us two and a half hours to mess around. Apparently, the room he’s led me to is his room in London, although there’s very little to suggest it’s anything more than an anonymous guest room. It’s very tasteful, very neutral. The only real clues that it’s his space are the few masculine touches: the dark wood and hefty build of the bed; some moody black-and-white photos of London in a bygone era; a brass suit hanger with a shirt standing to attention across it.

I’m taking it all in as he enfolds my hand in his and pulls me across the room. His smile is boyish: pleased and a little mischievous. At the sight of it, my poor heart drifts up and out of my body as if it’s attached to Mary Poppins’ brolly.

Okay, this is a seriously dreamy bathroom. I never, ever want to leave. How is it that, half an hour ago, I was serving cups of tea to toothless street sweepers and now a heartbreakingly handsome aristocrat is pushing his dark hair out of his eyes as he runs me a bath? He calls it ‘drawing’ me a bath. Of course he does, because we’re apparently in Downton Abbey now, only we’ve switched roles and he’s the lady’s maid, hell-bent on pampering me.

The bathtub is a huge, freestanding oval made from some swanky matte marble. This house does a great job of mixing modern and classic in a way that’s mystifying to me but just works. Hell, does it work. Xav adds an endless and frankly wasteful pour of gloopy bubble bath to the water thundering out of the tap, but I’m not complaining, because the steam turns instantly geranium-scented as bubbles multiply like magic on the surface. I’ve never seen a bath fill so quickly.

‘Time’—he paddles the water with his hand to check the temperature and straightens up—‘for you to strip.’

I grin at him and make quick work of my clothes. I feel less self-conscious standing in front of him naked, funnily enough, than I do in my crappy, cheapo leggings and t-shirt. When I’m bare, I’m the version of myself that he wants, whereas in my caff outfit, it couldn’t be more clear that I don’t belong here. Nudity is honest. It’s an equaliser, in a way, even if the fact that he remains fully clothed as he stares at every inch of skin I reveal to him should feel like the very opposite of equality.

‘That’s it.’ He sighs the words more than he speaks them. ‘Christ, look at you.’

The hungry whisper of his voice and that fucking male gaze has a pulse jumping between my legs. I raise my arms to make sure my hair is still secure in its messy bun. My bandana, which felt sweetly quirky in the caff, now feels naff, so I tug it off. My hair will frizz up no end in here, but I get the feeling he won’t give a shit. Not from the way he’s eye-fucking my boobs, my outstretched arms framing the perfect view for him.

‘You’d better be getting in too,’ I tell him as I raise one leg and lower it into the wonderful, life-affirming warmth. Who can afford their hot water supply on all day? The de Veres, that’s who, and I’m here for it.

I think it’s the flash I give him of what awaits him between my legs, but I’ve never seen a man undress so quickly. I laugh as I lower the rest of myself in, sinking delightedly into a frothy underworld as Xav rips clothes off in some chaotic, desperate order with little concern for logic or for the fragility of fabric or ears. His soft, expensive-looking turtleneck goes first, ears emerging pink and angry as he bends to get a sock off, then straightens to unbutton his belt, then bends again for the other sock.

I’m still laughing as he clambers in opposite me, hasty but still somehow elegant, his body a beautiful punctuation mark of golden skin and dark hair against the tasteful neutrals of the room, dick and balls swaying heavily between his legs in a yet-unspoken promise.

‘Come here,’ he chokes out, kneeling before me, and then he’s tugging me to him, and I’m gasping as I go to him, straddling him, winding my legs around his waist.

The contrast of hot water and decadent bubbles and his still-cool skin is the most glorious kind of shock: a bodily shock that makes me feel like I’ve been sleepwalking through the past few days since I last felt his skin against mine.

We’re nose to nose like this, his breath warm and soft on my face as we sit, still and awed, taking each other in. I loop my arms around his neck; his hands skitter along my spinal column and brush stray hairs off my jaw.

‘This is the best idea you’ve ever, ever had,’ I say.

‘Mmm. It definitely comes a close second to allowing my brother to throw me a birthday party, that’s for sure.’ He brushes his lips over mine, reacquainting himself with me now that we’re alone and suspended in our own watery haven, no invasive street noise or members of the public pushing testily past us.

I smile against his mouth at the memory of his party: me with my tits out, his moral outrage and clear conflict. But there’s no conflict as he kisses me now, as he lets his hands journey over my body, as his dick thickens and jerks against my stomach. His mouth is soft against mine, his lips supple, his tongue silken. Quickly though my horniness levels are ramping up, I could stay like this forever, enjoying each other.

He sighs into my mouth before breaking the kiss, letting his head rest against the wide lip of the bath. His beautiful green eyes dance over my face. I pull my arms out from behind him so he can lie back properly. That collarbone of his is so perfect that I trace a wet fingertip along it. A few inches below it, the dark, soft hairs begin before bubbles steal the rest of him from me.

‘Ivy,’ he says.

My gaze flickers back up to meet his eyes, and what I see in them makes my sinuses burn. It’s some quiet, sad mix of resignation and wonder and God knows what else—a million different things, probably. Just like how I’m feeling.

He brackets my waist with his hands, his strong thumbs rubbing circles into my skin. ‘I want to reiterate: I didn’t bring you here for a booty call. That’s not what this is.’

I smile. Now that we’re here, the concept of a booty call falls so far short of what this is—even if it’s precisely how someone who’s not a part of this moment would define it. ‘I know.’

‘This thing between us is…’

He trails off, his brows pinching together in a frown, and I wonder at the unspoken weight, the danger of all the terms he could deploy like weapons. Drop like little emotional bombs that might destroy me. Ill-advised, he may say. Or complicated. Complicated would definitely fell me. The ultimate cop-out. Or⁠—

But the smile he gives me now as the muscles between his eyes relax is not the smile you use when you’re deploying emotional hand grenades. It just isn’t.

‘I don’t really have words for it,’ he says slowly, carefully, like this bathtub is his confessional and accuracy here really matters, ‘but the closest I’ve managed to get is miraculous.’

I stare at him, my sinuses really bloody fiery now, and my eyes aching with the wells of tears they’re holding.

Miraculous?

‘We shouldn’t make sense,’ he continues. ‘But…’

But we do.

And it feels like a miracle.

‘I feel as though I don’t have to explain it to you,’ he says, releasing my waist with one hand and brushing something I suspect is not a drop of bathwater from my cheek.

I shake my head within the cradle of his palm, blinking furiously. ‘You don’t.’

A miracle is an amazing thing. A gift considered too wonderful to be physically possible. It changes lives and changes people—for the better. Xav and I may be ill-advised and complicated—God knows, it’s complicated—but he also believes that this thing we are, we have, is the stuff of miracles, and that’s probably the best gift he can give me.

‘I could never, ever have imagined you.’ He brushes his fingers over my cheek. ‘You’re the stuff of fairytales, honestly. I think about you every second of the day. And I can’t⁠—’

His voice breaks, and I hasten to comfort him, because whichever version of the truth he’s planning on following with, it’s all undeniable.

He can’t.

Full stop.

We don’t exist in this reality, where no part of his future is his to choose and little part of my day-to-day life is ripe for self-indulgence. He has an arranged fiancée, and I have a secret family, and God knows, we both serve equally cruel masters in our own way.

So I say the only thing possible.

‘Right now, you can. Right this minute, you can do whatever the hell you like.’


CHAPTER 31
Xavier



Sweet, sweet Ivy, with the body of a siren and the soul of an angel, with a woman’s plush mouth and the guileless blue eyes of a girl. I shouldn’t be surprised that she doesn’t require me to articulate any of this. Whatever this is between us, it goes far beyond words.

I can’t offer her anything except this moment and, if we’re lucky, another few like it: lustrous pearls to be strung on the thread of life, to be treasured and, on occasion, taken out and revered like the priceless keepsakes they are.

She’s the wise one, as usual. Despite what I suspect is the lack of a decent formal education, Ivy has an old wisdom about her that makes me want to defer to her here. So I take her reminder in the spirit in which she’s served it up to me: that this moment is indeed a pearl, and we are its creators. Its cultivators.

My fingers on her waist are the only counter to her buoyancy. I wrap my arm tightly around her and pull her down, anchoring her decisively against me. On top of me.

‘When you put it like that.’

She wriggles against my cock. ‘You know…’ She hesitates, which is unlike her.

‘What is it?’

‘I got tested after I left Alchemy. And I have a shot. So…’ She shrugs. ‘I’m safe. And clean.’

I suck in a harsh breath at the generosity of her offer as much as at the sheer eroticism of what she’s suggesting. ‘I’m clean, too. But I’ve never…’

A tight little nod of her head. ‘I haven’t either, believe me. But I don’t want you to think I’m some little gold-digger trying to trap you.’

I laugh at that. I probably should be thinking that, but: ‘Believe me, that’s not what I’m thinking.’

We stare at each other for a beat, me taking in her astonishing, wide-set blue eyes, before she settles the matter with the stunningly effective tactic of slipping a hand under the water and wedging it between us so she can wrap those slim little fingers around my cock. Within the harness of my arm, she raises herself up and shunts further forward, notching me right at her entrance.

And still, we stare at each other.

The vortex of emotion in whose merciless grip I’m engulfed morphs into a vortex of sensation as she feeds herself my dick, inch by inch. My little Fragonard temptress, whose tits have intoxicated me since that first entrancing sight of them, swallows me up. She’s the most fantastical of creatures, and still, the realness of her grounds me: her small, earnest puffs of breath as she accommodates me; the impossible succulence of her damp skin; the enchanting way her loose tendrils of sunset-coloured hair frame her face.

‘That’s it. You’re doing so well, sweetheart. How does that feel?’

She’s so impossibly precious to me.

This moment is so impossibly precious to me.

‘So good.’ The words are a sigh. ‘So good, Xav.’

‘I know. Jesus. For me, too.’

Her mouth opens as I bottom out in her, and I lean forward to capture her top lip, snagging it lightly between my teeth so I can run my tongue over it. She grabs at my hair, kissing me back, and for a moment we sit here in our watery cocoon, as close as we can be, hands sliding over wet flesh and mouths exploring.

‘Now,’ I say with difficulty, resisting the urge to thrust up and into her, ‘if you’re going to beat that sneeze from earlier, you need to do exactly as I say. Got it?’

She pulls back a fraction, eyes shining. ‘Got it.’

‘Good. First, I want you to hold those beautiful tits up for me so I can play with them. Cup them for me, sweetheart.’

I lean my head back against the lip of the tub and survey the sight in front of me: Ivy, soaked and soapy, impaled on my cock, cupping her magnificent breasts for my delectation as the water laps at their undersides.

It would be deplorably naïve of me to take her sweet-seeming desire to please as a sign of her innocence, her need for guidance. I’m far more cognisant than I’d like to be of her past. But I know that she enjoys it when I take the lead.

That makes two of us.

I trail my fingertips down over her chest until they reach her nipples: hard, slippery little nubs. The sensitivity levels of her nipples—through the roof—is one of the hundreds of tiny details I have been privileged to learn on this new but beautiful voyage of discovering Ivy. Mapping her.

My ministrations have the desired effect. She stares at me, her eyes beseeching, her small, needy noises as moving as they are arousing.

‘I know,’ I say uselessly. ‘I know. It feels good, doesn’t it, being stuffed full of me as I play with you?’

Her response is to roll her hips, leaving neither of us in any doubt as to how stuffed full she is of me. Lord, is it tight down there, and it’s intense like this: face to face, water lapping softly around us as we hold our positions.

I ramp up my tweaks and pulls and pinches. ‘Tell me how it feels.’

‘It aches. Everywhere.’ She grinds down on me, and I understand that her clit must ache as surely as her nipples. Thank God for this woman and for her wonderful, responsive body.

‘And if I do this?’—this being releasing one breast and sliding my hand south until I can crook my fingers and tend to the spot where she needs them the most.

Her head drops back in pleasure, her exposed throat pale. There’s that sense again, the sense that Ivy contains within her fathoms a deep vulnerability, a fragility. I dip my head and kiss up the side of that milky column as deferentially as it’s possible to do so while my hands engage in their lovely, filthy acts. We may be doomed in real life, but in the microcosm of this bathtub we are real, and we are synchronicity itself. There’s a profound peace here, in this shrunken, fantastical world. No matter how urgently our arousal levels are spiralling heavenward, I sense that we could both stay like this for all eternity, in a sanctuary fashioned from each other’s bodies.

Alas, it’s our sex organs that dictate the pace here and not our souls. Ivy is rocking against me, possibly unconsciously, with tiny, despairing pitches of her hips, and I grow even thicker inside her velvety prison. I let my head fall back against the tub’s lip in surrender. ‘Do it, sweetheart. Take what you need.’

With an anguished moan into my mouth, she rises up, a warrior queen intent on destroying me. I keep my fingers on her clit while, with my spare hand, I stroke down her stomach, marvelling that skin can be so soft, that a person can be created with such lush perfection.

Eyes locked, we find a rhythm. I bite down on my lip as she works me from above, and I know, I just know, that I’ll never forget how this moment looks and feels and tastes. I’ll close my eyes on my deathbed and I’ll have no trouble conjuring this up; God knows, it’ll probably be burnt onto my retinas on my fucking wedding day.

The pleasure is like nothing else: so much more than two bodies fitting together well. My entire being is alight; I glow with the sheer wonder of it as this exquisite human being, this heavenly creature, makes love to me and sates herself. Her eyes are galaxies, and my soul is as much aflame as my body is.

She’s trembling. This isn’t sex—it’s some sort of communion that feels ancient and holy and exalted. My fingers play with her clit, my hand following her lead as she rises and falls above me. She dips her head and grinds her forehead against mine.

‘I’m so close,’ she gets out.

‘Me too. Me too.’

We lose ourselves in our rhythm, each chasing our own orgasms side by side, each spurring each other’s on, the lapping of the bathwater turning to sloshing, my halo of pleasure glowing more brightly with every drive inside her. She finds my mouth as she begins to come, with those gorgeous, desperate, clumsy kisses that speak to her state.

I’m sweating with heat and exertion and the physical effort of holding myself off for her sake, but the noises she’s making into my mouth—oh my God, the noises. Not to mention the unholy squeeze of her internal walls around my poor dick, over and over and over. I’m kissing her when she breaks me with a final slam that sends water sloshing over the edges of the bathtub and has my entire body wracked with convulsions of pleasure so great that I squeeze my eyes shut in an effort to survive them.

Ivy, Ivy, Ivy.

What the fuck are you doing to me?


CHAPTER 32
Ivy



Afew minutes ago, Xav’s lathered-up hands were making slow, appreciative circles on my skin as I lay back against him in the bath, encircled in his arms and catching my breath. I felt like a drunk parachutist drifting woozily back down to earth.

Now, he crouches before me so he can dry every inch of me with a fluffy white towel while I stare down at him as if he’s a fairytale prince who’s somehow worked his way up from the London sewage system like some sexy male spin on Giselle in Enchanted.

My poor knees, which were pretty buggered after the pounding I gave them in the bath, are doing okay now.

I suspect my poor heart may need a little longer, though.

Xav presses a sweet kiss to the skin just below my belly button before getting to his feet and holding out a robe just as fluffy as the towel for me to thread my arms through. He carefully tugs one side closed, and then the other—whether to keep me warm or reinstate my modesty, I don’t know—before knotting it.

On second thoughts, maybe I’m the princess in this scenario. He’s certainly making me feel that way.

‘I don’t know about you’—he puts a gentlemanly hand to the small of my back—‘but I need a cup of tea and a few biscuits after that performance.’

I smile at him, still giddy. ‘I could murder a builder’s.’

‘I bet you could. You definitely fucking earned it.’ And with that, he reaches for me properly, pulling me against him by the lapels of my robe. His kisses wear the memory of every single thing we’ve just done to each other.

We still have an hour before Flora is due home. An hour before we need to return to the real world.

‘Do you have a family commitment tonight?’ he asks me as we saunter down the hallway. ‘Because I could stay down.’ We’re barefoot—entirely naked under our robes, in fact—but it’s so toasty in this house that no slippers are needed. I think the entire place is underfloor heated.

I give him a sad little nod. It’s unreasonable, given the indecently good hour we’ve just spent together, that I should resent not being able to see him tonight, but I do. He’s willing to stay in London for me, and I can’t bloody make the most of it. God, what I wouldn’t give to shack up here with him for an evening. We could get Deliveroo and watch TV in bed and fuck like rabbits and just be.

Just be normal.

But there’s no normal for us, even without Dawn and my sisters in play, because this perfect guy is marrying another woman in less than seven weeks, and then moments like this will be nothing but dust and memories.

Maybe that’s why I feel so gutted, as if I’ve been kicked in the stomach. Maybe it’s because I know that we’re on borrowed time that it seems so particularly cruel when we can’t beg, borrow or steal any more of these moments. Already, panic is clawing at the edges of the precious memories we've just made, threatening to shred them to ribbons with its cold fingers, and I can't bear it.

He holds my hand as we pad down the huge staircase together. ‘It’s not a problem. I’m the last person who can judge you for being unavailable.’

‘But I want to,’ I say in a small voice.

‘I know. Me too.’ He tightens his grip on my hand as we hit the last step.

Classical music is wafting elegantly out of the kitchen. It seems an appropriate soundtrack for this most sophisticated of houses, but I don’t remember Xav turning any music on when we got here. Maybe Shelly, their friendly part-time housekeeper-cum-chef, has turned up, which could be awkward if⁠—

Oh fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

We round the large archway that leads from the hallway through to the massive kitchen to a sight so appalling that my blissed-out brain can barely compute it: Flora and her mother, the fucking Duchess of Oxford, sitting at the island with a pile of what look like glossy fashion magazines.

If I wasn’t undergoing full-body paralysis from the sheer horror of it all, I think I’d actually laugh, because their faces are a picture as their jaws drop open like stones. They stare at us; we stare at them, all of us in shock. I’m sure my and Xav’s expressions are just as gobsmacked as theirs.

My first suggestion my deer-in-the-headlights brain serves me up is to make a run for it. Like, to anywhere. Back upstairs, out the front door—anywhere that is not this shitshow in this kitchen. But Xav, it seems, has my number, because he tightens his grip on my hand even as I sense him straightening up to his full height next to me.

‘Ma. Flora. What a pleasant surprise.’

Luckily, I’m still too dumbstruck to speak, because I would absolutely guffaw at that one. Here we are, clearly naked under our robes, even more clearly having just screwed each other’s brains out, yet Xav can still conjure up his inner duke on demand.

‘Xavier.’ His mum’s tone is as flat as her expression. She doesn’t grace me with a verbal acknowledgment—shocker—but boy, does the filthy up-and-down look she gives me speak every word I assume her breeding stops her from saying out loud. I also assume those unspoken words include gems like trollop and slut and gold-digger.

Flora, bless her, breaks the standoff. ‘Oh my God, guys!’ Her expression has shifted from gobsmacked only to gobsmacked and seriously chuffed. She’s staring at us like we’re a gift she didn’t see coming. I couldn’t adore her more in this moment, even if, unlike her mother, I suspect she’s forgotten all about her soon-to-be sister-in-law.

I give her a tiny, embarrassed smile that’s more of a grimace, really. If there was an awkward-as-fuck scale, which there should absolutely be, we’d be breaking the dial on it right now, surely. I still don’t trust myself to speak. I feel too mortified, too exposed, and I also recognise amid my total panic that nothing I could say right now would make this calamity better. Instead, I glance up at Xav. He looks stern and humourless, and it’s scary and reassuring and sexy all at once.

‘We didn’t expect you,’ he says to his mum, and he manages to make it sound like a scolding, which frankly I applaud.

‘That,’ she says, dragging her purse-lipped attention away from me and over to him, ‘is altogether too obvious.’

‘If you have something to say, Ma, then say it.’

Holy fuck. How is he so good at this, at turning the tables when he’s been caught so blatantly with his hand in the common little cookie jar? Unless this is a standard upper-class thing and they are all instinctively bred to turn a blind eye whenever anyone gets caught fucking the help. I could be invisible right now.

‘What you choose to do before you walk down the aisle is entirely your own business,’ his mum says with God knows how many centuries’ worth of passive aggression bred into her voice.

‘On that we are in full agreement.’ Xav’s tone is marginally airier, but he’s holding my hand so tightly that my bones may snap. Painful though it is, I’m glad of the firmness of his touch anchoring me.

They glare at each other for a few long moments while Flora shoots me a sympathetic scrunch of her face and I just stand here like a lemon.

‘Flora,’ Xav says eventually, ‘why don’t you take Ivy upstairs and keep her company while she gets dressed?’

‘Sure,’ Flora says too quickly. She jumps down from her barstool and practically runs over to me. ‘C’mon, Ive, let’s leave these two to it.’

I attempt to extricate my hand from Xav’s iron grip, but to my surprise, he leans in and kisses me slowly, sweetly on the temple.

‘I’m so, so sorry,’ he whispers before he releases my hand.

I give him a little not here shake of my head. ‘It’s fine.’

It’s anything but fine.
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I sprint upstairs, Flora hot on my heels, and bolt into Xav’s bedroom, shutting the door behind us. ‘Oh my God.’ I cover my face with my hands, slumping back against the door with a dull, defeated thud. ‘Oh my fucking God.’

‘Hey.’ She pries me off the door and wraps her arms around me, and I collapse against her. Right now I am absolutely not above letting a nineteen-year-old comfort me. ‘It’s okay.’

‘I’ve never been so mortified in my life,’ I mutter into her very nice-smelling hair. I’m aware, as I’m saying it, that mortified is too simple a word for what I’m feeling. I’m not ashamed of what we’ve done, not in the slightest, but I’m humiliated and blindsided. I feel small. Xav and Flora’s mum made me feel small down there: small and irrelevant and foolish. My blissed-out bubble has been burst, and being reminded so blatantly that I’m nothing more than Xav’s dirty little secret has given me the ick. Seeing us through his mum’s eyes reduces us to shallow, sordid fucking, even if what we just shared in the bathroom next door was anything but.

Even if it was quite the opposite.

‘Here. Come and have a seat,’ Flora says, gently releasing me and leading me over to the bed. At the sight of our clothes through the double doors, strewn all over the bathroom floor in our haste to get naked with each other, she lets out a girlish little giggle. ‘Oh, wow.’

‘This must be so weird for you,’ I say as I plonk myself down on the long padded bench at the foot of Xav’s nice big bed, the emotional cocktail swirling around in my tummy growing even more potent.

‘I’m definitely not the person to worry about right now.’ She sits down next to me on the bench and takes my hand. ‘And if Ma hadn’t been here, I would have thought seeing you and my brother all flushed and matchy-matchy in your bathrobes was the sweetest sight ever.’ She gives me a friendly nudge with her elbow. ‘Weird, but sweet.’

I stare down at our joined hands and risk a sideways glance at her. She’s smiling at me. ‘Really?’

‘Really. I mean, I’m pissed off with him for thinking he could steal you away from me, but come on. You’re adorable together. Anyone would think so.’

‘I’m pretty sure that’s not what your mum’s thinking right now.’

She nods. ‘Yep. Everyone but my parents, that’s for sure. Are you okay? Mum went into full snooty dragon mode down there.’

I shrug. ‘I’m the common little tart who’s shagging her golden firstborn. Her golden, engaged firstborn. I’m pretty sure she’s allowed to hate me.’

‘You’re not common or a tart. That’s a terrible thing to say.’

‘Well, I dropped my knickers for him pretty fucking quickly.’

‘I’m not going to let you talk about yourself like that. What have you been telling me? That men, especially men like my brothers, have double standards. They get to fuck around and you and I are supposed to keep our legs closed and pursue “meaningful” relationships. I don’t think so.’

That gets a little laugh out of me. ‘Look at you, using fuck as a verb. Gold star.’

‘Can I ask how it started?’ she asks softly. ‘Because I got the impression that you thought he was a pompous arse, even if I called it right from the start that he was into you.’

All of it hurts my heart: the idea that I once thought that way about Xav as much the memory that she told me he had a thing for me that first day I met her here.

I’m silent for a moment, then: ‘It started last weekend. I thought he was hot before, obviously, but you’re right, he was a pompous arse to me.’ I clear my throat. Yikes, this is awkward. ‘Not to overshare, but it happened precisely because he was being a pompous arse. We had a big fight in the orangery—about you, actually, and the way he and Benedict were trying to control you—and… one thing led to another.’

I risk a glance at her. She’s looking at me as if this is the best thing she’s ever heard in her life.

‘In the orangery?’

‘Yeah, and then… well, he spent both nights with me. And today he showed up at the caff where I work, and we came back here.’ I’m assuming she can fill in the gaps herself from here.

‘Holy shit.’ She looks and sounds winded, which she probably is.

‘Are you angry with me?’

‘God, no. Why would you think that?’

I screw up my face. ‘Because he’s engaged to Selena.’

‘Babe, that’s his issue, not yours. It’s not exactly a secret that they have no feelings for each other.’

‘Yeah, I just—she’s going to be your sister-in-law. I didn’t know if you’d feel conflicted.’

She pauses. ‘He doesn’t talk to me about her. I kind of get the impression that he believes it’s his job to get on with it and not complain. He’s very stoical about stuff. Very dutiful. But he definitely looked horrified when Ma and Pa pushed him to move the wedding up the other day—oh, God.’ She looks at me, aghast.

‘Yep. He’d just left me in bed, so maybe he was in a different headspace,’ I say, but she’s still staring at me.

‘Shit, you two are seriously into each other, aren’t you?’

‘No, Jesus, it’s only been a few days. We’re just… having fun.’ My words sound hollow to my ears. Fun is not an adequate descriptor for the experience of gazing into Xav’s eyes as we came apart in transcendental style about twelve feet from here.

But she’s shaking her head. ‘Nope. The way he was with you just now was intense. I’ve never, ever seen him look at Selena like that. Not once.’

‘Well, he’s getting married in exactly forty-eight days, and that’s that. This is all we’ve got until then, and I’m sure your mum will kibosh that, too. She and Selena win.’ The adrenaline from the confrontation downstairs has ebbed away, and a deep despair is hollowing me out. I don’t even know if I’ll get to be with him again after this epic disaster.

I just wish I knew what the hell he was saying to his mum right now.
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XAVIER

Ma’s stare could burn scorch marks into this bathrobe, I swear. I ignore it as best I can as I set about making two mugs of tea from the Quooker tap. I’ll bring one up to Ivy as soon as I’ve set the record straight with Ma. God knows, I’m not about to deprive her of her postcoital builder’s.

‘It’s just us,’ I tell Ma. ‘Say what you need to say, although, God knows, it’s none of your business.’

It’s a sharper tone than I usually take with her, but she’s put me on the back foot here, and I don’t intend to stay that way. Ma wasn’t born yesterday; she knows how these things work.

‘You gave your dying father your word just a few days ago that you were on board with moving the wedding up.’

‘I did. And I sorted it with the Wentworths, just as you asked. What I do before then is precisely no one’s business but mine.’

‘It’ll be everyone’s business if you go carrying on with that little harlot.’

I set the mugs down on the counter to let them brew and meet my mother’s eyes. It’s about time she acknowledged what I’m doing for this family and the sacrifice I’m making: a sacrifice that, with every day that passes, feels less supportable.

The problem is, of course, and always has been, that she and Pa made the exact same sacrifice. They’re the sixth formers at school who insist on making the new boys’ lives a misery because they were dealt that same cruel hand, once upon a time.

‘First, I won’t tolerate you using that language when it comes to Ivy. I just won’t. Is that clear?’

I raise my eyebrows until she nods her disgruntled agreement.

‘Second, I am doing my duty for this family, and I alone have to bear that responsibility. So kindly do me the courtesy of accepting that I am free until then to spend time with someone who’s a truly remarkable woman and trust that I am capable of conducting this thing with discretion. I have no intention of facilitating gossip or embarrassing you or the Wentworths in public.’

Ma doesn’t need to know that I was kissing Ivy in the street like a horny teenager not a couple of hours ago.

‘Are you using protection, at least? Because the very last thing this line of succession needs is a little bastard in the mix.’

She may be using the term in its original definition, yet I flinch. Somehow, this usage seems even more vicious than employing it as a profanity. That unearthly vision I had of Ivy at Belvedere last weekend, lying back against my pillows as she nursed our child, slaps me across the face like a wet fish. I add the fact that I just fucked her bare, the extent of our ‘protection’ nothing more than her word and my trust in her, to the growing list of things my mother doesn’t need to know.

Moral outrage is the only viable path here. ‘I am not discussing this with you.’

I mash Ivy’s teabag with unnecessary vehemence before discarding it down the waste disposal. I hope she was right about wanting builder’s, because this will be strong as fuck. I add a teaspoon of sugar to take the edge off.

Ma changes tack. ‘If you insist. And I trust this dalliance won’t linger past your wedding?’

I look at her then. ‘Christ, Ma. What do you take me for? Of course not.’

‘You never know what wiles she’s using to manipulate you. Will you need to pay her off? If you do, talk to Wilkens. He can run up an NDA.’

I slosh the milk into the mug with a shaky hand. ‘We are done here. I have nothing more to say on this matter.’

‘You may presume to be head of this family soon,’ she calls as I head out of the kitchen with Ivy’s tea, ‘but it would be very foolish of you to underestimate the ability of a beautiful woman to turn your priorities upside down. Very foolish indeed. You aren’t the first de Vere to fall foul, and you won’t be the last.’


CHAPTER 33
Ivy



I’ve seen Xav four more times since The Great Fuck-Up. He’s been yo-yoing up and down to London as much as he can. We meet here, or he grabs me from the caff and walks me back here, so we can rip each other’s clothes off and fuck each other silly until I have to go and confront my still-secret ‘family commitments’ or my shift with Flora is about to start.

Even more dangerously, sometimes we blow each other’s sex organs up within the first few minutes and then spend our time entwined, talking about safe, unimportant, never-going-to-happen stuff like where in the world I’d most like to go (Venice, by a country mile) or our all-time favourite TV shows (Grosvenor for me and Succession for him. Go figure).

It’s not like I had any spare time before I started up with him, so I feel endlessly guilty about taking time out from Dawn and the caff and the twins to spend my hours wrapped around a beautiful god in his zillion-thread-count sheets, but it’s amazing how efficient you can be with your time when you’re motivated—and the prospect of being with Xav provides insane amounts of motivation. I’ve trimmed my hours at the caff to make it work, but I tell myself the money I’m making from all the lovely commuting and grocery shopping and cooking lessons with Flora makes up for those lost hours many times over.

Xav and I don’t really talk much about our situation. There isn’t much to say, is there? His mum hates me, I have problems of my own that I won’t share with a guy who is, by definition, a highly temporary fixture in my life, and I’ve now graduated from counting down to his wedding in days rather than weeks.

Thirty-five days, to be precise.

Neither have we discussed what’s going to happen once he’s walked down the aisle. Again, we don’t have to. There’s nothing to say. Xavier is not a guy who would ever cheat on his wife, no matter that it’s not a love match, and I’m not a girl who would agree to be his bit on the side in any case. You don’t fuck someone else’s husband, and anyway, my sense of self-preservation isn’t quite that bad.

But when I’m with him, words aren’t necessary. Our bodies say it all. Our hands. Our mouths. Our reactions to each other. They all speak in volumes so deafening inside my head that I’m constantly trying to outrun my own thoughts. I really, really can’t bear to listen to what they’re trying to tell me.
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I make myself a cup of tea as I wait for Flora to finish getting ready so I can accompany her to uni. There’s a stack of lovely, glossy magazines on the counter—all thick Christmas editions—that remind me of Dawn’s tradition of buying the December issue of Good Housekeeping every year to get in the mood for Christmas.

I bought this year’s for her last week, in the hope that it might trigger some happy memories, and it does seem to have worked. We sat side by side on the sofa in the big communal visiting area and spread it over her lap as I turned the pages for her, because her hands are all gnarly and her fine motor skills are pretty nonexistent. Fern Britton, whom Dawn loves, was on the front, and we had a bit of a natter about her.

It was a very good day.

Anyway, there’s no sign of Good Housekeeping here. That would be far too middle-aged for Flora, though I quite like it. They have some great, affordable recipes, though I only read the free bits online. I pull out the big drawer that houses the bin under the island so I can dump my teabag, when I spot another magazine, covered in eggshell bits and residual porridge. Naughty Flora, not recycling properly. I tug it out and brush it off.

Oh fuck.

I stare at Tatler, because who should be on the front cover in a sparkling gold dress, looking like a human glass of champagne, but Selena bloody Wentworth. Shit. Flora must have thrown it out for my benefit.

The magazine is damp on the corners, and the congealed porridge on the cover looks exactly like vomit. It’s a new low, picking magazines out of the bin, but I already know I’m going to hate-read every last word of the article. Using a dampened sponge, I carefully remove most of the globs of food and take my seat at the island, staring at the cover as though it’s my worst nightmare come to life (which, basically, it is).

It’s not the headline that gets me—THE FUTURE DUCHESS OF OXFORD ON HOW TO CELEBRATE CHRISTMAS IN STYLE—even though it strikes me as in seriously bad taste when Xav’s dad is basically on his deathbed.

Nope. It’s the fact that she’s standing in the drawing room at Belvedere, the Constable just visible between a couple of beautifully decorated Christmas trees, and it’s a punch to the gut, even if I have no idea why. It’s so weird. She’s objectively supermodel-level gorgeous, but I’m not jealous of her in a sexual way. How could I be, when Xav so obviously has zero feelings for her and is so clearly very into my body? Weirdly, I’m way more jealous of the fact that she’s standing shamelessly in Belvedere like she’s already lady of the manor. It seriously gives me the ick.

With a quick glance behind me to make sure Flora isn’t incoming, I crack the magazine open, prising the stuck-together pages apart with impatient fingers until I get to the main article.

Fuck.

I don’t know who scrubs up better, her or the house. The drawing room is decorated to the nines, although I’m sure this must have been shot months ago—probably in the middle of summer. The deep green silk of the walls is an incredible backdrop for the gold-themed decorations on the tree and, much as I hate to admit it, for Selena’s gold dress. The three adorable spaniels, Sean, Roger, and Pierce, sit obediently by her side wearing tartan bow ties. I take a deep breath and lean in closer to study Selena.

Even if this article feels a bit cuckoo in the nest, she looks the part of the lady of the manor, for sure, in a way I could never, ever hope to achieve. You can just tell she has good breeding. Her skin is impeccable, her posture is ramrod straight, and her dark hair is in gorgeously sleek, Gone with the Wind curls. The gold dress is strapless and covered with sequins and is the most elegant thing I’ve ever seen. She looks like a present that every posh bloke in the country will want to unwrap.

And one day very soon, Xavier will be that bloke.

It makes me feel sick to my stomach.

I force myself to read the words of the article, which are far less interesting than the photos, before I’m allowed to turn to the next page. Bloody hell. I knew that Selena was heavily involved in her family’s business, and was the face of the Wentworth brand, basically, but I didn’t realise she was in charge of their entire lifestyle division, or that she’d spearheaded its creation. It’s impressive and intimidating at the same time.

The double-page spread overleaf actually makes me want to barf in my mouth. I’m not exaggerating. I blow out a slow breath through my nostrils. I feel a bit like a pissed-off dragon. I swear I could breathe fire.

The photo is undeniably stunning. Like, drop-dead gorgeous, which obviously makes it all the worse. Let me set the scene:

It’s in the fucking orangery, of all places, the one location on the estate (aside from that den of sin, the lilac bedroom) that feels sacred to me and Xav.

It’s nighttime, and a stupidly long dining table has been placed across what feels like the entire length of the space.

There are gold-and-glass hurricane lanterns everywhere. Everywhere. They’re clustered behind the table on the stone ledge where I sat when Xav went down on me and came on my tits, thick, creamy-white candles flickering inside them and crimson baubles scattered around them.

They’re beautiful.

As is the table. It’s incredible, really. The entire thing has been laid—or dressed, I suppose—with so many details that my creative soul is singing at the magic of it all as my poor heart is breaking at what this photoshoot means. The colour scheme is white and clear and crimson and gold, and the table is heaped high with candles and china and crystal and greenery and ribbons and nutcrackers and baubles and everything else you’d want on a festive table (though God knows where you’d put the actual serving dishes—it’s crammed). The effect is spectacular, and part of me wants to grab a magnifying glass and study every tiny detail, work out how they put it all together in such a dazzling way. In the corner, it says: All table decorations are available to buy from Wentworth Home.

Worst of all, though, Selena looks perfect in a crimson column dress—again strapless—while her dashing beau, the beautiful Lord Xavier de Vere, is in white tie. When I say he looks dashing, I mean that every woman in the country is probably wanking off to that image of him while stubbing out their ciggies on Selena’s face. If he’s Prince Charming, he hasn’t opted to spend his Happy Ever After with poor old Cinders.

God, no.

He’s chosen his very own Queen of Hearts.

That’s when the tears come, and I’m thoroughly ashamed of myself, especially when I have the awful thought that I should sneak the magazine into my tote bag—stuck-on bits of porridge and all—and weep over it in the crappy comfort of my bedroom, where I can really let rip. But I don’t, obviously.

I’m not quick enough to hide it when Flora comes clattering into the kitchen. She’s a bit chaotic, I’ve found. It probably comes from never having had to do anything for herself up until this point in life. Chaotic but lovely. Not all of us have had to grow up early, and I’m glad she hasn’t had to. She gasps as she spots my face—she’s perceptive, too—and marches over, throwing her gorgeous green Goyard tote bag on the table so she can gather me up in her arms. I bought the twins Primark dupes of that bag for their birthdays—they’d die if they saw Flora’s real one.

‘Oh, no!’ she says when she spots what I’m looking at. ‘No, don’t look at that. Shit, I thought I’d chucked that.’ She stands behind me and wraps her arms around me.

I sniff hard, because this is ridiculous. It’s embarrassing. ‘You did. I fished it out of the bin like a total loser. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. And she just looks so fucking pleased with herself.’

I spit the last bit out, and it sounds so bitchy. I pride myself on not being bitchy in general, because everyone has their own shit to deal with and no one needs my judgement, but it’s really hard to stop it when it comes to Selena Wentworth. Of course she looks pleased with herself. She’s getting the whole bloody fairytale.

But Flora laughs against my ear, which helps. She’s still hugging me. ‘You’re not wrong. I wonder if she removed the stick from her arse for the shoot?’

I brush my fingers over the photo. Yeah, I’m still fixated on the orangery picture. ‘When did they shoot it?’

‘July, I think? June? Sometime in the summer. It was bloody hot. They had to avoid shooting against the windows because everything was in full bloom.’

I comfort myself with the thought that it must have been stifling in the orangery at that time of year. It was warm enough earlier this month when Xav and I fooled around. ‘It must have been a big operation.’

‘Huge. Ma was tearing her hair out. But she loves Selena, so she put up with it.’

That stings, because the duchess barely tolerated me that weekend and downright hates me now, but it’s not exactly a surprise. After all, she’s besties with Selena’s mum. She literally handpicked her for her precious firstborn.

‘If it’s any consolation,’ Flora says, releasing me and coming to stand next to me, ‘none of it will make her happy. Selena, I mean. Or Slinky, as Ben insists on calling her. It drives Xav mad.’

I blink up at her. ‘What do you mean, it won’t make her happy? Because she’s not in love with him?’ Saying the L-word about Xav makes me feel all tingly and weird in my tummy.

‘Well, that, obviously, but it’s just not how she’s wired. I’m sure she looks pleased with herself there because this is a new milestone for her, right? She’s on the front of a national magazine in her future home, wearing couture and surrounded by all her merch, and my brother, obvs. It’s another box ticked. But now that that’s done, she’ll want more.’ She pauses and screws up her face. ‘It’s not that she’s greedy—I mean, she’s fairly materialistic, obviously, as am I. It’s more that she’s seriously hard on herself. What’s next? What’s bigger? What’s the next mountain to climb?’

I glance back down and try very hard to zone out my beautiful Xavier as I study Selena. She definitely looks intimidating. Ice-queen-level intimidating. I wonder if Flora’s view of her is right. Can she seriously not be happy with her lot in life after bagging Xav, of all people? Even if she’s not in love with him, she’ll end up as mistress of Belvedere. Surely that’s hashtag-endgame, even for her?

Girl needs to touch some grass and listen to ‘Wi$h Li$t’ more often. Some people are so fucking ungrateful.
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Dawn had this thing of wittering on constantly, especially at me, about the power of reading. A superpower, she called it.

'You didn't get your A-levels, but you can still build your superpower,' she'd always say.

Spoken like a true librarian.

She went to some librarian conference a few years ago, before she got sick, and there was a speaker that really stuck with her. They said that we’d see the emergence of a ‘thinking class’ and that everyone else would be stuck in some mindless ‘scrolling class’ while the thinking class made all the decisions and enjoyed all the success. She made them sound like the humans in WALL-E who floated around all day with a screen stuck in front of their faces, which was a pretty good incentive not to end up there, to be honest.

‘I worry that your sisters will end up as part of the scrolling class,’ she’d say. ‘I worry about that a lot. But I don't think you will, Ivy, because no matter how dismissive you are of the education you’ve had, you have an old soul and an enquiring brain. I know you can do better.’

I'm pretty sure she didn’t mean sex worker or caff server when she said better.

She had started on me early. As soon as she got together with Dad, really. And when I was twelve she pronounced me ready for my Daphne du Maurier era. I jumped in with Jamaica Inn and ate it up, but when she put Rebecca into my hands, I pushed back hard.

‘It’s so boring,’ I remember moaning at her. ‘It’s all just descriptions.’ Sure, I got that the first line was supposed to be iconic, but after that it was just page after page going on about rhododendrons and the like. I couldn’t get past that first chapter.

Do you know what my ever-practical stepmum did?

She told me to skip ahead to chapter two, and just like that, I fell in love.

I think I’ve read Rebecca every year of my life since then, and I’ve never bothered to read the first chapter. Blasphemous? Maybe, but Dawn has always been… irreverent about books. For a book lover, she’s the furthest thing from an intellectual snob you can get.

Chatting with her about books is one of the things I miss the most. We have different tastes—she enjoys a good old domestic thriller and I’m a romance girlie—but we loved telling each other about our current reads, all the same. I read thrillers and cosy mysteries to her now when I go in to see her, but, though the reading seems to soothe her, the books don’t make their way through all the nasty, gnarly branches of her dementia.

Anyway, the reason I’m thinking about all this is because last night, after seeing that magazine, I had the most fucked-up dream that I was the narrator in Rebecca. (I like to imagine that her name is Daphne, just like her creator, although my younger self used to rabbit-hole on the most romantic, unusual names possible for her, like Aurelia or Elowen or Viola.) I was at Manderley, only it was actually Belvedere, and I was all dressed up as Caroline de Winter while searching desperately for Xav.

But when I looked up at the big oil portrait hanging over the main staircase at Belvedere, it wasn’t Caroline de Winter at all, but Selena Wentworth in that same crimson dress from the magazine spread. Next thing I knew, she materialised on the top step, gave me a smile so smug it honestly bordered on evil, whispered, ‘He’s mine,’ and pushed me down the fucking stairs.


CHAPTER 34
Ivy



Xav and I are messaging, like we do every day that we don’t see each other.

I’m going to this thing with Flora tonight.




A twenty-first. Some posh guy called Harry. Will it be full of wankers?




Aren’t they all called Harry?

I don’t mention that his little sister is sizing Harry up as the bloke who might relieve her of her virginity. She did manage a cheeky snog with one of the Belvedere under-gardeners outside the pub when we were there last month, much to my delight and pride, but apparently she’s working on expanding her pool of eligible males.

Nor do I mention that this is the last fucking thing I need. I’m exhausted. Dawn’s sundowning has been getting worse, and I’ve been called into the care home three times in the past week. The girls have exams coming up before Christmas and are absolutely not applying themselves as hard as they need to, not without me around each evening to hold a proverbial gun to their heads, anyway. And I’m feeling pretty fragile about the fact that I’ll never amount to anything more than the girl Xav fucks in the shadows, that my life will never, ever get better than these brief moments of incandescent happiness and rightness. So I absolutely do not need to go and be Flora’s designated wing woman at some godawful party full of posh young tossers.

Except she begged me. And I promised her.

The man in question replies straight away.

XAV:




Oh shit.




What?




Well…




WHAT?




Good news is I’m going along. Bad news is Selena will be with me. Harry’s her second cousin once removed, I think.




Are you fucking kidding me right now?

How the hell did Flora not know this?




We don’t discuss our social plans. I’m not even sure she knows they’re related. I certainly didn’t know F&H knew each other




My head reels. Fucking inbred posh people. Xav will be in London tonight. He’ll be at the same party as me, a party where he belongs and I most definitely don’t, and on his arm will be the woman he’s marrying in four weeks. Exactly twenty-eight days.

I can’t go. I can’t see you with her. Can’t Flora just go along with you guys?




Please come, sweetheart. Please. I’ll keep S away from you. I need to see you.




So that’s that, then.

There’s no way I can say no to him.

And the worst of it is that I need to see him just as badly.
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The twenty-first is in some big hall on the Mall. I assume it must have been a government building back in the day. It’s a stunning, cavernous space and has been seriously pimped up for the party with tons of coloured lighting and fancy fixtures. The colours of the painted ceilings—rococo, I’d say—are distorted by the lights but in a cool way. There are low white sofas and glass tables dotted around what I assume will be the dance floor, huge potted plants everywhere, and an enormous glass bar that provides a seriously funky focal point in these historic surroundings. The servers circulating with tray after tray of champagne flutes all look like models, too.

The overall effect is mind-boggling, and contemplating the budget is breaking my brain. Holy fuck, this is privilege and excess the likes of which I’ve never seen firsthand except for that party at Belvedere. This Harry dude is a twenty-one-year-old kid, and tens of thousands of pounds are being burnt to celebrate his coming-of-age.

The twins will never have this. Instead of launching into adulthood with a fanfare, they’ll creep into it in an endless succession of years of grinding and scrimping and having their still-childish optimism eroded. Grown-upness by a thousand cuts. Once they’re eighteen, they’ll need to earn their keep—unless they earn some sort of uni scholarship, that is. Given the extent to which they apply themselves to their studies right now, I’d put the chances of that at close to zero. Barring any miracles, by the time they’re twenty-one, they’ll feel as though they’ve been adults forever.

Still, sour grapes are never a good look, especially when you’re enjoying someone’s generous hospitality. Fair play to Harry, growing up in a bubble like this. I hope he at least has the good sense to kiss Flora tonight, because no guy could do better than her.

Yes. That’s it. I just need to remember that I’m here for her. I will politely greet Xav, and then I will avoid him and his fiancée like the fucking plague while sticking with Flora until I’ve hooked her up with the birthday boy, at which point I’ll slip quietly away. It’s a flawless plan, especially since I stupidly declined her offer of a dress loan and wore a plain black strappy dress that was originally from H&M and lives at the back of my wardrobe. Usually, it feels slinky and sexy, but here, surrounded by all these glamorous youngsters who look as though they were born to wear designer gear, it just feels cheap and nasty.

I grill Flora while I wait for Xav and Selena to show up.

‘So you really didn’t know Harry and Selena were related?’

‘No!’ she groans. ‘I had no bloody clue! I mean, second cousin once removed—who even knows what that means, anyway?’

‘Not me.’ She’s the one with a family tree in her hallway. I lay a hand on her arm. ‘Don’t worry about it, lovely. At least I get to see him.’

She knows precisely who I mean.

Some weird, dark part of me is looking forward to examining Selena up close, too. I saw her at the Grosvenor party at Belvedere, of course, but I didn’t know her from Adam then. She bore no significance to me. Now she’s the woman who will spend the rest of her life—years upon years—with the man who has quickly become the centre of my world, and, for unknowable, fucked-up reasons, I have this perverse craving to inspect her. To pore over every detail of her. To see the mouth Xav will kiss in Oxford’s Christchurch Cathedral, where they’re due to marry. To gaze at her flat stomach and imagine it swollen with his child.

Bloody hell.

I’m spiralling tonight, more badly than I ever do, and it has to be because I feel so out of my depth here. I feel the way I did when Xav’s mum found out about us: small and tawdry and irrelevant. It’s so different from how I felt at Alchemy, where there were plenty of rich, posh people. There I had a role. I had agency. I flaunted my sexuality; I felt powerful.

Now I just feel like I’ve gatecrashed, or like I should put on an apron and help hand out the canapés.

Stupid, stupid, stupid.

Flora’s looking at me with dismay, and I realise what a misery-guts I’m being.

‘Honestly. I’m fine. Don’t worry about me. I’m a big girl. I can handle it.’

She grimaces. I don’t think I’ve convinced her. ‘If it’s any consolation, your boobs look amazing. I’m sure he won’t be able to take his eyes off you.’

I give her a little smile. My dress may be on the tarty side—it’s indecently low-cut, after all—but of all the worries in my life, my boob situation is one that never keeps me up at night. These girls are gold.

‘Thanks. Now, tell me what the plan is with Harry.’

‘Well,’ she begins, ‘Imo should be here around nine—she’s coming straight from supper—and she’s promised she’ll get me dancing with their group, so I’ll just have to take it from there.’

I nod. Imo is Flora’s friend from school, who is apparently at another London university. She’s been dating Harry’s younger brother. Flora met Harry one night when they were all out on the town together and interested looks were exchanged, but nothing more. It’s something like that, anyway. The story was quite convoluted when she told me. But there was enough chemistry to ensure an invitation to Harry’s birthday shindig was extended to Flora.

The bottom line is that, although Flora knows Harry, the mutual friend is Imo, and she didn’t feel comfortable enough coming on her own. So here I am: wing woman and spinster companion and whatever else you want to call it, feeling a million years older than these gorgeous, glossy, entitled twenty-somethings intent on partying the night away.

I really must make an effort to be more wing woman and less spinster companion. I take a deep breath and plaster on a smile. ‘Excellent. Just remember the plan. Get into the centre of the dance floor and dance like a stripper, and you’ll bag him in no time. And if not, you might make a bit of cash.’

She howls with laughter, and I feel a twinge of amusement. She has no idea just how well qualified I am to advise her on this front. The moves I used to pull in Alchemy’s Playroom. My friend Darcy, who used to dance on stage there and ended up marrying not one but two of the rich, gorgeous members—jammy bitch—had serious form, and she taught me everything she could.

The floor show I could put on for these little blue-blooded innocents.

They have no idea.

A model-grade male server approaches us at the bar with a tray of something that I assume is raw fish and which looks seriously slimy. I shake my head as politely as I can, but I’ll be screwed if all the food is like this. I’m pretty basic when it comes to what I eat—I’m not good with posh food and never have been. I wish I’d had a sarnie before I came out. A quick swivel to glance around the bar tells me there isn’t even any popcorn or nuts, nothing to take the edge off. I’ll need to take this vodka tonic slowly, in that case, if⁠—

‘Evening.’

It’s Xavier’s voice. I’d know it anywhere now. And even though it sounds as authoritative, as perfectly well-bred as ever, I can pick up its undertone of hesitation. I steel myself and turn around from my snack search, and oh, dear Lord.

He looks dashing and impeccable and heartbreakingly perfect in a navy blazer and jeans with a crisp white shirt, his dark hair combed neatly off his face. Selena’s beside him in something short and red, but they’re not touching, thank God. My eyes meet his, and we speak what feels like a million words to each other, before his face relaxes into a grin and he pulls Flora in for a hug.

As they embrace, I brave a proper glance at Selena. It’s easy to do because she isn’t even looking at me. She’s looking off to the side, her face a blank mask of what I would guess is expertly concealed boredom. I can’t imagine this is her scene.

But she’s beautiful, just beautiful, and she’s flawless in that way that great genes and a fuck-tonne of money produce when they procreate. Her red dress is A-line and vaguely sixties in style, but it’s made from some weighty fabric that screams class. Not like my crappy high-street synthetic number. Also unlike me, she doesn’t have her tits out. Her skin is creamy enough that she could advertise face serums or collagen or, I dunno, vitamin drips. She has fantastic legs—she’s definitely a few inches taller than me—and she’s wearing elegant little flats. You know, because she can.

I take her in, my greedy little brain milking my view of her for as much information as it can possibly get in the few seconds that it takes Xav to greet his sister. Aesthetically, she and Xav make sense together. They look like the type of couple you’d see on a Pinterest Life Goals board, casually descending from their private jet or hanging out on their yacht or walking the red carpet. They’re both gorgeous, tall, and old-money elegant.

But here’s the thing: what they do not look like is the type of couple that would stop and make out in the street because they’re physically incapable of making it somewhere private without touching each other. Not like me and Xav.

They’re a model couple, not a real couple.

Xav pulls away from Flora and takes a step towards me. He nods briskly. ‘Ivy. Good to see you again.’ The bland, disinterested pleasantness of his voice fucking crucifies me. But when he steps forward to kiss me, he whispers, ‘Hi, sweetheart.’

This time it’s not disinterested. This time it bleeds interest. And a part of me dies a little more. He smells incredible, by which I mean he smells exactly like himself. My favourite scent on earth. Eau de Xavier. Our eyes lock as he moves to kiss me on the other cheek, our faces inches apart, and I see the absolute proof that this is destroying him, too. ‘So beautiful,’ he murmurs as he hits the other cheek.

By the time he pulls back, he’s collected himself, and I’m trying so hard to smile nicely that I probably resemble the village idiot. Selena has gone in for a double kiss of her own with Flora, and Xav clears his throat as she steps back.

‘Ivy, this is my fiancée, Selena. Selena, meet Flora’s friend, Ivy.’ The disinterest is back as he says the dreaded F-word. There’s no affection, no pride whatsoever when he calls her his fiancée. And she certainly shows zero interest in me, apart from a half-hearted once-over of my choice of outfit that ends with a vague look of distaste.

As far as she’s concerned, I’m a nobody, a total random in a substandard dress. If she thinks of me at all, it’ll probably be to wonder how the hell I got past the doormen.


CHAPTER 35
Xavier



This evening is the oddest mix of turgid and charged, of endless and fleeting. I’d rather be anywhere else than in a room filled with people ten years my junior getting hammered and dancing to what I can only assume are the latest hits.

I feel a hundred years old.

Then again, Ivy is here, and I’ll endure all of it to know we’re breathing the same air for a couple of hours. I keep catching glimpses of her with Flora. I managed to drop into the conversation that I’m taking Selena for a late supper afterwards. There’s a chance I won’t get to say goodbye to Ivy, and I can’t bear that she’d think I’d snuck away willingly.

My fiancée and I are making stilted conversation with Harry’s mother, who is some sort of distant cousin to Selena. In my peripheral vision, my sister is talking and almost certainly flirting with the birthday boy over by the dance floor, but I haven’t seen Ivy in a while. I’m chatting inconsequentially and attempting to search her out when a hand catches on my arm. I turn and see, to my horror, that Ivy’s face is tear-streaked and blotchy.

‘I’m so sorry to interrupt,’ she says in a panicked whisper. ‘But do you know where Flora is?’

‘Excuse me,’ I murmur to the others, pulling her off to one side. Then, more urgently: ‘What is it? What’s wrong?’

She shakes her head. ‘It’s just that I have to go, and I don’t want to leave Flora in the lurch. But I haven’t seen her since she went to chat to someone a while ago, and I don’t know what to do.’

‘She’s over there with Harry. She’s fine. Tell me what’s wrong. How can I help?’

Another head shake, tears spilling down her cheeks. ‘It’s nothing. Just a family issue.’

‘Ivy.’ I glance back at Selena, who seems genuinely interested in how Harry’s mother planned this event, before putting my hands on Ivy’s upper arms. I don’t care how it looks. She’s clearly very distressed, and I’m not about to let her give me the brush-off. ‘Listen to me. Whatever it is, I’m coming with you. No—no. Don’t look at me like that. It’s not up for discussion. End of story.’

I turn back to my fiancée. ‘Flora’s friend is having a family emergency, and I need to go and help. I’m so sorry. Can I put you in a cab, or will you stay?’

Selena looks from me, to Ivy’s tear-stained face, and back to her relative. To her credit, she doesn’t make a fuss about the fact that I’m abandoning her, even if she’d never consider Ivy a serious threat. People like Ivy don’t even make it onto the radar of people like my fiancée. She arches one eyebrow as if to say Why on earth are you wasting your time on this girl? I ignore it. ‘I’ll stay for a bit.’

I nod. ‘Got it. Can you check in with Flora, please—let her know Ivy and I had to dash?’ She’s close enough to being family. It won’t hurt her to pull her weight.
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We grab our coats from the cloakroom and I march Ivy outside to the cab rank. She’s still quietly sobbing. ‘Where are we going?’

She hesitates. ‘It’ll be way too expensive in a cab.’

‘Again, not up for discussion.’ I stand by the open passenger window so I can brief the cabbie on our destination, and something about the decisive note in my tone must break her, because she sighs through her tears.

‘St Agnes’ Care Home in Harlesden, please.’

I repeat the address to the cabbie and wrench open the passenger door. ‘Get in.’ I help her with her seatbelt and buckle myself into the middle seat so I can stay close. Only after she’s secure and the cab is pulling off down the Mall do I wedge an arm behind her and tug her tightly against me, banding my other arm around her for good measure.

‘Sweetheart,’ I mutter into her hair, ‘this isn’t the time for secrets. For the love of God, tell me what the hell is going on and how I can help.’

‘You can’t help,’ she says with a sniff. ‘No one can.’

‘Well, even if that’s true, I can be there for you. For now, anyway. So spill.’

A long pause. Then: ‘It’s my stepmum. She’s injured herself.’

I blow out a breath. ‘I’m so sorry. Where is she—she’s in a home?’

Another pause, Ivy’s thin shoulders quaking beneath her useless coat. ‘Yeah. We had to put her in one a couple of months back.’

‘Jesus. I’m so sorry,’ I repeat. My mind races. Ivy told me her stepmother was formerly a librarian; I remember as much because it’s so rare that she shares anything about her personal life with me. ‘Can I ask why?’

She twists towards me, burying her face in my chest. I rest my chin against the top of her head, letting her know I’ve got her.

‘She has a form of dementia. It’s called LBD—Lewy body dementia. It’s pretty shitty. Anyway, it got so bad that I couldn’t look after her at home anymore, so she’s gone into a home.’

Jesus Christ. I’m not familiar with this condition, but if the poor woman has had to be institutionalised, it must be serious. A vision of my father, his bedroom now a state-of-the-art hospital room, appears in my mind. Privilege can buy you your way out of all manner of things, it seems.

‘That’s unbelievably tragic. How old is she?’

‘Fifty-four.’

‘Shit.’

‘Yeah.’

‘And what’s happened to her, do you know?’

‘Apparently they let her fall flat on her face. She’s completely banged up, two black eyes and a wrist fracture. They just brought her back from the hospital.’

‘Good Lord. I’m so fucking sorry.’

She sighs, her breath warming me through my shirt.

‘And your dad? How is he coping?’

A muffled sob. I cradle her head with my hand.

‘What is it?’

She shakes her head against my chest.

‘He’s not with us anymore—he died seven years ago.’

Bloody hell. The poor little duck. ‘I’m terribly sorry to hear that,’ I mutter against her hair. ‘So is it just you and your stepmother, then?’ I’m reluctant to ask where her mother is. Not with her in this state.

Her only answer is a fresh outburst of tears. I’m unclear as to how she’s ended up caring for her stepmother, but it seems her family situation is… not the tidiest.

But I’m here. For now. And I’m damned if I won’t get to the bottom of all of it.


CHAPTER 36
Ivy



Ican’t help but see the care home, with its scruffy driveway and huge, unnecessarily graphic crucifix, through Xav’s eyes as he ushers me out of the cab and up to the front door of the convent. The fare was almost fifty quid, which I feel sick about, though I know he’ll brush it off. He’s lovely like that.

I also feel sick about what reality will hit me when I walk through the doors, even if Dawn’s had it way worse than me this evening. Still, I can’t deny that having Xav here is comforting. I’m used to dealing with this shit on my own, to being the strong one for the twins, and having his physical presence and emotional support is kind of like having a big, fluffy blanket wrapped around me.

There is no us. We have no future. But he still seems to feel compelled to look after me. He’s such a man of duty, of values, that even when a girl who gets in the way of him executing that duty comes along, he can’t help himself. He wants to be my knight in shining armour, and I’m ashamed to say I’m not strong enough to refuse. Not this evening, anyway.

We trudge up the front steps, Xav holding my hand as though I might collapse if he doesn’t. He looks so out of place here in his smart navy coat and camel scarf. Like a model for some luxury brand. He and Selena were so well matched at the party, and his night is ending in the anus of London with me and my poor, broken stepmum and a flock of nuns. Just what he needs.

‘Are you Catholic?’ he murmurs with an alarmed glance at the seven-foot Jesus writhing in agony on the grassy patch.

It’s a ridiculous enough question to bring a watery smile to my face. ‘No. In case you couldn’t have guessed.’

‘You never know. It might have turned you the other way.’

I’m not about to tell him that the closest I’ve come to being Catholic is letting some kinky fucker who clearly has religious trauma to work through rail me in the actual, real-life confessional Alchemy has in its basement.

‘It’s affiliated with the NHS,’ I explain. ‘It’s run by working nuns, but they take NHS patients. We got lucky.’ There’s no reality in which it’s ‘lucky’ to end up in a place like this, but we did well to get a bed anywhere. Dementia care in London is endlessly oversubscribed and underfunded, as my family has discovered the hard way over the past couple of years.

The smell hits me as soon as we walk in: the stench of industrial cleaner so strong that it even broke through Dawn’s fog the day we moved her in. Everything is wipe-clean in here—gloss-painted walls and old lino floors. I lead Xav over to the tiny reception desk staffed by a nun so old she’ll probably end up as a patient soon. Most of the nuns in here are bare-headed, but this one has on a Sound of Music-level headdress.

‘I’m Ivy Cooper,’ I tell her. She’s processed the twins and me several times before, but she always seems a bit vague. ‘I got a call to say my stepmum, Dawn Cooper, has been injured.’

She squints at me over the top of her glasses. ‘Visiting hours are finished, dear. Come back tomorrow.’ Her accent is as strong as if she only left the west of Ireland yesterday.

The panic rises in my throat. I’ve been imagining the awfulness of what Dawn’s been through today—the bruising, the fracture. Her agony, her distress, at having been to A&E and back. God, she must not have known what on earth was going on. I have to see her. Even if she doesn’t know who the fuck I am, I won’t be able to sleep tonight until I’ve laid eyes on her and reassured myself that she’s okay and not in too much pain.

‘But the person I spoke to on the phone said—’ I try to rein in the tears that didn’t subside throughout the cab ride here, despite my best efforts to pull myself together. I blame Xav, and his beautiful kisses, and his beautiful soul, for making me feel like it was okay to fall apart all over him.

He squeezes my hand more tightly and straightens up beside me. ‘Mrs Cooper has been injured while in your care, sister. Her family relies on this institution to provide that care, and in the event of its catastrophic failure, we reserve the right to see her for ourselves to ensure that she is safe and well.’ He pauses. ‘It’s not a request.’

She purses her lips together, gives him a look that suggests she won’t be praying for him anytime soon, and pushes herself up to standing. She’s weirdly limber.

Oh, Jesus fuck. Clearly, everyone in this country is still conditioned from birth to hear an aristocratic voice and think, Shit, better obey. It’s a weird genetic hangover from centuries ago, when aristocrats actually mattered, and usually I’d have a major issue with it.

But not tonight.

Tonight, I’m just grateful that there’s someone this mean old bag respects. And I’m equally grateful that Xav has my back, that he’s wheeled out his best pompous arse impression for me and Dawn. Even if I’m all too aware these days that it’s only that. An impression.

Especially then.
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When I lay eyes on Dawn, I can’t hold in a little whimper of horror, because Jesus Christ, she looks like she went a few rounds with Rocky Balboa. I clap my free hand over my mouth—Xav hasn’t let go of the other one—and try to remember to breathe as I take her in.

Her face is a mess. An absolute mess. Bandages over her nose. A split lip with a couple of butterfly stitches on it. And they weren’t kidding about those black eyes. Really, they’re black and purple and yellow. She’s fast asleep, lying on her back in one of the new lemon-yellow nightgowns I bought her from Primark when we moved her in here.

Worst of all, her fractured wrist is in a short cast, her arm folded over her chest in a sling as if she’s a baby bird with a broken wing.

That’s exactly what she looks like in this bed, in fact. Tiny and fragile and birdlike. Her bones must be so frail—her wrist didn’t stand a chance. I haven’t been able to persuade her to let me dye her hair since August, so it’s two-tone. Chestnut brown on the bottom, with a wide stripe of drab grey on the top.

The bed has guardrails up, and they’ve put these thick plastic mats around it. They look identical to the ones we used to use at school gymnastics. I’m not sure they’d do much to break her fall, but it’s something, I suppose.

‘She’s being checked hourly by our nurses,’ the elderly nun says behind me. ‘She has a slight concussion, so we’re monitoring her regularly.’ Her tone sounds defensive, and I’m glad that she feels the need to defend her institution to Xav if not to me.

I swallow and turn to her. ‘How did it happen?’

‘I wasn’t on duty, but I hear that she was left sitting in her chair with the walker in front of her. She got up, and…’ She spreads her hands wide. ‘We’re not quite sure. Either she lost her balance, or she pushed the walker away. It was on its side when she was found. We’re reviewing the CCTV footage.’

‘How long before someone found her?’ I ask with difficulty. I can’t bear to imagine Dawn face-planting on this hard floor and having to fucking lie there in excruciating pain and without help.

‘Immediately.’ She purses her lips together as if she knows what she has to say is hard to hear. ‘She was screaming, you see.’

I let my head drop forward in defeat. I just cannot. This isn’t a life. Dawn’s brain is giving up on her. Her body’s giving up on her. What the fuck is she supposed to do? I swear, if I didn’t have Rose and Lily to look after, I’d put a pillow over her face and take the consequences, because this is a fate worse than death for one of the kindest humans I’ve ever known.

‘Would you like to sit with her for a bit?’ Xav asks softly, and I nod. I know she’s fast asleep, but I can’t walk away from her and leave her like this. Not just yet, anyway.

He squeezes my hand before releasing it. I’ve noticed he always does that. He never just pulls it away. ‘Sister, can you please tell me where I can grab a couple of chairs?’

I stand there and gaze at her in horror while Xav goes off with the nun. He returns a few moments later—alone, thank fuck—with two stackable plastic chairs and sets them next to the bed, lowering me gently into the one nearest to Dawn’s face as if I, too, am an injured baby bird. Once we’re sitting, he takes my hand and places it on his thigh, fixing it in place with his own hand.

I’m not really in the best headspace to compute that Xav now knows the thing I’ve tried so hard to keep from him, that he’s crossed over from that elite, escapist bubble he occupies—both in my head and IRL—and into the messy, shabby survival bubble of doom where I hang out. I know I shouldn’t care. We won’t be together in a few weeks, after all. But when it feels as though everything has been taken from you, then all you have left is your self-respect and your self-reliance, and it’s very hard to surrender those. It’s very hard indeed.

Especially to a man who used to look at you as if you were every filthy fantasy he’d ever had and is now looking at you with pity in his eyes.

So I won’t think about any of it now. I won’t think about the fact that he’ll remember me as Ivy, that girl who could set his dick on fire but whose family life was a shitshow of epic proportions. I’ll just focus on the warmth of his hand on mine and the taut muscles of his thigh under my fingers. I’ll focus on his immense kindness. And I’ll focus on the fact that, for once, I’m not sitting by Dawn’s bedside alone.

For the next few minutes, I have the most perfect man in the world in my corner. A fairytale prince has made his way into this nightmare, and my reality has the tiniest sprinkling of fairy dust because of it.

‘You could probably press charges, you know,’ he says quietly.

‘Maybe.’

‘Let’s see what the footage shows. I could help.’

I sigh. In Xav’s world, all wrongs get righted. In my world, unfairness is a given. A fact of life. ‘What’s it going to show, though? That she was left alone and fell over? That’s no one’s fault. That’s just bad luck.’

‘She should be under twenty-four-hour supervision if her motor skills and her cognitive skills are that compromised.’

I love that he’s advocating for Dawn after a quick LBD crash course from me in the cab. I really do. But he’s living in cloud cuckoo land.

‘This isn’t some swanky private hospital with round-the-clock care. They’re doing the best they can, but there’s no way it’s one-to-one staff to patients. They’re seriously short-staffed. Honestly, we were lucky to get a bed.’

He presses down harder on my hand. ‘That’s unbelievably shit.’

‘Yeah. It is. But there are so many people out there waiting for beds, you wouldn’t believe it.’ So many families just like ours, coping the best they can and making unimaginable sacrifices to care for their loved ones in a fashion that’s way above their pay grade. Kids being carers, missing school, forgoing a normal childhood. Patients being sedated far beyond what’s safe so that their family members can leave them alone while they go out to earn a living. It’s a heartbreaking reality.

He’s silent for a moment. Then he says, ‘Will you tell me about her? She was a librarian, is that right?’

I let my gaze roam over her face, over all the cuts and bruises and burst blood vessels. ‘That’s right. When she met Dad, she was a librarian at one of the local libraries, but eventually she got her dream job—to be a school librarian. She was amazing at it. She lobbied really hard to bring in all these books that her school didn’t approve of. She pretty much believed you could read your way to a full education.’

When I glance at him, he’s smiling at me, but he looks emotional. ‘Not a bad belief. Did she foist that on you, too?’

‘You bet.’ I swallow. ‘Dad died when I was in lower sixth, and the teachers tried to get me back on track, but I messed up too badly. So I dropped out. But Dawn was relentless. So my education is basically books and art.’ I shrug, and he nudges me gently with his shoulder.

‘Sounds like mine.’

I smile. He’s ridiculous—and very sweet.

‘How did your dad die, if you don’t mind my asking?’

‘Aneurysm. He just keeled over on his round one day. He was a postman.’

‘Jesus. He must have been young?’

‘Fifty-two.’

He releases my hand so he can wrap an arm around and tuck me into his side as tightly as he can. It feels nice and warm. I’m a bit cold in this coat and my skimpy dress, but I don’t want to say anything because I know Xav will insist I take his coat. He twists a little in his chair, and I look up at him. His eyes are so softly, wonderfully green, like the mossy carpet on the floor of the forest I’d live in if I were a fairytale princess.

‘Sweetheart. I want to say’—he blows out a breath—‘that the hand you’ve been dealt is awful. Tragic beyond belief. No one should have to go through what you’ve been through. No one. And the way you’ve handled it is incredible. So admirable. I just wish you hadn’t had to deal with it all on your own.’ I shrug again, but he shakes his head. ‘No. I’m serious. You need to hear it. You’re the strongest person I’ve ever met.’ His smile grows soft. ‘Your former boss, Gen, told me you were basically the most incredible human being she knew. And now I know why.’

I can feel my chin wobbling, and I hate it. I hate it because staying strong is so exhausting all on its own, but letting yourself collapse and then trying to rebuild all that resilience is way fucking harder. It’s like when you keep the central heating off as much as possible and you find out that sometimes, when it’s really cold, it’s actually cheaper to keep it on low than turn it off, because it’s more expensive to heat the flat up from cold. I mean, who the hell would work that out for themselves?

I may not be a boiler expert, but I have managed to work out for myself that letting myself collapse is a hell of a lot more expensive than holding my shit together.

‘Do you want to know how Dad and Dawn met?’ I ask Xav in a shaky voice as he leans his forehead against my temple. I don’t want him to think I’m some tragic figure, some Tiny Tim caricature. I can’t bear it if he assumes my life has just been an endless slog, that there hasn’t been happiness and love—so much love—along the way.

He smiles. I can feel it. ‘I’d love to.’

‘It’s a really cool story. I personally think it belongs in a romcom. So he used to be a postie, like I said. Thirty-four years of service to Royal Mail. They paid for his funeral. They were really nice about it all.’

‘I should bloody well think so,’ Xav says sternly.

I pull away a little so I can watch his face as I tell the story. ‘Anyway, Dawn was working at a library in North Kensington, and one day Dad was on parcel delivery duty, so he was in a van. He preferred to walk, said it kept him fit. He was one of those weird postmen you see who wear shorts all year round. But that day, he was in the van. And Dawn had ordered lots of new books to the library’—I screw up my nose to try to keep the tears at bay, but my sinuses are stinging like nobody’s business—‘and Dad was the one who brought them into reception on a set of wheels.

‘So, the person on reception called Dawn, and she came to get them. Dad said he didn’t want her carrying heavy boxes, so he wheeled them through to the fiction section and put them up on a table for her. He always said that he couldn’t help but notice what great legs she had. She started opening them while he was still there, and she kept taking out all these romance books—like those old-style bodice-rippers with the cheesy covers, you know? He made some comment to cover his awkwardness like bloody hell, you’ll have the pensioners flocking to that lot, and they started chatting. Then he asked her if he could take her out for a drink one evening when she got off work, and the rest was history.’

Beside us, Dawn shifts in the bed. I look over at her, and I could swear there’s the flicker of a smile on her face.

‘That’s an amazing story,’ Xav says. ‘Seriously incredible. It could definitely be a movie.’

I smile at him. ‘I think so.’

‘Do you think she heard it?’

‘Who knows, but I like to think so.’ I hesitate. ‘This might sound weird, but I tell her stuff like this when I visit. If I’m not reading to her, that is. I tell her our memories, and the ones I learnt from Dad. I want her to know I still remember.’ I tell them to the twins too, but I don’t say so, obviously.

‘Not weird at all,’ he says. ‘I think it’s so important… to share these memories, you know? To celebrate them. After all, what the hell is it all for? And I can tell you now, this is one area you’re getting very right compared to the de Veres.’

He tells me about a guy he works with, whose dad died recently and who Xav feels made the end of his father’s life a beautiful time. He tells me he’s worried that they haven’t done the same in his family, that they’re brushing all their lived experiences under the carpet in favour of matters of succession and estate planning.

Not for the first time, I understand that the money and stature of the de Vere family acts like a kind of armour, an insulator against the stuff that’s rough and gritty. That Xav may be rich as sin, but that my fucked-up existence of injustice and pain and loss and worry is far more real than his family’s creepily sanitary life.

‘We can sit here and share Dawn’s memories with her for as long as you want,’ Xav says, ‘on one condition. When you’re ready to head home, take me with you.’

Well, that’s clearly not happening. I shudder to think of him setting foot in our shithole of a flat and coming face to face with Lily and Rose. I’ll find a way to get myself home when the time comes, and he can go back to his sister and his fiancée.
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We stay another forty minutes. I tell Xav some more stories about Dawn and Dad, mainly in case Dawn can hear and understand them, and then I read her a few pages of Rebecca for good measure. She’s been remarkably peaceful since we’ve been here, but I’m sure the pain meds are helping her sleep.

The same nun is still on duty when we pass through reception. Bless her, she seems a bit old to be doing the night shift.

‘Well, goodnight, then,’ I say to her.

She looks up and frowns at me, and I think for a moment that she’s forgotten who I am. But then she says, ‘Make sure those sisters of yours pray for their mammy tonight, you hear me? Only our Heavenly Father can help her now.’


CHAPTER 37
Xavier



Ibundle Ivy out of the care home. The black cab I ordered is here, meter running, and I usher her in. Only when we’re both strapped in and the cab is pulling out onto the main road do I take her hand. Her shoulders are hunched; she’s curling into herself as if trying to block out the rest of the world.

‘So, sisters, eh?’ I say lightly, taking her hand and squeezing it.

She’s been through the wringer tonight; I have no intention of making her feel worse by giving her a hard time. But Jesus, the hits keep on coming. I knew Ivy had stuff going on in her life, and I’ve respected her privacy. God knows, no one could blame her for not wanting to give herself over to me completely. It’s clear, though, that I’ve completely underestimated the burden she’s been carrying, seemingly alone.

For a moment, she’s silent. Then she sighs and lets her head fall to my shoulder. It feels like defeat, and I’m glad I’ve once again chosen the middle seat so I can be close to her.

‘Yeah.’ It’s little more than a sigh.

I pause. I don’t want to push her, but holy hell, do I have questions. How many sisters? How old? And why the hell are they not here this evening? Why is Ivy managing this all by herself if she has family?

‘Where are they tonight?’ I ask. I keep my tone as breezy as I can. Again, this is not an inquisition. It’s merely me scrambling to understand exactly what we’re dealing with here.

‘They’re at the flat.’

‘Right.’ She’s given the cabbie an address on the Harrow Road, where she apparently lives. She was insistent that I not drop her home, but I’m glad to say I won that battle.

‘They’re—fourteen. Twins.’

Wow. Far younger than I assumed. ‘Okay, so… I assume they live with your mum?’

I feel as though I’m missing something. Her father is dead. Her stepmother is gravely ill. I don’t pretend to understand this messy family tree, or why Ivy is so involved with Dawn’s care if she has a mother and siblings of her own.

‘My mum’s dead,’ she says, so softly I can barely hear her over the engine of the cab. Her head has fallen to my chest, and I hold it there, my arms banded tight around her. ‘She died of breast cancer when I was two. Lily and Rose are my half-sisters.’ She inhales raggedly. ‘It was just me and Dawn and the twins, basically, but they have school in the morning, so…’

Was.

In an instant, I understand what it is to have your blood run cold.

‘Are you telling me you’re their—what—caregiver? Guardian? It’s just you looking after them?’

A movement against my chest that I understand to be a nod of affirmation.

‘For how long?’

She lifts her head with a little groan, as if the effort of doing it is almost more than she has the energy for, and I don’t blame her. I really don’t. Never have I seen her face so blanched with hopelessness.

‘Well, Dawn got moved in October, but she’s been in a bad way for the past couple of years, so we’ve just been muddling along, really. I’ve had some help from our neighbours, and I had nighttime carers in when I was working at Alchemy…’ She trails off and averts her gaze to the window, which showcases a blurry, pointillist scene of raindrops.

If those ten words Ivy whispered to me that first evening have haunted me since she uttered them, then in this moment they’re a mind-fuck of epic proportions.

It must be nice to be able to afford morals.

Dear God above.

I knew she had challenges. Responsibilities, if you like. I sensed she was strapped for cash and struggling to make ends meet, and still, I judged her for the ways in which she had previously chosen to do that. Less so as I got to know her and began to fall for her, perhaps, but still.

Two dead parents.

The remaining parental figure institutionalised with dementia.

Full responsibility for two minors.

And she’s been selling her body in order to execute that responsibility.

I cannot fucking bear it.

As I wrap my arms even more tightly around her and pepper her temples, her sweet-smelling hair, with tender, helpless kisses, I wonder with a growing sense of self-loathing just how far I’ve underestimated this woman: the woman who appeared in my life in a blaze of light at a time when I needed the most to feel something real and has asked me for precisely nothing in return.
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When we pull up to the address she gave, I see to my surprise that we’re outside Jan’s Caff. Reality tilts sideways, not for the first time this evening.

‘You don’t live⁠—’

‘We live above it.’ The resignation in her voice as she opens the cab door tells me she was expecting me to question it.

‘I’m coming in,’ I tell her as I jump out. There’s a nondescript door next to the caff, and she makes her way towards it.

‘No you’re not, Xav. Look, thanks for⁠—’

‘I’m coming in.’ I close in behind her and rub her upper arms as she fumbles with her keys.

She halts. Her posture is one of utter defeat. ‘I’m embarrassed,’ she whispers, and my heart threatens to break clean in two. I wrap my arms right around her and rest my chin on the top of her head.

‘You have no reason to be embarrassed. None. I’m only just starting to get a clear picture of what you’ve been dealing with, and it’s intense, sweetheart. No one should have to endure what you’re enduring. I think you’re formidable. But, just for now, let me be here for you so you don’t have to do everything alone. Please.’

It feels shitty to be arguing with an already broken woman, to be using that same brokenness to ensure my victory, but the end justifies the means here. Ivy has been alone for too long, and I will use every tool, every weapon, at my disposal for the chance to show her that I’m staying. That she has someone to collapse upon.

Even if just for one night.

She doesn’t answer—I don’t think she has the energy—but she nods and unlocks the door. I close the door behind me and push the deadbolts to locked. Still, I don’t like that nothing stands between her family and the Harrow Road. I don’t like it one bit.

She trudges up a dim, narrow stairwell, and I follow, the smells of cooking—presumably from the caff—and the sounds of a TV blaring enveloping me immediately. My sense of foreboding is growing as I come closer to confronting the brutality of Ivy’s reality. The steps beneath my feet have the sagging structure that I suspect many a neglected Victorian building has in London, and the miserable excuse for a stair runner must surely be celebrating its quarter-century soon.

‘Sorry in advance for the mess,’ she mutters, not turning around.

‘I don’t give a single shit about the mess. I only care about you.’

She has no earthly clue how true both of those statements are.

‘Hi,’ she says as she gets to the top. ‘I’ve got a fr⁠—’

‘How’s Mum?’ someone chirps.

Here we fucking go.


CHAPTER 38
Xavier



Isuck in a deep breath and ascend the final few steps. Somehow, the scene that greets me is what I’ve been expecting and dreading in equal measure: a shabby kitchenette-cum-living room that could double as an Eastenders set. Décor and fixtures that are every bit as old as that stair runner. And the pièce de résistance: two teenage girls perched on a ratty sofa. They’re both sporting pink stick-on patches under their eyes, and, most peculiarly, both appear to have sections of their hair wrapped around what I would swear are socks. Aside from those oddities, they look like sweet little things. Slight, with far darker hair than Ivy. They’re in matching pyjamas and robes under a big fleecy blanket—it’s bloody cold in here—and are utterly, staggeringly identical. They gape at me with matching expressions of surprise.

‘This is my friend, Xav. And your mum’s asleep,’ Ivy says with a brightness her stepmother’s condition absolutely doesn’t warrant. ‘You can visit her at the weekend. Xav, this is Rose and Lily.’ She doesn’t indicate who is who, and I wonder if even she can tell.

‘Hello,’ I say with a wave so awkward I immediately cringe. ‘Hi there. How do you do?’

Silence. Then: ‘You sound exactly like Hugh Grant in Notting Hill,’ one of them says. Next to me, Ivy makes a small, broken sound.

‘Ha! Yes, well, that’s fair, I’m sure.’ Excellent. I am instantly reduced to the role of a bumbling Richard Curtis-esque caricature.

‘You should be in bed,’ Ivy breaks in. ‘It’s ten o’clock. You know the rules during the week.’

‘But we wanted to hear how Mum was,’ the same girl says.

‘Yeah. We were so worried.’ This from the other.

They both widen their eyes at the same time, and I see that they are huge and brown. Perhaps Dawn has brown eyes. Their vocal and facial expressions strike me as decidedly disingenuous. It seems highly likely they’re taking their older sister for a ride, and I have a murky memory of Flora doing much the same to all of us at their age.

I have no plans to go anywhere, so I go ahead and take off my coat.

‘Well,’ Ivy says, shooting an alarmed look at me, ‘she fractured her wrist, so it’s in a sling. And she got some bruising on her face, bless her. But she was asleep the whole time we were there, and she seemed really peaceful. So don’t you worry about her. She’s in good hands.’

That is categorically untrue, from what I’ve seen of that institution, but I hold my tongue. Ivy stoops in front of one twin and then the other, cupping their faces and kissing the tops of their heads. I take her in. She looks shattered, but not only that: she’s white as a sheet. I wonder if she ate anything at the party. I found the bowl food they served to be excellent, but her blood sugar is bottoming out, by the looks of things. I clear my throat.

‘How about you get the girls to bed and I can cook you something? Or order you a takeaway?’ I’d offer to slip out and grab something, but I’m not convinced she’d let me back in. She seems decidedly uneasy at my presence.

‘Is he staying?’ one of the twins asks Ivy, giving me some serious side-eye.

‘No. He’s going to go shortly.’

‘Actually, I’d like to stay. If it doesn’t make you two uncomfortable.’ I address this to the twins, having no intention of giving their sister the option.

They look at each other and shrug, which I take to mean that they have no opinions at all regarding my presence.

Excellent.

That’s settled, then.

‘I don’t think you should,’ Ivy whispers.

‘I’m staying as a friend. You’ve had a rough evening, and I’d like to look after you. Now, what would you like to eat? Did you eat anything at the party?’

I glance around the room. The kitchen area in the corner is tiny: a few cupboards, a fridge, a freestanding cooker and a small countertop separating it from the rest of the room. Everything looks old. I assume their landlord isn’t big on reinvesting in his properties. There’s a lot of mess, particularly around the twins, but it looks clean. My guess would be that Ivy keeps this place spick and span and that the twins undo that at every opportunity. She also, judging from the fact that it’s not much warmer in here than it is outside, keeps a close eye on the thermostat. I also have questions about the stack of large cardboard boxes behind the sofa. Dawn’s personal effects, maybe?

But the thing that gets me more than anything else is the gangly fake Christmas tree in the corner. From sparse branches hang a variety of mismatched ornaments, while a string of too-cold white LED lights flash listlessly. I think of the Wentworth-laden festive scene in our orangery for that photoshoot. Of the epic Christmas showcase at Selena’s family home and of our own tastefully abundant decorations at Belvedere, heavy on the fresh greenery.

Then I imagine Ivy and the twins putting up this little chap in the absence of any proper parental figure, and a pang of heartbreak hits me so hard, it’s a physical pain behind my ribs. These two sweet girls have no father and a mother who is in the most agonising kind of limbo. Meanwhile, Ivy’s in her mid-twenties and playing mum and dad to two teenagers: caring for them, and worrying about their bedtimes, and putting food on the table and a roof over their heads.

This flat may run far, far short of what I’d like for her, for them all, but Ivy is doing a stand-up job of keeping all her shit together for the good of her family. These two are wholly dependent on her, and her stepmother only has Ivy to advocate for her. The pressures coming at her from both sides are unthinkable.

I give thanks for my—hitherto self-serving—decision to compensate her well for teaching Flora the ways of this city. While I refuse to entertain any thoughts about what she got up to at Alchemy, I assume the paycheque was decent. God knows if she has any other source of income aside from us and the caff. If her father had a Royal Mail pension, I can’t imagine it goes far these days.

At my food-related question, Ivy grimaces. ‘I’d kill for some beans on toast. I didn’t like the food at that party.’ She picks up the remote and turns the TV off, earning herself death stares from the twins. ‘Go on, go brush your teeth.’

‘But we haven’t had our hydrating patches on for twenty minutes yet,’ one of them protests.

‘Keep them on while you’re doing your teeth. Now, shoo. I’ll put the kettle on for your hot water bottles.’

I wait until the twins have extricated themselves from under their blanket with much drama and are stomping their way up the stairs to the next level before I walk over to Ivy and wrap my arms around her. She softens against me with a willingness that tells me just how defeated she is.

‘Here’s what’s going to happen. You’re going to go and put some pyjamas on. I’ll do the kettle. And if you have beans and bread in stock, then I think I can just about manage beans on toast without poisoning you.’
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As I move about the small space, I find myself taking in every detail. Some of it is pure curiosity: even if Ivy has given herself over to me physically, she’s withheld a great deal about herself. I want to absorb as much information as possible about the life she’s kept hidden from me until now.

But I must admit that I find myself cataloguing, too, the scores of infinitesimal ways in which Ivy’s home, her familial situation, is getting under my skin. Every detail, from the spotlessness of the fridge interior and its chores list—held in place by an ancient Reading Is Religion magnet—to the meagre selection of canned food in the cupboard and the threadbare nature of the tea towels hits me like a gut punch. I cast an eye over the chores list. Tuesday: Clean black mould off windowsills - Rose

I don’t need more than a cursory look at the window sill over the sink area to know that Rose is not pulling her weight on that front. The mould’s insidious occupation of the sill is in full force.

In an ideal world, I’d clear them out of here right away. This week. I’d move them into the Little Venice house, where the three of them could clatter around to their hearts’ content in warmth and safety. Ivy is still getting changed for bed in the room off the living room, so I make it my business to locate the thermostat on the wall behind the TV.

Sixteen degrees. That’s properly fucking Baltic.

It’s her exhaustion and hunger that force me to focus on preparing supper. I’m being ridiculous. This isn’t full-on deprivation. I know that much. I’ve watched The Wire and, closer to home, seen the misery that comes from extreme poverty. The girls looked well in themselves, from what I could tell. Ivy is doing a far better job of keeping her family’s heads above water than many adults.

Still, the ache in my heart persists. This isn’t living; it’s surviving, and a soul as beautiful, as true, as Ivy’s shouldn’t be surviving. It should be soaring.

She should be soaring. Following her dreams. Nurturing her not-inconsiderable artistic talents. Not fucking rich guys to pay the rest or working downstairs on minimum wage by day while playing carer by night.

Oh, yes. I’m fully briefed on Dawn’s sundowning now, and what it’s costing Ivy on top of everything else.

The bottom line is that she won’t let this become my problem. I know it, just as I know she’s embarrassed that I’ve seen behind the hyper-independent, girl-about-town front she puts on.

The beans, Xavier.

The best thing you can do for her right now is make her some beans on fucking toast.

It seems I haven’t lost my touch. The beans on toast that I whip up for both of us is just as excellent as the creations of my uni days. I even find a packet of cheddar in the fridge and grate it on top of the steaming beans. We eat side by side on the uncomfortably saggy sofa, and gradually, the colour returns to her face.

‘I meant what I said,’ I tell her. ‘I’m staying the night.’ I’m vaguely aware that if we were in an actual relationship, Ivy and I would be far more circumspect about my staying over in front of her sisters. But given that that’s an impossible scenario, and given that Ivy is essentially in crisis tonight, normal etiquette can go to hell.

‘You should go back to the party and make sure Flora’s okay.’

‘She’s an adult. She can handle herself, I’m sure.’

She laughs. ‘Wow. That’s a big one-eighty.’

‘I’m not that bad.’

‘You really are. But, come to think of it, she has designs on the birthday boy, so you should stay well away and give her some privacy.’ I sit bolt upright on the sofa in horror, and she swats me. ‘Oh, stop it. It’s a birthday party. The worst they can get up to is a quick snog on the dance floor, surely.’

Even that is a ghastly concept, but I understand that Ivy thinks I’m a chauvinistic prick with double standards when it comes to Flora, so I sink back against the cushions. ‘Sounds like you’ve got a choice to make. Let me stay here, or I’ll go and chaperone my sister.’
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Ivy’s room is small. Freezing. My hypervigilance around her wellbeing quickly alerts me that her radiator is turned all the way off. Her bed is a double, its mattress the shitty kind I haven’t encountered since my uni days. Even then, my landlords did better than this.

Still, it’s a miracle, because I’m in this bed with her, wrapped around her as fully as I can be, and this is where I’ll stay until morning.

She’s let me in, figuratively and literally; she’s cracked that door open the rest of the way, even if my ability to get my foot in said door was down to the particular way that tonight’s events played out, and even if she’s tried her damnedest to wedge it shut every bit of the way.

The important thing is that I’m over the threshold, Ivy’s reality laid bare before me in all its shitty happenstance and blistering pain and admirable fortitude, and I now know enough, see enough, that I can truly see her, too. I can truly appreciate the scale of her sacrifice. Of her suffering.

I see her—and I’m falling like a fucking stone.

There’s no funny business tonight, obviously. For one thing, her sisters are right upstairs. For another, she’s shattered and emotionally wrung out. If those weren’t enough, she has on three or four layers of clothes, and I’m in my boxer briefs, socks, and an oversized turquoise sweatshirt of hers that just about fits me.

Sexy. Still, needs must. My blazer, shirt, and jeans weren’t exactly useful attire for a spontaneous, chaste sleepover.

‘How are you doing?’ I murmur into her hair. Her head is tucked under my chin, and she’s clinging tightly to me.

‘Been better,’ she says with a sigh. Such a stoic little sweetheart. I stroke her hair and wait. My only agenda is to be here. Not to push her any more than she’s already been pushed this evening.

After a few moments, she elucidates. ‘I keep going round and round in my head, and I keep coming to the same conclusion. Dawn’s going to die in that place, and there’s nothing I can do about it. I mean, I knew she was going to die in there, obviously. It’s a one-way street. But I thought maybe things would be… better? When she moved in there? Easier. Not just for me, but for her.’

‘I know,’ I say uselessly, because what else can I say? What choice did Ivy have? None. As she said earlier, they were lucky to get a bed at all. Places like that are holding pens that serve the most perfunctory sort of function: to keep their patients alive and secure, in the most underwhelming sense of the word, until their illness consumes them for good. There’s no room in the system for anything more than that—for comfort, caregiving, or beauty—and to put the burden for those extras on a family like Ivy’s is unthinkable too, when she’s already providing for two minors and trying to get them through the basics of their education in one piece. There is no capacity for anything more in their current situation, and if that knowledge is killing me, then I cannot imagine how ferociously it’s eating Ivy alive.

‘But it’s awful,’ she says with a gasp that I feel to my core. ‘It’s so awful in there, and I can’t stand the fact that she’s even the tiniest bit lucid. Can you imagine, coming to your senses in a place like that? It must be like waking up to a nightmare, every single time. And I thought at least they’d keep her physically safe, but no. What if it keeps getting worse? What if she keeps falling over, and getting more and more broken, and she just suffers more and more until her body finally gives up? I can’t bear it.’

She begins to cry, softly at first, and then with great, heaving sobs, her small body racked with her pain, her compassion. I wonder how often she breaks down like this, and the knowledge that she doesn’t have anyone else to lean on when life tips over from generally shitty into the realm of unspeakably cruel is doing things to my heart that I can’t recall experiencing.

Ever.

I don’t know how long we stay like this, her tears soaking through my sweatshirt and my feeling the most excruciating mix of heartsick and lovelorn. I whisper platitudes, words of reassurance and praise that are sincerely meant and still fall short. Eventually, she twists out of my arms to blow her nose.

‘Would you mind if I put my headphones in? There’s a song I listen to when it all—when I can’t sleep. It’s a bit silly, but it makes me feel better.’

‘Of course,’ I tell her. ‘It’s not silly in the slightest. Listen away, and I’ll hold you until you drift off.’

We settle back down, her on her side and me curled behind her. True to my word, I hold her until her breath evens out and sleep relieves her shoulders of some of that tension they’ve been carrying. As gently as I can, I take the top earbud out and follow the wire around with my fingers to dislodge the one under her head. She has to be the only Gen Z-er without wireless headphones. When I pick up her phone to turn off the music, I spot the song she mentioned. The one she’s been listening to on repeat.

‘Silent Night’ by the choir of King’s College, Cambridge.

That’s where she draws comfort from. Strength. Not from her sisters, nor her neighbours, nor her friends. Late at night, when it must feel like she’s bearing the weight of this family’s grief and suffering on her shoulders, it’s the choristers who lighten that burden enough to allow her to fall asleep.

I lie behind her, adjusting my breathing to match hers, and I admit a truth to myself.

My family—my brother in particular—may find it amusing to call me Save. Xavier the Saviour. Can’t help himself. Thinks that he can bestow his largesse on one and all and make everything better.

Ben would probably conclude that I’ve fallen for poor, impoverished Ivy because I think I can save her. Because she feeds my saviour complex. The truth is that she’s stronger than I’ll ever be. I rabbit on about duty and sacrifice, and I’m so fucking deep in my gilded, entitled existence that I’ve failed to understand what the words even mean.

This is duty.

This is sacrifice.

Ivy goes so far beyond what is dutiful every single day, and she does it gladly, with no pomp or ceremony or need for validation, no demand that her acts be recorded in the annals for future generations.

And it’s the most inspiring thing I’ve ever seen.

She is the most inspiring person I’ve ever met.

She’s also the one person I can’t save. Not in the way I want to, a way that, I can admit in the dark sanctuary of this saggy bed, involves a nice coat of shining armour and possibly a white steed.

I may not be able to save her.

But, in these last precious days and weeks before I make my version of a sacrifice for my family and my title and my estate, I can fucking well take this cup of suffering from her.


CHAPTER 39
Ivy



The past few days have been a blur of working in the caff, spending time with Flora, keeping the twins fed and on top of homework, and visiting Dawn as much as possible. I know it’s not rational, but I have the sense that the less time I spend with her, the less safe she is. She needs round-the-clock care, and if the care home can’t provide it, then I should be there to plug the gaps as much as is humanly possible—especially because she’s still in pain, and her cast is distressing her, and she’s not a happy bunny at all.

If I’m honest, I crave those brief stints with Flora. Not just because her home is a heavenly escape from the great, steaming turd that is my life, or because cooking together or going food shopping is genuinely fun, or because she spills the tea on her love life—she and Harry kissed at his party, and they’re going for drinks this week—but because I feel closer to Xav when I’m in his home.

The only upside to things being this crazily, unrelentingly busy is that I have limited time to fixate on him. It’s only when I crawl into bed, body exhausted and heart bruised, that I allow myself to remember how blissful it felt to have him wrapped around me the other night. How safe I felt. How soundly I slept when I finally passed out.

He’s been so solicitous, checking in every day by text or phone call to see how I am, how Dawn is. He’s the perfect gentleman, yet I can’t help but regret that our kind-of relationship had to end this way. We have so little time left together, and I for one would rather have spent it in a bubble of escapism. Instead, he knows all my grubby secrets, and it feels as if the chasm between our lives, the one our insane chemistry allowed us to ignore, is more gaping than ever.

I’m doing a morning shift in the caff when the bell sounds over the door. Bill and Jan have been amazing, as always, letting me leave early most days to go visit Dawn. They’ve also been feeding me up, and they make the girls come in for scrambled eggs before school, too. Jan tells them they can’t conduct a day of learning on Rice Krispies alone.

I look up from the counter, where I’m bagging up an Uber Eats order. The caff’s been on Deliveroo for a while, but I’ve got them onto Uber Eats now too, and the order uplift has been decent. I’m glad I’ve been able to do this one small thing to repay them for all their kindness to me.

Xavier is striding towards me, looking like every woman’s fantasy in his lovely, smart coat, his aristocratic nose tinged pink with the cold. There are a few punters in the caff, but he ignores them all. He’s so purposeful that I wouldn’t put it past him to vault over the counter to reach me, so I scurry out from behind it. He hauls me against him and wraps his arms around me, burying his face in my neck.

Wow. It’s not like I think Dave the street sweeper will out us in a casual chat with Selena Wentworth anytime soon, but still. Xav’s not my boyfriend, and we’d both do well to remember it in public. That’s what I tell myself, anyway, as I squeeze him back and snort him like a line of coke.

He releases me and plants a sweet kiss on my lips. Every time I get to see him, it feels like a miracle, and I can’t bear to think about how bad the withdrawal will be after he’s got married.

‘Did you drive down this morning?’ I ask him, brushing some hairs out of his eyes as if he were mine and not engaged to someone else.

‘I did. Big day today.’

‘Oh, really?’

‘I want to fill you in. Can you grab a few minutes with me?’

I glance back towards the kitchen, which is pretty quiet. ‘I’m sure that’s fine. I’ll just check with Jan. Fish-finger sandwich?’

‘Obviously.’

Once I’ve served him his brunch, I take a seat across from him at our usual table, wrapping my hands around my mug of tea.

‘So, how come it’s a big day?’

He blows out a breath. ‘I may have overstepped and taken matters into my own hands.’

‘Okay…’

He holds out a hand, palm up, and I take it. ‘I suspect this won’t go down well, but please believe me when I say I only want what’s best for you and your family.’

‘I’m getting nervous now,’ I say. I really am. He looks uncharacteristically nervous too.

‘Suffice it to say that I can’t stand by and let your stepmother spend however long she has left in the place she’s in. It’s not an option for me, feeling about you the way I do.’

He pauses to let that bombshell land, and boy does it land. It detonates, flooding my body with warmth. How his words can mean so much when we have no chance of a future together, I don’t know, but they do. His eyes, so softly green and darkly feathered with lashes, beseech me to stay with him. I can’t speak, so I give him a little nod.

‘I realise your hands are tied within the scope of the NHS, but mine aren’t. I started making calls the morning after you took me to see her, and, well, I’ve found a solution.’

‘What kind of solution?’ I whisper, not sure what to think, or feel, or hope for right now. I realise Xav has all sorts of power, access, that normal folks like me simply don’t have, but he’s not a magician. Neither does he owe me anything, despite his sweet words.

‘There’s a place in St John’s Wood. A private care home. It specialises in advanced dementia care, but it’s the opposite of institutionalised. It’s part of the Good Vibes franchise. They started out with a couple of hospices, but they branched out a couple of years ago.’ He must see that I’m struggling to compute, for he squeezes my hand. ‘They have a space for Dawn. It’s not home, but it’s a beautiful building. Very uplifting, excellent one-on-one care… They offer everything from sensory experiences to visiting musicians. They’re famous for their afternoon teas. She’d never be alone, and she’d be in inspiring, homely surroundings. They can take her immediately.’

My eyes fill at this impossible picture he’s painting; my chin wobbles. ‘But it’s private,’ I manage.

‘Yes. To be clear, I would cover it, until… well, for as long as is needed.’

I full-on collapse into a fit of silent weeping then, my head dropping forward at the weight of it all: his outrageous generosity, and this fairytale offer, and the pain I feel every day at the knowledge that sweet, gentle Dawn is in that wipe-clean prison.

I can’t bear it. I can’t.

‘Sweetheart.’ He squeezes my hand, releasing it, and gets to his feet so he can drag his chair around to meet mine. Sitting back down next to me, he pulls me into his arms. Now it’s he who’s sweeping my hair off my face. He gazes into my eyes. ‘Are those good tears or bad tears?’

‘I don’t know,’ I mumble, wiping my nose with the back of my hand. ‘But I can’t accept. It’s way, way too much.’ A place like that must cost thousands of pounds a month.

‘I suspected you’d say that, but listen to me. I’m about to tell you some home truths, and I apologise for my lack of tact, but the truth of it is that we both know that Dawn doesn’t have more than a year or two left.’

It’s true. She doesn’t. And that’s the best-case scenario for a disease like LBD, especially given her advanced state.

‘And I think we also know that if she stays in that place, she’ll deteriorate further, either through more accidents or a simple lack of will to live. Again, I apologise for the harsh delivery.’

‘I know,’ I say.

‘Look. The De Vere Estate gives away an enormous amount to all sorts of causes, and I’m not nearly involved enough. But the idea behind all that ring-fenced money is to be able to step in and assist families precisely like yours. What would it mean to your sisters not to dread going to see their mum because they know she’s receiving the best possible care? What kind of weight would it remove for you? You told me that it tortures you, knowing that she’s in there. Please don’t deprive her of her chance to live out her days in the most restorative surroundings we can provide for her.’

I sigh. He’s right, of course. This isn’t about me, or my pride, or my awkwardness at accepting Xav’s family’s charity. It’s about Dawn and her daily experience. It’s about accepting this unimaginable gift on her behalf: the gift of simple pleasures, of company, of someone to read to her, of delightful surroundings and beautiful music and nourishing food. The gift of regaining, impossibly, some quality of life while she still has the opportunity.

‘I don’t know what to say,’ I admit with another sob. ‘It’s so much. It’s like a dream come true. I don’t know what to say,’ I repeat dumbly.

‘Say you’ll consider it? And come with me now and see it for yourself. It’s okay. I gave Jan a heads-up earlier.’

I gasp and lift my head. ‘Did you and Jan swap numbers?’

‘You bet.’ He winks. ‘She’s a lovely woman. And we have something very important in common. Very important.’

Judging by the way he’s looking at me, with such a wealth of emotion in his green eyes, there’s no doubt as to what—who—he means.
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The Good Vibes Care Home is everything Xav promised and a million times more. It’s situated in leafy gardens, in one corner of which there is an actual aromatherapy garden, on a quiet street in ultra-posh St John’s Wood. The bedrooms feel like actual bedrooms and not prison cells, with big (locked) sash windows and pretty wallpaper and wooden floorboards. There’s a hydrotherapy pool in the basement that has me wanting to go straight out and buy Dawn a swimming costume, and the public spaces are heavy on natural light and comfy sofas and groaning bookshelves. Not a wipe-clean armchair in sight. And I swear the air smells as if someone’s baking banana bread.

I can’t believe places like this exist, that people like this exist. People who have put so much thought and effort into maintaining quality of life for those who’ve had so much of their reality robbed from them. The few patients I’ve spotted seem serene, contented, hanging out with nurses who, at first glance, seem to be giving them their full attention. One older lady is even getting her gnarly hands massaged. She seems miles away, but calm.

I imagine Dawn and me tucked into a pair of squishy armchairs by the window, reading together or listening to the string quartet that is allegedly a weekly fixture. She could find contentment here, or some level of peace, at least. As could the girls and I. Knowing that she’s being well cared for would alleviate that relentless, churning guilt I feel daily.

‘What do you think?’ Xav asks, pulling me down onto a sofa in one corner of the room.

I smile goofily at him. ‘I mean, it’s so perfect I can’t even. It’s like heaven.’

He nods, pleased. ‘You think she’d like it here?’

‘She would love it here.’ I press my lips together, not trusting myself to say more. My sinuses are burning. This place really does do what it says on the tin: I’m getting seriously good vibes. And it’s so up Dawn’s street it’s not funny.

‘Good. Let’s make a plan to get her out of the other place asap, then. These guys will send a community ambulance for her, and you can go with her, obviously.’

I love his optimism. ‘I can’t imagine we’ll be able to get her discharged from the other place anytime soon. You know what the NHS is like.’

‘The NHS can go fuck itself,’ he says briskly. ‘She hasn’t been sectioned, ergo they can’t refuse to let her go.’

Not for the first time, I wonder what it must be like to be Xavier, with so much money and influence that you aren’t even the slightest bit dependent on services like the NHS. It blows my mind.

‘I don’t know. I don’t want to cause trouble. We might need their help down the line.’

‘You won’t. I told you. I’m taking care of it now.’ He puts an arm around me, and I let my head drop onto his shoulder.

It’s addictive, the feeling of having Xavier take care of you.

It’s downright dangerous.

‘I don’t know how to thank you,’ I say, twisting my hands. ‘This is… such an enormous thing to do for us. I’ll never be able to repay you.’

‘Sweetheart,’ he groans. ‘It’s not about that. It’s about—can’t you see? I feel so bloody helpless here. In four weeks, I have to walk away, forever, and I need to believe that we came into each other’s lives for a reason and that this isn’t just the universe fucking both of us over. And what if this is the reason? It’s the one thing I can give you that will make your life better, and, honestly, I need that. It will make it a tiny bit more bearable for me if I can know that I’ve done something to help your family—to take the pressure off you a little bit.’ He shifts and brushes his mouth across my hair. ‘It’s the only thing, actually, that makes any of this bearable. So really, you’re doing me a favour.’

There aren’t words in a situation like this, where our emotions are so big, so scary, and our options are so limited. It’s easy to believe Xav’s being his usual humble, self-deprecating self, but I suspect he’s telling the truth. Even if this incredible gesture will change the lives of my entire family, I can also understand that for Xav, duty is everything. I suspect it’s tearing him apart to know that executing his duty to his family will destroy me.

He may not be in a position to throw me over his horse and carry me off into the sunset, but there’s no doubt in my mind that he’s my knight in shining armour.


CHAPTER 40
Ivy



I’m still in shock.

I thought the care home coup was some impressive masterminding on Xav’s part, but this is another level. It seems everyone else in my life is a mastermind too, even the twins. Who would have thought they’d use their evil genius and epic lying skills for good?

I should be at home, cleaning and packing up the flat ahead of our house move this time next week.

Instead, I am sitting in business class on a British Airways flight to Venice.

Venice.

Beside me is the handsomest man I’ve ever known, looking awfully pleased with himself, as well he should.

We moved Dawn into the new care home the same day we visited it, which was midafternoon. Things move quickly when you’re Xavier. She found the journey distressing, but at some level, her nervous system seemed to register that she was safe once she arrived there. She’s not exactly lucid, but she’s been calmer than I’ve seen her in a long time, and she’s even stopped trying to rip off her cast. I’ve spent every day with her since, and even I can admit that I’ve felt surplus to requirements given the standard of care she’s receiving.

I’ve mainly been showing up for the baked goods.

The twins have gone to stay with Flora in Little Venice for the weekend. She came around to meet them the other evening. To say they didn’t give me the time of day when I said goodbye this morning was an understatement. She’s going to take them to see their mum in the morning. They’re already big fans of the care home.

The devious little minxes even gave Xav my passport. Lily asked me for it a few days ago, claiming their Life360 app needed to update its parental ID.

So, you see, everyone’s been in on it.

A chic flight attendant refills my champagne glass. They even give you actual glass in business class! This was definitely not the case on the last flight I was on, which was part of a dirt-cheap package holiday we all went on to Tenerife a couple of years ago. I used my Alchemy tips to take Dawn and the girls away for some sun. At that point, we thought her LBD was rheumatoid arthritis, and I was hoping the heat would help.

It didn’t.

But it doesn’t help to ruminate on that. Right now, I’m heading to the city of my dreams with the man of my dreams.

Yesterday doesn’t exist.

Tomorrow doesn’t exist.

And Selena Wentworth definitely doesn’t exist.
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Xav told me, when he surprised me (understatement) with the Venice bomb, that he was worried about us visiting the city in the dead of winter. He said he would much rather have taken me in May or September. The unspoken truth, of course, was that it was now or never. May and September will never come for me and him.

Still, I’m so here for Venice in December that it’s not funny. I have gorged myself on reels day and night since he told me on Tuesday. Sure, the days will be shorter, but the weather forecast is for beautiful winter sunshine this weekend, and the reels I’ve seen of ghostly gondolas emerging from the midwinter fog have sucked me in big time. Even the dark side of Venice looks unspeakably romantic.

Xav tells me laughingly that we’re not here for romance, that he couldn’t live with himself if he didn’t complete my artistic education in the time we have left. He’s been a few times—of course he has—and he knows the cultural highlights well. He says there’ll be a test at the end of the weekend, and that I’ll need to pay attention.

But the look on his face as he says it tells me I’ve already passed.

Even before we land, I’m speechless. He made me take the window seat on the flight and told me that he chose the right-hand side of the plane for the best views. Sure enough, we fly over what look like endless flooded fields. Salt marshes, maybe?

And then—there it is.

Oh my God.

It’s like looking down on a fairytale: a miniature enchanted island of domes and steeples in grey and white and pink, the calm, endless blue of the lagoon sparkling around them. I screech and grab his arm, and he laughs.

‘It’s something, isn’t it?’

‘It doesn’t look real,’ I say with a gasp. I have a feeling I’ll say the same thing over and over again this weekend.

‘That feeling never goes away,’ he says softly. ‘That it even exists feels like a miracle, every time. Sometimes I think about it, or I see a photo, and it feels impossible to believe that something this perfect is out there, existing without me. It’s very special.’

He sounds wistful, and there’s something about his word choice that makes me think Venice is a good analogy for our relationship: a perfect slice of fairytale magic that has no place in the real world. I know that when I think of Xav out there, moving through life without me, it will feel unreal and unbearable in equal measure.

We land at Marco Polo and Xav leads me knowledgeably through the airport to the sign for water taxis. I have to admit, I’m a bit worried about that part. I’m not a massive water girl. But the glossy, retro-looking teak boat we step into is pretty cool. It’s long, with a closed-off indoor compartment and an open-air seat at the back.

Given that I’m wearing a huge and outrageous floor-length coat from Canada Goose—my early Christmas present from Xav, apparently—I have no intention of spending a minute indoors. We sit on the bench at the back of the boat, Xav’s arm tightly around me, and I experience the surreal delight of bombing it across the lagoon to Venice. There’s an actual boat superhighway, picked out by huge piles, and soon we’re standing up, looking over the boat’s low top as islands come into view on our left, ancient, mythical-looking buildings rising up from flat, floating bites of land. Xav stands beside me, stupidly hot, his aviators on and the wind whipping his dark hair, grinning at my rapidly increasing excitement levels, but I can’t help it. I’ve never felt this exhilarated in my entire life. I’ve been transported straight to heaven, and I’m giddy with it.

Nothing, though, can prepare me for the reality of arriving in Venice. As we pass Murano to our left, an old, peeling frontage looms in full view, glowing in the winter sun. Before I know it, we’re disappearing into one of the deep chinks in its façade and following a gloomy canal: an artery leading, hopefully, to the heart of the city.

I clamp my hand to my mouth at the sheer, timeworn beauty of it. Every shabby, saggy building is perfectly beautiful. Indecently charming. They’re so close to us that I could almost reach out and touch them. So close that it feels invasive to be able to pass right in front of people’s homes like this.

‘Oh my God,’ I laugh-cry to Xav. ‘Are we here?’

He wraps his arm more tightly around me, smiling down at my reaction. ‘We’re staying on the other side. The taxi will cut right through; you’ll see. Wait for it. I’ve asked the driver to take us down the Grand Canal for the last part.’

I’m trying to take everything in, but it’s so much. Gondolas, so sleek and long, the gondoliers in their iconic striped tops making the steering of them look so easy; bridges so low and old that we have to duck our heads to pass under them; building after building with terracotta roofs and white paint and outrageous, glorious architectural flourishes. Every single thing is eye-porn. Every view breaks the heart.

‘Here we go,’ Xav says. ‘This is the Grand Canal.’

We turn out onto a wide canal with all manner of boats. Water taxis. Gondolas. Vaporetti, which are like small ferries and, according to Xav, act like public buses. There are even cargo boats, and I spot a DHL one piled high with boxes, which is so bizarre. There doesn’t seem to be much rhyme or reason—or direction—to the way any of the drivers are steering them, but somehow no one seems to be crashing or drowning.

Meanwhile, all around us, the blue water laps and the buildings that flank the canal grow even more beautiful. We pass under the Rialto Bridge, iconic and bustling, and follow the canal’s gentle curve around.

‘This is the Accademia Bridge,’ Xav tells me. ‘We’ll walk across it tomorrow on the way to San Rocco.’

It’s stunningly beautiful, with its huge art gallery on the right. As we pass under it, the buildings grow grander, more agonising in their beauty. I gasp and twist and take hasty, blurry photos with my phone. Palazzo after palazzo comes into shot, all terraced, all mismatched, all divine. I could spend hours obsessing over each one. I need a year to process the beauty in this place.

But nothing compares to the huge white church looming in front of us, impossibly ornate, its grey dome majestic against the pretty white clouds. It looks octagonal, from what I can see.

‘What in the utter hell is that?’

‘Santa Maria della Salute.’ He kisses my temple. ‘It means Our Lady of Health—the Venetians built it in offering for having been delivered from the plague. There’s a lovely Titian altarpiece in there. Don’t worry, we’re going to sit right across from it at lunch so you can gorge your pretty little eyes on it. I got us the best seats in the house.’

Of course he did.

‘Should have mentioned,’ he says casually. ‘Our room overlooks it, too.’
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We’re staying at the Gritti Palace, a hotel of such opulence and charm that I vow not to take my Canada Goose off at all in the public areas. I’m quickly realising that, in Venice, more is more. Colours, and brocades, and etched glass, and jewel-toned chandeliers that apparently all come from Murano. Everywhere your eye catches, it’s an abundance of Renaissance beauty—indoors and out.

As Xav has promised, the view at lunch is spectacular. Almost better than the food. We stare at the geometric beauty of La Salute as we gorge ourselves silly on pasta with freshly caught local razor clams on the (thankfully covered and heated) terrace of Gio’s, the super-posh restaurant at the St Regis, just a few doors down from our hotel. The St Regis is a Tardis-like cavern of shiny marble, but I prefer the Gritti Palace, which feels older and more authentic. You can really believe that a mega-important Venetian family lived there five hundred years ago.

‘Why are you so worried about the timings?’ I ask Xav as he wraps lunch up speedily and ushers me in the direction of Piazza San Marco. We walk down a wide, immaculate cobbled street where every single shop is posh: Gucci. Max Mara. Chanel.

‘Partly because we have timed tickets, and partly because I have a million things to show you and two days to do it,’ he says. ‘But I’m hoping you’ll understand the third reason in just a moment.’

We emerge out into a huge square, and oh my God.

Oh my God.

The square is so beautiful. There are covered walkways with big stone pillars the whole way around. But the real show is right in front of us, because there it is: Basilica San Marco, bathed in sunlight.

‘That’s the reason,’ Xav says. ‘The basilica faces due west, and I was damned if you weren’t going to see it in the sun. Pretty short days, at this time of the year.’

Stupefied by the dazzling beauty before us, I allow him to lead me across the square. It’s not even that busy: a perk of visiting in low season, I suppose, although I’ve noticed that absolutely everyone is a tourist.

‘Stop,’ he orders me, ‘and let me take a picture.’

I stop and stand in front of the beautiful building, drowning in my puffer coat and grinning like a maniac.

He lowers his phone. ‘I’ll treasure that forever.’

Up close, the basilica is even more astounding. There’s a lot of stone and aggressive marble, but what makes it magnificent are the gold-mosaicked arches that glitter and gleam and seem alive. We head inside, and the effect is only magnified.

Holy hell.

I can’t stop looking up. I’m going to sprain my neck, but I don’t care. The entire top half of the church is made up of endless arches and domes, every single one covered in gold mosaics while celebrating angels and saints and goodness knows who else. It’s so old, maybe the oldest place I’ve ever been. I’m not religious in the slightest, but as the rays of sunshine shine through the stained glass windows and drench the entire place in light, it feels almost spiritual.

‘It can be a bit gloomy on dull days,’ Xav says. ‘I was desperate for you to see it like this. And it’s nice and quiet. It’s a bloody zoo in the summer.’

We wander around the church, taking in every beautiful detail and marvelling at how the hell the poor fuckers who built it a thousand years ago managed to pull it off. My emotions are running so close to the surface. It’s the sheer magnificence of this place, the surreal nature of it, and the fact that I’m here with Xavier. That he engineered all this for me.

‘There’s one more thing I want to show you,’ my handsome tour guide says. We ascend a narrow, steep stone staircase and then we’re up on the stone balcony that runs along the front interior of the church, and it’s so incredible I can’t bear it. We’re right up there with the golden domes and arches, the entire basilica laid out before us in all its perfectly symmetrical splendour, and I take a zillion more photos while trying not to look directly down, because we are up high.

But this isn’t even the best part, because Xav leads me through a little exhibition room, and then we’re outside on the main loggia looking over the whole of the piazza. My jaw drops as I take it all in: the huge stone lions next to me; the sunlight streaming right at us as if Venice is putting on a show just for us; the hundred-metre-high campanile in front of us. Xav steers me around to the left, where the Doge’s Palace stands in all its impossibly delicate, pink-and-white glory and, beyond it, hundreds of gondolas bob prettily on the water.

This place is impossible to process. Just impossible. I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s too much: every single exquisite detail given over to visual pleasure. I mean, I’m sure every detail was also meant to underline the power, the might, of the Venetians, but I’m just here for the aesthetics.

‘You okay, sweetheart?’ Xav asks, slinging an arm around me, and I shake my head.

‘No. Not really.’

‘It’s a lot.’ His voice is soft as he pulls me closer against his side so we can look out at the vista together. ‘Especially for an aesthete like you.’

‘It’s so beautiful I can’t bear it.’

‘I know. And the history, too. It’s mind-blowing. That space there’—he points between the two huge pillars that mark the entrance to Piazza San Marco from the sea—‘was where they carried out all the public executions. It wasn’t just a pretty face. Venetian history—both political and maritime—is fascinating.’

It’s impossible to square the loveliness of our current view with the brutality of its past, so I don’t even try. Instead, I stand here, my eyes stinging at the freezing bite of the December wind as well as the whirlwind of emotions that I’m not equipped to process.

I’m in the most magical city in the world with the man I love more than anything else.

There.

I said it.

But this is it. Two nights of this, and then we’re dust, pretty much. Maybe we’ll squeeze in a few more trysts before New Year’s Eve; maybe we won’t.

Maybe we shouldn’t.

Maybe we should ride this high and go out in a blaze of glory. Trust that no goodbye in London, no squeezed-in fucks, no teary farewells on a dark, damp Harrow Road could begin to be worthy of our brief romance in the way that Venice is.

Xav may have given me the gift of a weekend in my dream destination, but he also gave me the gift of a weekend with him.

A weekend where we can emerge into the light together, where we’re not secret or tawdry but just another tourist couple wandering about, holding hands and marvelling at every perfect corner of this city.

It’s the most fitting swan song he could have given us.


CHAPTER 41
Xavier



We slept like the dead last night, having walked God knows how many miles. We covered the Doge’s Palace after St Mark’s, and I had the particular pleasure of watching my extraordinary woman rejoicing at every detail. Every flourish. Neck cramp aside, it was a great success.

This morning, after lazy lovemaking and an epic cooked breakfast, we set off again. We explored the local area on foot before stopping for coffee and pastries in the café of Palazzo Franchetti at the foot of the Accademia Bridge. From there, we crossed the bridge, salivating over the view across the Grand Canal, and wandered down labyrinthine streets filled with shops selling oil paintings and chocolates and Murano glassware. I bought Ivy a lovely little oil of La Salute—a memento I hope will bring her happiness when she looks at it. And, finally, we reached our destination: the Scuola Grande di San Rocco, home to Tintoretto’s most abundant outpouring.

When I led her up the stairs from the admittedly bleak lower salon and she saw the Renaissance splendour of the upper salon, my little artist had exactly the reaction I was hoping for: she wept tears of wonder at the endlessly frescoed and gilded ceilings, at the impossible scale of talent here, at the sheer majesty of it. I’d like to think that this short trip has touched something in her creative heart. Inspired her. Fed that part of her soul that persists with dreaming, no matter how uninspired her daily life is.

I hope she’ll carry that spark with her long after I’m gone.
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The danger with a short trip to a city like Venice is that you go into full box-ticking mode. You try to cram in every major destination you can. So this afternoon’s gondola ride was enforced downtime: the opportunity to sit back with Ivy in my arms and simply soak up the millions of fleeting, perfect views from the myriad canals.

As darkness fell, so did the fog, blanketing the city in its ominous shroud. Our gondolier had a lantern swinging from his prow, adding another layer of gothic drama. Ivy snuggled into me under our furry throw as we crisscrossed quietly down the canals, their inky, impenetrable water turning opalescent under our cameras’ flashes.

Dinner at a cosy and decidedly cheery trattoria allowed us to shrug off those lingering gothic vibes of decay and mystery. Now we lie on our sides in this grand bed, noses almost touching, legs entangled. While we have most of tomorrow to continue our sightseeing before we fly home, that other most gothic of emotions still lingers between us:

Loss.

This is our last night here, in a city so removed from the everyday that it may as well be Oz.

‘I’ve been thinking,’ Ivy says hesitantly, her slim fingertips brushing over my shoulder. ‘It’s awful, and I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but⁠—’

‘But what?’ I press gently.

‘Well, I’m wondering if we should call it a day after this weekend. As in, we get home, and that’s it.’

The physical pain that hits me right in the chest takes me by surprise. I stare at her in horror.

‘Don’t look at me like that. We both know what this is. You’re getting married in eighteen days, and we’ve got Christmas before that. Even if we do keep seeing each other, there’s nothing left except for a few rushed hookups. And I think we’re better than that.’ Her beautiful, pale blue eyes are shining with unshed tears. They beseech me as she dances her fingers up to stroke my teeth. ‘We’re out of time, babe.’

I tug her more closely against me. The skin of her back is so impossibly soft. ‘I’m not ready to let you go.’

She smiles through her tears, and I’ve never seen anything lovelier. ‘Me neither. But spoiler: we’ll never be ready. It’ll only get worse. And’—she sniffs—‘this weekend is the first time I haven’t felt like your dirty little secret. It’s not your fault, but it’s true. And I think it would be… nice if we went out in a blaze of glory.’

I blow out a breath. She doesn’t need to remind me that I’m getting married in eighteen days. ‘I’ll never stop being grateful that we had this. And I’m so unbelievably sorry that I can’t offer you anything more.’ She shakes her head, but I press on. ‘I’ve never felt more devastated or resentful about my duty than I have these past couple of months. Since I met you, I’ve felt like—like I’ve been handed a life sentence but I’ve been allowed out on bail for a few weeks. And now the bail period is coming to an end, and when I think about next year, I…’ I trail off, battling for composure. It’s critical that Ivy knows how I’m feeling, that I leave her in no doubt as to my reluctance to take this path I’m supposed to follow. To drink from the poisoned chalice that calls itself duty.

‘I just see darkness,’ I continue. ‘The total, unending bleakness… of a life without you.’

We stare at each other and I try desperately to commit every last detail of her to memory.

‘I know I don’t have the right to say this,’ I say, ‘because I can’t back it up with any sort of actions that actually count, but I love you. I’m completely in love with you, and it would feel like a miracle if it didn’t hurt so much.’

Her lips part in shock and the tears fall, cascading over the bridge of her nose and across her cheek towards the pillow.

‘But I want you to know how much it hurts,’ I tell her. ‘I don’t want you, for a single second, thinking I was able to walk away freely. I want you to know that if I had a single say in the matter, I would choose you. Every single time.’

The grimness of her smile is more devastating still than the tears. ‘But you wouldn’t. It’s sweet that you think you would, but you would never, ever have chosen a girl like me, even if you weren’t signed up to marry Selena. It could never be. Your family would go apeshit, and I’d never be up to the role of a duchess. You deserve someone who’s able to be a proper partner, and pull their weight. I’d be totally fucking useless.’ She lets out an exhausted-sounding sigh. ‘All that said, I love you too.’

I can’t quite allow myself to believe it, even if it feels, not anticlimactic exactly, but wasteful. A gift that arrives far too late for the season in which you could have actually enjoyed it. I love her, and she loves me, and it’s too fucking late, and what’s been the point of it all, except to furnish me with a lifelong reminder of what I’ve been missing?

‘Do you really?’ is all I can manage.

‘I really do. And it hurts so bloody much.’

I wrap my leg more tightly around her and bury my face in her sweet-scented neck for a moment before flopping back down onto my pillow so I can see her. ‘God. I’m so, so sorry. I’ve been so fucking selfish. I tracked you down, bribed you, basically, and forced my way into your life when I knew, I knew, I had nothing to offer you. And now I’ve made both of us thoroughly miserable when you have enough shit going on without adding a broken heart into the mix.’

She gives me the sweetest, saddest smile. ‘Listen here. I’ll never, ever regret it. I’d rather have let you break my heart than never have known you. And it’s the twenty-first century, you adorable, old-fashioned idiot. You’re allowed to fuck people without making an honest woman of them, you know.’ She shoves my shoulder playfully, and I manage a watery smile. Her face grows serious. ‘Besides, you’ve probably saved Dawn’s life, or at the very least, prolonged it. What you’ve done for her is— I can never thank you enough.’

‘It was something I could do easily,’ I protest. ‘Throwing money at a problem isn’t exactly Nobel Prize-worthy. I just wish there was something I could do for you.’

‘On that note.’ She clears her throat. ‘I’ve been thinking about this, too, and I can’t work for Flora for much longer. I’ll go see her on Monday, but there’s no point in me coming back when her term starts again after Christmas. It’s stupid. You’re paying me through the nose and I’m not even doing anything.’

‘That’s not true,’ I say, hoping my voice sounds firm and doesn’t carry the sharp edge of panic I’m feeling. I need to know Ivy will have some sort of steady, meaningful income once I walk away. In my almost powerless state, it’s the only thing I can do. I’ve already been worried about how she’ll manage when Flora is at home for the Christmas break. Uni broke up last week, and it’s been a relief to me that she’s hung around in London. Not only does it mean she’s making a home there, but it’s income for Ivy.

‘It is true, and we both know it. But I’m not a charity case. And also, I can’t do it. I’d like to stay in touch with her, but it’ll hurt too much if I’m around your family.’ She tilts her chin up defiantly. ‘I think a clean break is best.’

She’s right; I know she is. I know this is the only way both of us can move forward. But, until she says it out loud, I haven’t realised how much I’ve been hoping my sister will be able to drop me the occasional Ivy-related breadcrumb next year.

I’m the one whose circumstances are forcing this break, yet she’s the only one who’s being an adult about it. I fell in love with her, and I made her fall in love with me in return, and it seems she’s far stronger than I am.

‘What will you do for money?’ I ask instead. ‘Do you have a plan?’

‘I say this with love, babe, but that’s not your problem. And yes, I do have a plan.’

My entire body goes stiff as a board. ‘You’re not going back to Alchemy, are you?’

‘No. Mainly because the late nights aren’t fair on the twins.’ She hesitates. ‘But also because I wouldn’t be able to handle any other guys touching me after being with you. You’ve totally fucked me over.’

I squeeze my eyes shut for a moment, guilt and relief and an utterly unwarranted sense of possession curdling nastily in my belly. Lord knows, I need her to have a way to put food on the table and a roof over her family’s heads, but I can’t bear it if she sells her body to do so.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say again, grimacing. ‘But I won’t pretend I’m not glad.’

‘I didn’t mind the job before. I enjoyed it. You’ve even ruined sex for me.’ She gives me a rueful little smile that suggests it’s more of a compliment than an insult. But I don’t smile back. I can’t.

‘How do I know you and your family will be okay?’

‘You don’t. And you’ll have to live with that. All our choices have consequences. That’s yours.’

She doesn’t say it with malice, doesn’t spell out that I can’t have my cake and eat it. It’s a statement of fact, not a guilt trip. I know Ivy would never dream of trying to sway my decision or change who I am, no matter how unfathomable she finds my sense of duty. Her integrity is one of the things I love the most about her.

‘Fair. Harsh but fair.’ I give her a reluctant nod. ‘It feels like there’s so much more to say.’

Her shrug is one of utmost defeat. ‘Not really. Actually, I think there’s nothing to say.’

I sit with that for a moment. We’ve shared this, all this, and we’re both supposed to turn and walk in opposite directions at Heathrow tomorrow: I to the short-stay car park and Ivy to the pick-up area where I’ve asked Charlie to collect her. The last thing I want is for her to end this weekend on the Tube.

The arrivals area at Heathrow is supposed to be the stuff of joy: lovers, families, friends reunited. The wonder of human connection. We’ve all seen Love Actually.

It’s a wholly unsuitable place in which to walk away from the love of your life.


CHAPTER 42
Ivy



There may be nothing left to say; still, we talk for another hour or two. It seems we’re greedy for every detail about each other, desperate to hoard every tiny, golden tile so that the mosaic we each walk away with is every bit as complete and as splendid as the ones adorning the Basilica San Marco.

‘There’s something I’ve always wanted to ask you about,’ Xav says eventually. ‘It might ruin the evening—mine and yours—but I can’t not know. It’s been driving me crazy, and I thought if you were willing to share some of it with me, I might be able to make peace with it.’

I have a hunch as to what this is about. ‘Go on, babe.’

‘Alchemy.’ He presses his lips into a flat, unimpressed line before continuing. ‘I know I judged you for it in the beginning, and I’ll always regret that, but still. Why did you do it—how did you do it?’

‘So I went there with a date,’ I begin. ‘This finance guy took me along—he was a member—and I thought it was so cool. I got chatting to Gen that night, and she gave me a full-on sales pitch. She sold it to me, really: the glamour, the money, the security aspect. I could tell it was a classy operation. But basically, I couldn’t say no to the money. Dawn was getting worse every week, it felt like, and I didn’t have a clue what our future looked like. All I knew was that I needed to pull some serious cash together, and it was the only vaguely legal thing I could think of that would do it.’

‘And you started? Just like that? Weren’t you terrified?’

He looks stricken. Horrified, even. Bless him. I know how hard he’s trying not to clutch his pearls right now.

‘I told you that first night, I really like sex. And I’d already been there as a guest. So I did my training and rocked up and just treated it like, let’s go get laid.’

I think Xav might actually be having a cardiac event. ‘And you didn’t mind? You just let any fucking guy do whatever the fuck they wanted to you?’

‘No,’ I say cautiously, as if I’m talking to a toddler who might melt down at any moment, ‘only the ones I found remotely attractive. But the standard there is pretty high, let me tell you. It’s an amazing place to go if you want to get laid. No wonder your brother loves it so much.’

He ignores my mention of Benedict. ‘So talk me through it. A guy likes the look of you, he comes over and, what, asks you if he can fuck you?’

‘Is this seriously what you want to talk about on our last night together?’ I ask. I haven’t missed the fact that he’s been hardening, his dick pressing against my lower stomach area. He may be torturing himself, but some part of him is getting off on the idea of me at Alchemy. Who’d have thought?

‘No.’ His face crumples. ‘But it’s been tearing me apart, wondering and wondering. And I’ll never get another chance to ask, will I? I know how fucked up it is.’

‘It is fucked up,’ I say gently. ‘But I spend far too much time wondering how you’ll fuck your wife, so I guess we’re even.’

‘Jesus.’

‘What? It’s the truth. And the worst thing is, all my Alchemy shit is in the past, and your marriage is in the future. And I have to live with that.’

‘I have to live with that, too,’ he whispers bleakly.

This is pointless. We’re going round and round in circles, and we’re going to spend the whole of our last night in utter misery.

I roll away from him and onto my back. ‘Stand up.’

He stares over at me. ‘What?’

‘Stand up. You want to know how it works at Alchemy? Stand up and let me show you.’

He’s still looking at me like I’m insane, but he does as I say, clambering off the bed and standing, arms folded and dick now fully standing to attention. The sight of him, naked and golden-skinned and dark-haired, is one I’ll take to my grave, I swear it.

‘You’re at Alchemy,’ I say, stretching luxuriously and crossing my hands behind my head, ‘and you’ve just told me that you want to play. You’ve taken me to a private room, and here I am. So what are you going to do with me?’

I slide my feet up so my legs are bent, the beautiful cotton cool beneath my soles.

He doesn’t answer me. Instead he asks, ‘Do you miss it?’

‘When you fuck me like you mean it, I don’t have to miss it, do I? Quality over quantity. So you’d better make this count.’

The expression on his face tells me he’s taking this less as a challenge than a personal affront. ‘Open your legs.’

Bingo. I smile and let them drop languorously open.

He saunters around to the end of the bed so he can get a better view, his nakedness doing nothing to undermine his natural air of authority, his belief that this is his birthright.

He’s so fucking gorgeous.

‘If you were a punter at Alchemy, I’d be begging you to fuck me,’ I say with a gasp, watching him take me in.

‘And if I wasn’t?’

‘I’ll still be begging.’

‘So I see. Looks quite needy down there. Do you need to get off?’

Desire is such a powerful anaesthesia. The angst, the heartbreak, are ebbing away as a more primitive, urgent need takes over: the need to have Xav obliterate everything that’s not his body inside mine.

‘Badly.’

‘Hmm.’ He puts a knee on the bed and crouches down, his fingers flickering between my legs. I gasp loudly. It’s enough sensation to tease but not nearly enough for anything else. ‘Where can I touch you?’

‘Anywhere, I swear.’

‘Anywhere? Here?’ His fingers ghost further back, brushing my back entrance. (I mean, a lot of people would technically see it as an exit, but I’m not a lot of people.)

‘Yeah. Of course.’ I don’t elaborate. I’m not sure he needs the full lowdown on the amount of action my arsehole has had at Alchemy from guys who probably didn’t deserve it.

He blows out an unsteady breath and moves so he’s crouching over me fully. I gaze up at him, revelling in the delicious joy of this moment: of being caged in by him, spread out for him. His eyes are forest-green rings, his pupils blown wide as if my body is his drug of choice. His gaze sweeps over my taut, aching nipples.

‘I could happily spend the rest of my life like this,’ he says. The look in his eyes threatens to finish me off.

‘You don’t get the rest of your life, I’m afraid, sir. But you do get me for the night.’ It’s as true of our little Alchemy game as it of our real-life situation.

‘Like you said.’ He lowers his face to my chest and flicks my nipple with his tongue. ‘Better make it count, then.’

He takes my nipple into his mouth and sucks hard, his pulls sending a cascade of pleasure through all my nerve endings. The sight of his dark head bent as he enjoys me threatens to unleash a similar cascade on my emotions, so I force myself to focus purely on the sensation. Bracing on one arm, he slides the other between our bodies and finds my pussy again. Based on how easily his fingers glide through my flesh, I’m shamefully soaked already. But I’ve never let shame dictate any of my actions in bed, and I’m not about to start now.

‘Harder,’ I say in reference to both his mouth and his fingers. I don’t want gentlemanly, lovelorn Xavier tonight. I want the guy who bent me over and railed me up against the pillar of his four-poster bed, the guy who’s far more like his brutish ancestors than he’d ever care to admit.

‘Greedy.’ The word vibrates against my skin. ‘I like that.’

I’m not the only one. The laps of his tongue grow more fevered as he alternates between my breasts, the brushstrokes of his fingers against the soaking canvas of my pussy heavier, more skilful. I reach between us and wrap my hand around his dick, and he groans, lifting his face as if finding my mouth is the only way he can survive this. We kiss, working each other with our hands as our tongues dance to a tune only we know. My cheeks grow wet, but they’re not my tears.

They’re his.

‘Roll over,’ he says in the throaty voice of a man desperate to salvage this situation before we both fall foul of our emotions.

I look into those anguished eyes of his once more, and then I do.

He rears back up and hauls me up onto my knees, pushing them apart with his leg as I press my face into the pillow.

‘I bet you taste like a fucking miracle,’ he rasps from behind me. ‘You look like you do.’

His fingers find my pussy once more, but then his face is down there, too, his nose nudging at that hole further back as his tongue slices cleanly over my clit, and oh my God—how does he do it like that? How? How does he know exactly what I need?

He works me until I’m pulsing everywhere. ‘I don’t want to stop,’ he grumbles against my clit, ‘but I need to fuck you before I come all over these sheets. God, you taste like nothing else I’ve ever known. Fuck.’

‘Fuck me,’ I beg. The more turned on he makes me, the more desperately I need him to fill me up.

‘I will, sweetheart, I will.’

As he pulls away, I get myself up onto my hands. I want to be able to twist my head and kiss him as he rails me, even if face-to-face fucking is too much for both our hearts.

It’s not the last time, I tell myself as he strokes my bottom with infinite care and notches his wide crown at my entrance. I have to close my mouth so I don’t drool. The chances of us not having slow, sleepy morning sex are zero.

It’s not the last time.

It can’t be.

He pushes in with a sound of pure anguish, and I jolt at the intrusion. It’s so deep like this, and our fit is so perfect. I can’t bear it. I want this to last as long as physically possible, but we’re both pretty far gone.

‘Pull me up,’ I say, and he bands one strong arm around my waist, tugging me until I’m in a high kneeling position, my legs bracketing his, my shoulder blades coming to rest against his pecs as his dick holds us in place.

‘The most beautiful woman in the world,’ he says, dipping his head to kiss my neck, and I tilt my head to give him more access. He slides his other hand around to stroke my breasts, toying with my nipples until I’m gasping. We can’t fuck like this, not really, and I can’t see his face, but it’s both intimate and exposing, the way I’m plastered to his front. The hand around my tummy slides south until he’s sinking his fingers between my legs and stroking my pussy again. I let out a moan at the sheer pleasure of it.

‘Ivy, Ivy, Ivy,’ he croons, kissing along my neck, my jaw. ‘Your parents couldn’t have chosen a more appropriate name, could they?’ He circles my clit far too lightly. ‘You’ve wrapped your tendrils around my heart, and I’ll never, ever be free of you. I hope you know that.’

‘Ivy is a dangerous parasite,’ I gasp, and he chuckles without mirth.

‘You think I don’t know that? But this one is as sweet as honeysuckle.’ He presses the most tender kiss to my cheek before whispering, so quietly it’s almost unintelligible, ‘I never stood a chance.’

With that, he releases me, and I lower myself down, bracing on my hands and eyeing the velvet-padded headboard warily. I’d put money on him being able to rail me right into it.

He begins to move, and I can tell he means business: smooth, powerful thrusts that hit the spot every single time. His fingers dig into my hips, holding me in place as he pounds me. The ache in my core spreads from my inner walls all the way through my pelvis. It feels like my womb is getting ready to contract. The sensation is so powerful, it leaves me breathless. I’m taking every hit he gives me, urging on my orgasm like the greedy little thing that I am even as I try to hold tight to every second of this, to wrap each moment up in tissue and preserve it forever in a box of memories.

He’s got it wrong, I think, as the blunt force of my orgasm hits me in a head-on collision of a magnitude my body can barely process. My tendrils are useless. I’m a disgrace to my name.

I couldn’t hold on to him at all.


CHAPTER 43
Ivy



We spend our last day clinging to each other with a toxic mix of false cheer and premature wistfulness and teeth-gritting determination to make it count. Skating alongside the top of all that is a healthy dash of Venice porn—enough to send a girl over the edge all on its own—and a weird friction under my skin that I can only describe as hyperactivity meets hysteria. I feel like I’m on the fucking brink. As if I can’t believe that this is it, that we’re so close to the end, and yet I’m giddy with the knowledge that that’s this evening’s problem. Tomorrow’s problem. Today I’m here with him! In Venice! And he’s holding my hand!

Yeah, I feel as unhinged as I sound.

We take the vaporetto across from St Mark’s to the tiny island of San Giorgio Maggiore, where a beautiful white-fronted Palladian church stands. I’ve been eyeing it all weekend, dying for a close-up. The view of the city from its campanile doesn’t disappoint, and Xav and I take a million selfies.

As we’re waiting for the vaporetto back across the mouth of the Grand Canal, our frankly outrageous good weather fortune runs out, and it starts raining. Like, pissing it down. By the time we circle back to Piazza San Marco, they’re laying out the elevated walkways: big slabs of wood on metal frames that I’ve noticed lying around the square in stacks this weekend. I wondered what they were and assumed they were spare benches.

But no. Turns out, when it rains in Venice, the six or so inches of margin between sea level and the flat edges of the pathways become a major fucking problem, and quickly. Anyone not in a boat has to choose between getting out their waders or navigating the slippery makeshift walkways in the main areas while the smaller pathways skirting the canals become impassable.

Not only would Old Dawn have enjoyed the pathetic fallacy at play as I prepare to part ways with Xav for good, but she might secretly have thought that the Queen of the Adriatic was the perfect analogy for our relationship.

Enchanting beyond belief.

Structurally unsound.

And sinking fast.
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What remaining light there is in the sky has been totally obliterated by the huge black storm clouds as we speed back across the lagoon to the airport, shut up inside the long, low cab of our private taxi transfer. It’s so fucking miserable that I almost laugh. Leaving a place as uniquely captivating as Venice would have been devastating even if Xav and I were returning to a bright future.

Leaving Venice and saying goodbye to Xav on the same day now strikes me as masochistic self-sabotage of the most epic proportions.

We’re quiet on the plane home. He holds my hand the whole way, and we both read our books one-handed. We break for dinner, but when it comes to sipping our wine, neither of us pulls our hand away. Instead, we put our books face-down on our laps as we drink.

The flight attendant looking after us is a sweet lady, probably in her fifties.

‘I hope you don’t mind my saying,’ she says as she refills our glasses, ‘but you really do make the most beautiful couple.’

I plaster on a smile as I thank her, but as soon as she’s moved past our row, I bury my face in Xav’s neck.

I cannot bear this.

When I finally pull away and look at him, his face is white and pinched.

Heathrow is an offensive blare of artificial lights and people who most definitely aren’t as devastated as we are, but, sadly, no queues. Our luggage comes through far too quickly—the downside of having big Club Europe labels stuck to them—and, before I know it, Xav and I are standing in the arrivals hall, looking decidedly less ecstatic than all the people who are having their Love Actually moments.

His driver, Charlie, is already here, waiting at a respectful distance to whisk me back to the Harrow Road. Xav will grab his car from the car park and drive himself back to Belvedere.

And that will be that.

Xav has put his fancy overnight bag on the ground so he can cup my face. I stare up at him. I’ve threaded my hands inside of his coat in order to feel his body heat through his soft cashmere jumper.

His face is so dear to me.

Every tiny detail of him is so dear to me.

How can this possibly be happening? And how can the end of a relationship that never was, not really, hurt so fucking much?

He screws up his face as if in pain as he strokes my cheeks with his thumbs. His touch is so soft. So gentle. So caring.

‘I’m sorry,’ he says.

I shake my head within the cradle of his hands. ‘Don’t be. You’ve made me so happy.’

‘I wish things were different.’

I laugh, but I’ve never been less amused. ‘Yeah. Me too.’

We continue to gaze at each other. He strokes some hair off my face, and I lift a hand and place it on his cheek. I need to hold still for a few seconds and commit the feeling of his skin, his stubble, to memory.

The woman he’s marrying doesn’t even want him.

She doesn’t appreciate him.

The pain is so bad, I think I might die, and I haven’t even left him yet. It’s the coldest, darkest time of the year, and I won’t survive without his light.

‘I want you to know,’ I whisper, ‘I really do hope you find happiness. I mean it. You’re too special to be unhappily married.’

His hand moves in my hair. ‘You too. I hope you know how special you are. You’ll light someone’s life up—I just wish it could be mine.’

There’s nothing we can say that will make it better, so we don’t try. Instead, he steps forward and captures my hands before he kisses me. Slowly. Perfectly. I yield for him as his tongue coaxes its way into my mouth, and time stands still.

This is the very last time his tongue will be in my mouth.

Eventually, the kiss ends, just as we know it has to.

‘I will always, always love you,’ he says.

Just like always, he gives my hands a reassuring squeeze before he pulls his away.

And then he’s gone: a dark, dashing figure weaving his way through other people’s effusive reunions and leaving me to my private grief.
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It may be the depths of winter, but the song that feels most appropriate for this moment, in the back of Xavier’s family’s swanky Land Rover, is ‘August’. I’m the other woman, the heady, ill-advised fling. The one who didn’t get the guy in the end.

I’m the cheap bottle of wine that went down beautifully (pun definitely intended).

And all he’ll be left with is a stinking hangover.

I listen to it over and over as I scroll through the beautiful, vibrant photos from the weekend. Sure, Venice is gorgeous, but not even she can compete with the sheer happiness in our smiles.

As the Harrow Road draws near and the prospect of this coming Friday’s move goes from nightmare to reality, I pull up my messages with Xavier.

One more for the road. I start to type.

I’ll always love you too




Thank you for the memories xx




I pause a moment until the two little ticks appear next to them, and then I pull up Xav’s contact information.

With a trembling finger, I hit the Block button.


CHAPTER 44
Ivy



We can’t afford a proper moving company, so Bill and Jan have made it their mission to help us. They’re as destroyed as we are that we’re having to vacate the flat. I know they feel extremely guilty, but I also know that their mortgage on this building is scarily big, and the caff isn’t bringing in the necessary money.

They’ve had us on a rent freeze for a couple of years now, ever since Dawn got ill, and enough is enough. I know they’ve wanted to do some renovations on the flat for a while now—they feel guilty about the state of the carpets and the stairs—but they just don’t have that kind of cash. Not with what we’re paying them. They need tenants who can pay a proper rent that will subsidise the caff and, in my view, provide a little extra for them to tuck away for retirement. I worry about them almost as much as they worry about us. They’re not getting any younger.

I bought loads of big packing boxes, and I’ve spent the last few weeks packing up the stuff we use less and getting rid of as much clutter as possible, but it’s still such a massive job that it’s completely daunting. Jan’s also been saving all the cardboard boxes from their supplies deliveries for me. There’s nothing for it but to put on my big-girl pants and finish the job.

At least the manual labour is so bloody exhausting that it kind of limits the amount of headspace I can devote to pining over Xavier.

Kind of.

But the flip side is that it makes an already depressing week even more depressing. The twins’ school has broken up for Christmas, but they’re proving more of a hindrance than a help. Shocker. They’re deep in their own pity party, having had an absolute ball with Flora over the weekend—she took them ice-skating at the Natural History Museum and also to Selfridges for dim sum, buying them each a beautiful keepsake bauble. By the sounds of it, they spent the rest of the weekend giving her and each other glow-ups with her array of expensive skincare products.

While I’m glad they got spoilt this weekend, it couldn’t have come at a worse time. The difference between the de Veres’ London mansion and the place we’re moving to could not be more stark, and the guilt I’m feeling over not being able to provide a proper, paid-for home for them threatens to eat me whole. They’re grieving everything that’s happened with their mum, and what they really need is some stability. Losing the home they’ve known for years adds insult to fucking injury.

I haven’t even seen the place the council has allocated for us. The current tenants have moved out and it’s getting cleaned (probably a loose term) this week. All I know is what I’ve seen from the floor plan: it’s a two-bed shoebox on the twelfth floor of the infamous St Helen’s estate nearby. Because of our circumstances, the council prioritised us, placing us in a home near to the girls’ school.

But that’s about the only reassurance, because St Helen’s is not the kind of place you walk through after dark, and it’s definitely not the kind of place you want to bring up teenage girls. Gangs and drugs and knife crime are all part of the scene. It makes me wonder if it wouldn’t have been better for me to swallow my dignity, go back to Alchemy, and earn enough funds to keep our home.

Honestly, if it wasn’t for Xav, I probably would have made the late nights work. But I can still feel his hands, his mouth, on my skin whenever I close my eyes. It’s far too soon to even contemplate letting any other man touch me. I might be the biggest muppet of all time for thinking this, given that he’s getting married in under two weeks, but fucking someone else would feel like a betrayal of what we had. Our time together was sacred. I want to honour that.

But fuck, this is a big price to pay.
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I meet Flora for a quick farewell coffee in Maida Vale the day before the move. She’s been hanging around in London, and I’m hoping that this means she has some gossip for me.

Sure enough, she’s grinning like the Cheshire Cat when I spot her at a corner table. She’s already got me a cappuccino, bless her. She stands and hugs me tight.

‘Spill it,’ I order her. ‘I could do with some good news.’

She beams and shimmies her shoulders. ‘I shagged him last week,’ she says in a stage whisper. ‘I’ve been dying to tell you.’

I gape at her. This is huge for Flora. ‘Oh my God. Well done, well done. How was it—are you okay about everything?’

Having got her brothers off her back, I feel responsible for Flora’s sex life. I’m not sure how many other people she can confide in, and having fought for her autonomy, I want to make sure she’s in good shape, physically and emotionally.

Her smile wavers a little. ‘It was good, thanks! He was really sweet. He took me out for a romantic dinner first and everything.’

I nod. ‘Good boy. And he checked in with you? Before, during, and after?’

‘Yeah. He was really gentlemanly. And he lit some candles—it was romantic.’

‘Excellent. So… you’re happy?’

Her nod is a little too violent. ‘Yes. Super happy.’

‘Good, good.’ I hesitate. I don’t know how far to push this, but I also don’t want to leave her with any doubts. ‘Sex can be a bit weird, the first few times. Like, it can be sore, and kind of intimidating, so there isn’t much room for… pleasure, I suppose. For the girl, anyway.’

‘Um-hmm.’ She takes a panicked sip of her cappuccino and looks out of the window.

‘Okay, look, love. Tell me to fuck off if you want, but I’d like to make sure you’re really okay. Did he make you… come?’

I’ve said it quietly, but her eyes dart around the café in a panic. ‘No. Should he have?’

Oh, Jesus. What a loaded question. ‘Well, not necessarily, no. I mean, it would have been highly unlikely that you’d come through penetrative sex the first time. Some women can’t come that way at all.’ She squeezes her eyes shut at the P-word. I get it. This must be excruciating for her. ‘But he could have… warmed you up first.’

She stares at me blankly.

‘You know. Foreplay. He could have got you off with his fingers. Or gone down on you. Did he do any of that?’

‘A little? With his… hands? But I didn’t really feel anything.’

I consider this statement and lean forward.

‘Have you had an orgasm before, love?’

‘Yes, of course! But—by myself, you know?’

Thank fuck for that.

‘Good. So you know what you like. That’s really important. So then, next time, maybe you can… give him a bit of guidance as to what feels good. Remember, you don’t know each other’s bodies yet. These things can take time.’

She considers this. ‘I think he was hitting the right spot, I just—I didn’t feel anything. Like, it felt nice, but it didn’t make me want to… But I really like him. He’s so gorgeous. And his skin is so soft.’

She’s such a sweetie. ‘Of course you do. And I’m glad your first time was positive. You can definitely work on the other stuff.’

I have my doubts. Maybe I’m wrong, but I’m not convinced she and Harry have enough of a spark. I really hope I’m wrong.

‘Anyway,’ she says with a wriggle, ‘can we talk about something else? How was Venice?’ Her face turns solemn. ‘And are you okay?’

‘No, I’m not even the slightest bit okay, and it was absolutely amazing, and I’ll never forget it. I can’t thank you enough for having the girls. We couldn’t have got away if it hadn’t been for you.’

‘I’m so sorry,’ she says. ‘I wish with my whole heart that you two could be together. I wish you could be my sister-in-law and not Selena.’

I smile sadly at her. ‘That was never, ever going to be the case, but I got more than I ever dreamt of with your brother, and I’ll never stop being grateful for that.’

‘Do you love him?’

I nod. ‘Hopelessly.’

She makes a sad moue with her mouth. ‘And he loves you.’ It’s not a question.

‘Yeah. Fat lot of good that does either of us.’

‘God.’ She collapses back in her seat. ‘My family is so fucked up. What the fuck is wrong with us? Why can’t Xav marry whoever he wants, like any normal bloke?’

‘Because he’s not a normal bloke,’ I tell her. ‘And, no matter how much I disagree with his fucked-up sense of duty, it’s one of the reasons I love him. He’s so noble. He’ll never let anyone down if he can help it.’

‘He’s let you down,’ she points out.

‘He never owed me anything,’ I counter. ‘He gave me every single piece of him that he could.’

He gave me his whole heart, and I’ll treasure it forever.

‘So it is what it is. He’ll marry Selena, and I’ll go lick my wounds, and that’s that.’

‘I wish you could keep working with me.’

‘I didn’t really do much, though.’

‘Yes, you did! I can now make spaghetti bolognaise, and homemade pasta sauce, and fajitas, and stir fry.’ She lists the dishes on her fingers. ‘I can boil, scramble, and poach eggs, which I’m finding very useful, and I can get myself around London on the Tube, which is life-changing. I feel like this could actually be my home now, thanks to you. And, the pièce de résistance: I had sex because you gave me the courage to.’ She grins. ‘And my brother bankrolled it all, which feels positively poetic.’

I grin at her, and it’s genuine. I’m so fond of Flora. ‘You’re a fast learner.’

She leans over the table and takes my hand. ‘What are you up to this Christmas?’

From her question, I conclude that the girls, whom I’d threatened under pain of death, managed to keep silent over the weekend about tomorrow’s move. That’s one thing, at least. I can’t bear the thought of this final humiliation getting back to Xav.

I shrug. ‘Not much. A quiet one. We’ll go see Dawn, obviously. We’ll spend Christmas at home.’

Even if home is a tiny box on the twelfth floor of a notorious housing estate.

It doesn’t bear thinking about.

I shake off my dark mood. ‘But tell me all about your plans. Christmas at Belvedere must be incredible.’

Especially when her beautiful home is due to host the wedding of the century in under a fortnight.
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Something tells me this move will take all day. I’ve hired a white van, which Bill is driving. He and Jan have roped in their nephew, Sean, and one of his mates. They’ve taken a day off from the building sites to do the heavy lifting. We load around half our stuff into the van before Jan accompanies me and the girls on the short walk to the estate.

I picked the keys up this morning from the housing association. Before I went to Venice, I had an appointment at their offices to sign the tenancy agreement, but, because the turnaround time on this property is so tight, I haven’t seen it in the flesh yet. I’m so glad Jan is with me. I feel so sick with nerves that I wasn’t able to get any breakfast down this morning. I may have worried about security in the old flat, but this move feels like we’re intentionally putting ourselves in the eye of the storm.

A flat with three girls and no bloke in it?

We’ll be sitting fucking ducks.

The three tower blocks of the estate loom over us. We head in the direction of the Victoria block, Jan leading the way. She’s in mother hen mode, and I couldn’t be more grateful.

‘Isabel Duff from school lives here,’ Lily remarks, ‘and she said there’s always syringes lying on the grass.’

I shudder. ‘Don’t ever, ever touch any kind of syringe you find lying about. You hear me?’

‘It looks really skanky,’ Rose says, looking up. She’s aiming for scathing, but I hear the shakiness in her voice.

‘It’s just a bit old-fashioned,’ Jan says in her most cheerful voice. ‘The outside’s a bit drab, but the flat will be a blank canvas. Won’t it, Ivy, love?’

‘Exactly,’ I say. ‘We can go to Homebase at the weekend and pick out some paint. It’ll be fun. And we’ll put the tree back together later.’ Drab is an understatement when describing the exterior of the tower blocks. They’re all grey pebble dash, their balconies crammed full of washing lines and prams and broken plastic furniture. There’s a fair amount of coloured Christmas lights, and a few people have inflatable reindeer and snowmen up.

It couldn’t feel less festive, even with all that shit.

The foyer smells of piss, bleach, and skunk in equal measure.

The lift takes an age to arrive, and it hits me just how long it’s going to take us to get all our crap upstairs in a million instalments.

The corridor on the twelfth floor smells of school dinners, and a TV blares from behind one door. I hadn’t thought about the noise aspect—it’s not as though the Harrow Road is a sanctuary—but it occurs to me that the walls here are probably paper-thin. There’s a massive bloke standing at the end of the corridor, his arms crossed over his chest. He’s covered in tattoos and could probably end you with his pinkie. Everything about him is scary as fuck, especially the part where he stares at the twins like they’re his next meal.

If the price of keeping them safe from people like him by getting them the fuck out of here is going back to Alchemy, then it’s very likely that I need to swallow my pride, and rid myself of every last memory of Xav, and put that call into Gen urgently.

I find myself sucking in a huge breath as I put the key in the lock of flat 1223. This door is the only thing standing between us and our new reality, and I wish I could put it off longer. Of all the adjustments I’ve had to make—losing Dawn, losing Xav, losing our flat—the last should matter the least. It’s bricks and mortar, not flesh and blood.

But for some reason, probably because my resilience reserves are already at rock bottom, this move feels like a kick in the ribs from a feisty horse when you’re already lying sprawled in a pile of his shit.

I open the door, taking in the first sight of what’s to be our new home.

And my eyes fill with tears.


CHAPTER 45
Xavier



Champagne and seafood: a dangerous combination if ever there was one. But if I hurl before the night is out, it’s unlikely to be from dodgy oysters or excessive champagne.

Not at this fine establishment.

Nope.

The only ailment afflicting me, as I spend the evening bidding my bachelor days farewell with my closest and most boisterous friends, is that time-honoured scourge called heartsickness.

We’re gathered at a champagne bar in the basement of a Knightsbridge hotel, my best men—my brother Ben and our mate Pieter van Praag—intent on filling me up until I’ve shed all dignity and pissed my pants. I’m making a valiant effort not to be a miserable git, even if it hurts beyond belief to be in the same city as Ivy.

I could sneak out on the pretext of going for a slash and show up at her flat. How easy it would be.

Luckily for me, my friends are under no illusions as to what a boring bastard I am at the best of times, so they don’t seem too shattered about tonight’s personality deficiency. Quite a few of them are already married, or at least in serious relationships. Several even have small children at home. All of which is to say that I’m merely the pretext for tonight. I’m the convenient excuse that affords them the permission to escape and get absolutely rat-arsed.

They also, almost to a man, seem far more stoical than I am about the imminent prospect of my loveless marriage. While they think it’s weird at best and batshit crazy at worst, Selena is objectively stunning; ergo, their sympathy is limited.

Eventually, my brother corners me. He’s on good form tonight, holding court: doing what he does best. He’s a natural, if light-hearted, leader. Sometimes I think that his position as the second-born son—the spare—has done him a disservice. Benedict is far more competent than he lets on.

‘So,’ he says, slinging an arm around my shoulder, then thinking better of it and tightening his embrace into an actual headlock, ‘what’s crawled up your arse, and does it share a name with the creeper on the north turret?’

I stare at the floor, which is about all I’m capable of in this position. Ben’s known about Ivy since we came face to face with Mum and Flora in the kitchen in the London house.

‘No comment.’

‘I take it Venice was fun, then?’

I haven’t seen much of my brother this past week. He’s been in London, and I’ve been licking my wounds and attempting to spend time with my ever-deteriorating father while avoiding my ever-spiralling mother. Her focus is far more on my upcoming nuptials than on his imminent demise.

‘Fun,’ I say, ‘is a grotesque understatement.’

‘Ahh. Got an Ivy hangover, have you?’

My only response is a sigh so deep and shuddering that he releases me and crouches so he can meet my eyes, his expression alarmed.

‘You all right, mate?’

I swallow. ‘I’m in love with her. Completely in love.’

He winces. ‘You sure it’s not just the great sex?’

‘No.’ I laugh mirthlessly. ‘It’s not just the great sex.’

‘Oh, fucking hell,’ he groans, sinking into one of a pair of armchairs just behind us. ‘Shit. I feel responsible.’

I join him. ‘You are.’

‘You were supposed to just shag her at your party and move on.’

‘Well, if you recall, I didn’t actually manage that. But I did manage to track her down and fall hopelessly in love with her.’

‘Jesus. Are you going to keep seeing her right up until you… you know.’

‘No,’ I say shortly. ‘We decided on a clean break after Venice. End things on a high, and all that. And I’m fucking destroyed. It doesn’t help that she’s going through a seriously rough time of it. I’m sure Flora mentioned she has two little half-sisters. Both her parents are dead and her stepmother has advanced dementia.’

He’s silent for a moment. Then: ‘Christ. That’s tragic.’

‘Yeah. Her stepmother was in some godawful institution—a fucking nightmare. I got her moved last week to somewhere with decent care. It’s a nice place.’

‘We paying for it?’

I nod curtly enough to show I’m not inviting feedback at this time.

‘Good. That was decent of you.’

‘Selfish, really. I couldn’t walk away and leave her with that. Fuck knows how she’s making rent on top of everything else. It’s impossible not to worry. She has two fourteen-year-olds to feed. I can’t imagine the benefits she’ll get will touch the sides.’

‘Will she go back to Alchemy, do you think?’ I can hear in his voice that he’s unsure whether to ask.

‘She’s given me her word that she won’t. But she won’t work with Flora anymore, either. I’m at my wits’ end.’ I hang my head and press the heel of my palm into my forehead. ‘I don’t know what to fucking do,’ I admit brokenly.

‘About the wedding?’

‘Christ, no.’ I glance up to find him looking at me strangely. ‘About being able to live with the fact that Ivy’s out there, struggling to make ends meet and being crushed by all these generational needs on both sides, and I’m sitting in the lap of fucking luxury, drinking Bolly and eating fucking langoustines.’

‘It’s not fair,’ he says quietly, looking down at the tumbler of scotch he’s nursing. ‘We live a charmed life. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry. She seems like a lovely girl.’

He doesn’t know the half of it. ‘You know, I bang on and on about duty and service and sacrifice, as if they’re some sort of birthright, and I can be so fucking pompous.’ I don’t miss his wry smile, nor the amused way his eyebrows arch. ‘Fuck off. But, honestly, I look at someone like Ivy and think, That’s service. That’s sacrifice. Her stepmum was ill for two years before she was institutionalised, and Ivy had to look after her while caring for her little sisters and fucking rich pricks at Alchemy every night. And she never fucking complained to me, not once. God, it makes me feel like such a pathetic fraud.’

I tip my head back, willing the tears to stay put.

‘It’s okay for there to be different types of duty, I think,’ Ben says softly. ‘Sure, Ivy’s making the ultimate sacrifice, by the sounds of it, but look at you. You’re marrying one woman despite the fact that you love another. That’s a hell of a sacrifice, if you ask me.’

I’m silent. He’s not wrong, but for the first time, my life choices feel not noble but wasteful. Foolish.

‘Have you ever considered walking away? From Slinky?’

‘The wedding is in twelve days,’ I reply woodenly.

‘That’s not an answer.’

‘I can’t. You know that. We’re too close. It would be the height of disrespect to Selena and her parents.’

He doesn’t say anything but waits for me to work through my shit.

‘The thing is, though, we both know that Selena would be fine if I didn’t marry her. Humiliated, yes, of course. Heartbroken, no.’

‘I’m going to say something, and I say it with love, so please don’t punch me.’

I raise an eyebrow.

‘Sounds like Ivy needs you a hell of a lot more than Selena. Is that what this is about—Save?’

At the sound of my old nickname, I glare at him. Blood rushes, fast and fierce, to my face. ‘Don’t you fucking start.’

He holds his hands up in surrender. ‘I’m not. I’m trying to work out your motives here. For Christ’s sake, put your ego aside for a minute and think about the question properly. Is this your saviour complex rearing its ugly head, or are you doing her the courtesy of loving her like an equal?’

‘I’m sorry, since when have you been a shrink?’

‘It’s a hell of a lot easier to be wise when it’s someone else’s car crash,’ he says affably, leaning back in his armchair and crossing one ankle over its opposite knee as if settling in for a fireside chat.

Ben can be a bit of a Jack Russell at times, pulling on your trouser leg long after he should have got the memo to knock it off, so his lack of antagonism is disarming. I also have to give him credit for not coming up with the obvious concern, which is that Ivy is a gold-digger, preying on my so-called ‘saviour complex’. She couldn’t be further from that, obviously, but he can’t know that. So I suppose I should do him the service of answering his question in the manner in which it’s been asked: with sincerity.

‘I do feel protective of her, obviously,’ I say. It’s strange, having a heart-to-heart with my brother instead of our usual ribbing and banter. ‘It’s always deeply upsetting when someone you love is struggling, and you feel helpless.’

That gets me a sympathetic nod.

‘I want to help her because I love her. I don’t love her because I want to help her. Does that even make sense?’

‘Sure.’ He’s nodding like a proud shrink.

‘Look. The thing about Ivy is that she’s very fucking frustrating. She won’t take anything for herself. She just about accepted my paying for the care home, but that was only because she knew it was in her stepmum’s best interests. I bought her a coat for Venice, and she made a huge fuss until she looked up the weather forecast and saw how freezing it would be.’

He shrugs. ‘She’s independent. I like that.’

‘Exactly. And proud. I think it’s a point of pride to her that she can handle all this on her own, that she’s responsible for everyone else’s happiness. And accepting help would feel like a personal failure, you know? Like, she hasn’t managed to do everything on her own, so she’s failed in her duty.’

‘God, that sounds familiar,’ my brother says, pretending to scratch his head. ‘So, she’s basically you, except she’s actually getting her hands dirty, and then you come along and try to save her. No wonder she told you no way.’

‘She doesn’t get that part of me,’ I say drily. ‘I suspect she loves me despite the fact that I’ll be a duke, rather than because of it. I think she finds the de Vere definition of duty pointless and self-indulgent and a not a little bit tiresome.’

He snorts. ‘She’s not wrong. Smart girl.’

She is smart. She’s smart, and strong, and independent. She’s given herself over to relentless duty and shitty circumstance without a word of complaint, while I whine to my brother about the fact that I’ll spend the rest of my life in the lap of luxury with one of the most beautiful, accomplished women in the country.

‘She sees right through me. But she still loves me. She’s blocked me, though, and I don’t blame her.’ Her insistence on a clean break is yet another example of her superior strength.

He’s quiet again. ‘I’m truly sorry, mate. It’s beyond rough. I wouldn’t like to be in your shoes.’

‘Yeah, well, I just have to get through the wedding and then I’ll figure it out, I suppose.’

The wedding. The tidy, convenient, material proof to my dying father that I’ve completed the single task that has been required of me since birth. That he can pass to the next realm in the knowledge that the line of succession, as well as a nice line of credit, has been secured for the future of the dukedom of Oxford.

My brother snorts. ‘You seem very focused on getting through the ceremony. If I were you, I’d be far more worried about the next fifty years.’


CHAPTER 46
Ivy



Our plans for a quiet Christmas at home pretty much disintegrated as soon as we set foot in our new home, courtesy of Westminster City Council. Instead, the twins and I have voted to go to a local pub for Christmas lunch. It’s nothing special—part of a big chain—but it has a carvery, and I’m hoping it will be more festive than this place.

When I’m not working at the caff or creating late-night sketches and paintings to sell in my Etsy shop, I’ve spent every minute trying to make this revolting little box into something resembling a home. I’m grateful that I haven’t had many hours at the caff this week, no matter how much I need the money. The truth is, the girls are seriously shaken up, and they’re doing a much worse job of hiding it than me.

I feel fundamentally unsafe here. The girls know it, and I know they know it. We may have been mere metres away from the phone muggers and drug dealers of the Harrow Road at any given time in our old flat, but this is different.

Then I felt exposed, but now I feel trapped: trapped in a tiny, smelly box with criminals all around us.

Two days ago, I caved and called Gen. I thought there would be nothing worse than going back to Alchemy and letting other men touch me, but the knowledge that I’m putting my sisters in any danger is far, far worse. Every night, we push the sofa in front of the door. It’s not much, but it helps us feel a tiny bit more secure. I go out as little as possible because I don’t feel comfortable leaving them here on their own. During the last two shifts I've done at the caff, they’ve gone out to do some Christmas window shopping.

Gen was as sweet as you could expect. She was fucking furious with Xavier on my behalf.

‘I will track that man down and strangle him with my bare hands,’ she said.

‘He did everything he could,’ I protested. ‘It wasn’t just me. He fell in love with me, too. The only difference was, he wasn’t in a position to offer me anything.’

Gen has promised to let me take it slow on my first few shifts while I get back into the rhythm of things.

I’ll start on the fifth of January.

She’s also promised to talk to the guys who work on the doors, and see if any of them want to help me out. It’s clear that I need some kind of company for my little sisters during those late shifts, and ideally that company comes in the shape of a big, scary guy.

Speaking of big, scary guys, that tattooed monster down the hall seems to have a radar for whenever we’re coming or going. So many times, I’ve caught him staring at the girls, and I don’t like the way he looks at them. I don’t like it one tiny bit.

If I thought life couldn’t get any worse, I obviously didn’t have the imagination to factor in a six-foot-five paedo.

Now I do, and my only goal is to get us out of this place and into some other kind of accommodation as quickly as humanly possible. I’ll fuck every member of Alchemy if I have to. I don't care if the three of us end up living in a studio.

Anything has to be better than this.
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My master plan for Christmas Day is distraction: turn the girls’ heads, with every wile I possess, so that they don’t notice quite how shit their lives have become over the past few months.

They may be fourteen, but they’re more astute than they let on. I only hope they’ll go along with my ploys. Exhausted though I’ve been, I’ve forced myself to spend as much time and money as I can possibly justify on the little touches.

A gigantic red-and-white striped rug from Ikea hides most of the stains on the living area carpet, even if it does a worse job on the lingering stench of stale cigarettes that I suspect will live in those nasty grey carpet fibres forever.

Some cheapo orange-and-clove-scented candles from the high street do a marginally better job, and they add some festive flair. I’ve been burning them as much as possible, these past few days.

Our rickety, old, fake Christmas tree, the one we’ve had for as long as I can remember, stands in one corner, reconstructed as best we could from its state in our old flat. (I absolutely refuse to let myself think about how beautiful Belvedere must be looking today. I wonder if Xav’s mum has let Selena unleash Wentworth Home all over the place yet.)

And I’ve bought some frozen croissants from Lidl, so that the buttery smell of baking fills the flat this morning. I managed to cram them into the tiny ice box at the top of the ancient under-the-counter fridge, along with the frozen peas and fish-fingers.

Every time I see the fish-fingers, I think of Xav and how quickly I won him over with those sarnies. He was a lot less posh, and a lot happier, when he had his mouth full of Birds Eye.

Anyway.

The girls wake up earlier than I would’ve expected, bright-eyed and bushy-tailed and excited for Christmas. It makes my heart crack in two that they still hope for the magic, that they still think today will be different, better, that I’ll be able to pull something amazing out of my hat for them. But maybe that’s something to be grateful for. They’re fourteen. Their lives are just beginning. They still have options: they can work hard, and do well in school, and have a bright future.

And if the fact of it being Christmas brings them a sense of joy that our actual circumstances definitely do not, then who am I to play the Grinch?

Christmas is what you make it, after all. It’s far more about what’s in your heart than under your tree, so maybe we can make Christmas magic a self-fulfilling prophecy.

So I rally. I put the croissants in the oven, and I crank up the festive tunes on Magic FM, and I tell myself to stop being a misery-guts and give my little sisters as much as possible of the Christmas they deserve. I can manage false jollity for one day, surely.

With our tea brewed and our croissants baked, we sit cross-legged under the tree in our robes and PJs. It’s bloody freezing in here, so we’ve got our fluffy socks on, too. I left small stockings at the end of the girls’ beds late last night, and they’ve brought them through to open here. They’re filled with affordable bits and pieces I picked up on the high street—K Beauty sheet masks and chocolate, hair care and underwear. At least half the things are stuff I would have had to buy them anyway, but I’m hoping they don’t notice.

And they don’t. Their smiles are huge as they pull out body wash and chocolate snowballs and brightly coloured pimple patches.

The main event, though, is the matching navy Longchamp tote bags I’ve got them. I bought them off a pavement vendor on Oxford Street a couple of months back, and they’re either extremely good knockoffs or they’ve fallen off the back of a lorry.

Most likely the latter.

Do I give a fuck? I do not. Like I told Xav that first night, it must be nice to be able to afford morals.

The girls scream when they open them, and that’s all the validation I need that I’ve done the right thing.

‘Oh my God, thank you, Ivy,’ Rose shrieks, waddling over to me on her knees so she can throw her arms around me. ‘It’s so amazing.’

Lily piles onto the hug. ‘I love you so much! It’s so gorgeous!’

‘Thought you’d like new schoolbags,’ I tell them, kissing them both. Fuck, I love them so much. Seeing them happy is like a shot of vodka—the warmth spreads through my entire body. Like the vodka, the relief will be temporary, but I’ll take it. As long as today isn’t a crushing disappointment for them both, I can live with myself.

‘We’ll be so cool,’ Rose says. I know, from having seen plenty of visual evidence at bus stops and on the Harrow Road, that the cool (and more comfortably off) girls at school move in a monolith of shiny, straightened hair and North Face jackets and Longchamp totes. At least the twins will feel like they fit in a bit more. I remember that nothing matters more when you’re fourteen than being accepted by the tribe.

They’ve each bought me a present, too, which moves me. I can barely afford to give them any pocket money at present, so their funds come almost exclusively from reselling their clothes on pre-loved platforms like Depop, which they do with admirable regularity.

‘It’s a top,’ Lily says before I can finish opening hers.

It is a top, a lovely little black cotton vest from Primark with a row of lace across the front.

‘It’s absolutely beautiful, love,’ I tell her, leaning in for another hug.

Rose has bought me mint-scented cooling foot cream, ‘Because you’re always on your feet in the caff. And we know how hard you work, and we love you so much.’

I screw my face up, trying not to cry. They’re such good girls. Such sweet little things. Life hasn’t ruined them yet. Maybe, just maybe, we can get through this hell. And maybe we’ll all come out okay. Later, we’ll eat our carvery lunch and we’ll go visit Dawn, in the knowledge that she’s in the best of hands. And then we’ll settle down on our saggy old sofa and eat chocolate yule log—thank you, Lidl—while watching Home Alone and pretending that we are anywhere but here.

The last present is from Xav. He gave it to me in Venice and told me to put it under the tree. I open the pretty paper to find the most beautiful box, marbled in pink and gold in the traditional Venetian way.

‘Wow,’ Lily says, stroking the box. ‘That’s so pretty.’

‘Isn’t it? They love their marbling in Venice. The stationery shops there were out of this world.’

‘Do you know what it is?’

‘Nope.’ I manoeuvre the lid off to find the most beautiful Venetian mask nestled in white silk. It’s a full-face one: white porcelain bearing an intricate design of peacock feathers in teal and gold, the details picked out in gold glitter and tiny diamonds. It’s one of the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen.

There’s a small, marbled card tucked behind it.

With all my love, always. Xav xx

His handwriting is confident, dashing, just like him.

Fuck, I love him. I love that he bought me a coat because his practical heart couldn’t bear the idea of my being cold, but that he also couldn’t resist buying this for my artistic heart. I love that he knew what enormous happiness it would bring me to gaze at something so exquisite, something created for purely decorative reasons.

The girls both gasp when they see it, and I love that. I love that, high up in this godforsaken tower block, the magic of beauty is still intact. That true craftsmanship still has the power to move us.

‘It’s so amazing,’ Lily says, brushing her fingertips over it. ‘I bet they used nail art diamonds to decorate it.’

I smile at her. ‘Probably.’

Rose, however, is now looking at me. ‘Are you really sad that he’s gone?’

‘Yeah.’ I tilt the mask this way and that to fully appreciate the work that’s gone into decorating it. It’s truly astounding. The fronds of the peacock feathers must have been painted with the finest brush in the world. ‘I’m really sad, love. But he couldn’t stick around, because he’s marrying someone else. I always knew what it was.’

‘I bet she’s not as pretty as you. She can’t be.’

‘She definitely is. But I appreciate it. That’s not why he’s marrying her, though. It’s been arranged since they were tiny kids.’

Lily grimaces. ‘That’s seriously creepy.’

‘I agree. It’s unbelievably creepy.’ And a total fucking waste of a good man.

‘You don’t need the creepy posh guy,’ Rose tells me. ‘You’re amazing. You’ll find someone better. We both know you will.’

‘Totally,’ Lily echoes.

I’m so lucky to have these wonderful little pit bulls in my life.

But on that front, I have to disagree with them.


CHAPTER 47
Xavier



The Ghost of Christmas Future is well and truly in our midst today.

We are eight for lunch in the dining room at Belvedere: Ma, Flora, Benedict, and me alongside my fiancée, her parents, and her much younger sister, Octavia, home from boarding at nearby Hartwell House. Octavia appears to have been even more of an afterthought for the Wentworths than Flora was for my parents, and far less cloaked in affection, from what I can see.

Given that Pa is bedridden and largely being fed through a tube these days, I have taken his seat at the head of the table, flanked by my fiancée and Constance, her mother. The table is certainly grander than it’s ever been before, as are the decorations throughout the ground floor. Ma deemed it ‘good practice’ for Selena to start making her mark on Belvedere, especially given the flawless dress rehearsal of this summer’s Tatler shoot.

And so the turkey and goose and ham lie nestled between miles of greenery and endless tapering candles and countless crimson and gold trinkets, while, beyond the double doors, the drawing room is resplendent in twinkling white and gleaming gold.

Thus it is, and thus it shall be for years.

And years.

And years.

Is this how duty really feels: an interminable death by suffocation, as surely as if Ma and Selena and Constance were to hold their hands over my mouth and nose? Is Pa’s seeming ambivalence towards his own mortality merely a function of him having stopped living properly a long, long time ago?

I glance around the table as I pop a sliver of truly excellent goose from the estate into my mouth.

My fiancée, looking every bit the future duchess and Wentworth brand ambassador in a long scarlet dress that leaves me in no doubt as to her fine gene pool.

Her mother, an elegant woman and, presumably, further testimony in favour of said gene pool.

My mother, stoical and aggressively cheerful as always. Ma’s social style may be more cart horse than tinkly and thoroughbred—unlike the Wentworths—but she gets the job done.

Selena’s father, David, growing pink in the cheeks as he partakes in an excellent Pomerol from the de Veres’ cellars. We’ve almost made it, I can imagine him thinking to himself. We’ve got our feet literally under the de Veres’ table. This is in the bag.

Unfair, perhaps, but I’m not exactly at my most charitable.

My sister, radiant in a cream blouse and, as always, a beacon in the dark fog for a man like me who has, almost certainly, lost his way in grand style.

Selena’s sister, who must be a couple of years older than Ivy’s sisters. She looks so sophisticated—no doubt she’s wearing the family label today, like the rest of them—and I can’t help but contrast her studied world-weariness with the endearing lack of filter I observed in the twins, albeit briefly.

And, finally, my brother. Not for the first time, I thank my lucky stars for Ben. He’s the life and soul of a lifeless, soulless party, sitting on Selena’s other side, his flirting as relentless as it is harmless while he also manages to stroke David’s ego in a way that requires energy and skill I’m frankly lacking.

As the conversation drones on, our eyes meet from time to time. Are you sure you want to sign yourself up for a lifetime of this? his say. Mine reply, mostly over the rim of my claret glass, I am not remotely fucking sure.

Is this how it will be for the rest of my life: turgid, shallow, forced conversation, Christmas after Christmas, with the family of a woman I don’t love? It strikes me that the only possible blessing, the only reprieve, I can hope for is children. Lots of children, running around, spilling their drinks all over the table, high as kites on presents and sugar and excitement.

I don’t even care whose kids they are—mine, Benedict’s, Flora’s. And in this moment I don’t even care what I’ll have to do to get Selena pregnant. All I know is that only kids, with their lack of fucks given and loving natures and pure, unfiltered joy at the littlest things, can save us from this mirthless, loveless dynamic.
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All day, I’ve tortured myself with thoughts of what Ivy’s doing. How she’s doing. When I pressed her in Venice, she admitted that she and the twins were planning on having a quiet one at home, aside from a short visit to see Dawn. My only, small, consolation is that the nurses and doctors at Good Vibes will look after their patients admirably this Christmas. At least Ivy won’t have the heartbreak of seeing her stepmother spend the festive season in a desolate, ill-equipped home.

Still, I’m sure our Christmases are polar opposites.

Here, there is an excess of food, of presents, of luxury. Old masters jostling for attention with metres of fresh garlands and picture-perfect trees.

There, an excess of love—and not much else.

I grow increasingly morose as the afternoon draws interminably on. I can’t help it, though I probably can help the amount of claret I’m putting away. I don’t care, though. I resent all of it: the loss of my freedom as I know it in six short days; the Wentworths’ presence here today; the fact that I can’t have one last fucking Christmas without them.

I'm all too aware that on no level is this a healthy attitude to have towards the woman I’m due to marry. Intolerance towards one’s in-laws is common.

Intolerance towards one’s fiancée is decidedly more of a red flag.

Most of all, I think, I resent said fiancée’s commitment to putting a brave face on it. Does she not care that she’s six days away from marrying a man she doesn’t love? Or is she so far gone down the road of apathetic duty that she’s stopped even questioning the fucked-upness of it all?

Eventually, thank fuck, we reach the portion of the day where gifts have been exchanged with the Wentworths and they make to head home. Octavia looks bored shitless, bless her.

Selena pulls me aside to say goodbye. ‘This time next week…’

‘We’ll be in Paris,’ I finish. We’re due a short honeymoon across the Channel—just a few days—and a ‘proper’ break together in the summer. By silent agreement, we concluded that an immediate full-length, long-haul honeymoon would absolutely pile on too much pressure, given the nature of our relationship.

We stare at each other, our smiles polite rather than excited. There’s a hint of something else: a shared what the absolute fuck are we playing at? deeply concealed. A courageous mural of truth painted over with dozens of hardened layers of etiquette and tradition and hypocrisy.

I break the moment with a stiff nod. ‘Anyway, I’ll see you in a couple of days.’ There will be much last-minute crap to do this week, and I’m not deluded enough to think I’ll escape it all.

Once they’ve left, Ben grabs a couple of bottles—claret, and the Meursault we’ve been drinking—and he, Flora, and I collapse at the foot of the huge tree in the drawing room. One of the servants has kept the fire stoked over lunch—those on duty are getting triple time and a fuck-load of excess food today—and its flames add a much-needed jollity to the proceedings. Ma has gone upstairs to sit with Pa and fill him in on the day while she drinks a glass of sherry, so I can finally catch my breath.

My sister hands me a rectangular gift. It’s wrapped in cheerful red paper dotted with grinning snowmen.

‘You might want to open this one first,’ she says.

I smile my first genuine smile of the day as I take it from her. ‘You’ve gone all out with the paper this year.’

‘It’s not from me.’ A dramatic pause. ‘It’s from Ivy.’

Her words act as a brake pedal to my heart. I swear it stops at the mention of Ivy as much as at the knowledge that I’m holding a gift from her. A gift she’s chosen, and wrapped, and had smuggled into this house to make my Christmas that little bit brighter.

My brother whistles, and I glare at him.

‘Sorry. Do you want to go and open it by yourself?’

‘No.’ I sigh. ‘Not sure you should leave me alone in this state.’

I tear impatiently at the gift wrap, only to find a thick layer of brown paper inside. A couple of firm yanks has that coming free too, and I stare down at the gift inside.

An oil painting of Belvedere, small and beautifully rendered. It’s the same view that she was painting on a larger scale from those chairs by the lake, where I fed her tea and biscuits after she’d come all over my tongue in the orangery and I sat like a useless dolt, watching her paint and half in love with her already.

Her talent is astonishing. She should be studying fine arts like Flora and not slaving away in a bloody caff to make ends meet. She’s caught that magic hour wonderfully: the way the light hits the front of the house and turns it to gold; the long autumn shadows dancing on the lawn; the flame-coloured trees framing the vista. I swear, you can almost see the leaves swaying in the breeze.

It’s the most perfect thing I’ve ever laid eyes on.

The second most perfect.

‘Bloody hell,’ my brother says as Flora cranes her neck, gasping in awe. ‘That’s unbelievable.’

I hold it up so they can admire it properly. ‘Isn’t it?’

‘Can’t you get her a few commissions to tide her over?’ Flora asks. ‘Surely lots of our friends would want their homes painted like that.’

‘I don’t think she wants my interference anymore,’ I say, my voice wobbling, ‘no matter how warranted I think it is.’

Slowly, I turn the painting back and lay it in my lap, gazing down at it. She’s had it framed in a dark oak frame. I run my fingertips over it, knowing that they’re tracing hers.

She sees my ancestral home the way I see it: as a breathing thing, full of vitality. Not a museum to be preserved in perfect sterility.

Ivy may have dismissed my throwaway comment that evening in the conservatory, that she and I are Walter and Alice, but it’s true. We are. We’re the couple that gets turned on by ferns. That geeks out over the rococo scrollwork on the aviary and drool over the way the trees filter the light when it’s late in the day.

She’s shown me, with every delicate stroke of paint on this little canvas, how she sees my home. How she sees me.

And my fiancée gave me cufflinks for Christmas. Not that I’m slighting her for it—they’re every bit as tasteful and safe and unimaginative as the diamond studs I picked out for her.

The words my brother uttered at my stag have been ricocheting through my brain for the past few days.

If I were you, I’d be far more worried about the next fifty years.

A lifetime.

Such an abstract concept.

It’s easy, and tempting, to tell myself I’ll take this life sentence one day at a time. But today’s torture is still fresh enough in my mind that the idea of fifty or more years of that is unbearable. Fifty years of ill-concealed apathy towards one’s life partner, or, at best, slow-won fondness. Fifty years without the vibrance, the aliveness, that comes from being with a woman like Ivy.

Not a woman like Ivy.

Ivy.

Fifty years of not being seen, or understood, or loved for precisely who you are, with all your flaws and idiosyncrasies.

And for what? A birthright? A sense of duty, so impressed upon our family through centuries of genes that it surely imprints itself on your DNA? A calculated act by two families to secure bloodlines and cash flow, reputation and control, with their firstborns the sacrificial lambs?

Fuck that.

A tear teeters, threatening to fall on my precious gift, and I wipe it away. When I glance up at the room, my gaze drags past the Gainsborough and the Constable that Ivy so loved and along the line of my ancestors—my illustrious, po-faced ancestors. A line of ghosts, firstborn men who marched straight into the front lines of duty and endured the subsequent battery in service to the gods they had been told to worship: king and country, blood and title.

Did any of them actually know what it was like to brush a strawberry-blonde tendril of hair off a bare shoulder and feel incandescent with awe and happiness? Perhaps not. Or perhaps they had their cake and ate it: a wife like Selena and a mistress like Ivy.

We try to do better, these days. We say we know better. So why are families like mine trotting out men like me to fulfil some onerous birthright? Why can’t I work on the Oxford estate, which I already do—very fucking hard, thank you—and go home to the woman I love? Why must my wife fulfil arbitrary criteria that could just as easily be filled by a few good hires in the office?

And why on earth should I live the next fifty years or more as a ghost of a man, only to preserve the status quo for the next one when I finally expire?

The simple answer is that I shouldn’t.

I lay the painting reverently on the rug. ‘Ivy thinks I’m crazy, marrying Selena. It’s not sour grapes. She just thinks it’s antiquated and pointless and cruel.’

‘And she’d be right,’ my sister says. I’ve noticed that she’s far more outspoken about this sort of stuff than she was before she met Ivy, and I’m privately pleased.

‘It’s convenient,’ Ben says. ‘Let’s call a spade a spade here. Well, convenient for everyone except the two of you. Slinky’s not marrying you—no offence. She’s marrying the title and the land and all the other shit. And you’re marrying a luxury empire and the billions that come with it. Honestly, it’s seemed a fairly good gig all round—except for the fact that you’ve inconveniently fallen for someone else.’ He shrugs. ‘A little Ivy-shaped fly in the ointment.’

‘You make it sound like a fucking chessboard.’

‘It is. And you’re not the king, mate, in case you were harbouring any delusions. You’re the pawn.’

He means it flippantly, I think, but fuck if it isn’t damning. I grab the claret and pour myself a generous serving, holding the wine well clear of my beautiful painting.

You’re the pawn, not the king.

‘Say more.’

He and Flora exchange a bewildered look. ‘Well, I suppose I’m saying that you think you have all this agency,’ he says, ‘but really, Ma and Pa have been moving you around since the day you were born. You just go where you’re told. Yeah, you’ll get the title, but that means fuck all. We all know that. It’s a pat on the back for allowing yourself to be sacrificed.’

I stare at him in horror and anger and despair… and something else.

Something that feels a lot like fatalism, like that moment when you finally, finally run out of fucks to give. And I’m a guy who has made giving a fuck his entire identity, up until now.

I’m the chosen one. The chalice from which I’ve always known I will pour forth until I’m empty.

Well, I’m not even married yet, and I feel pretty bloody empty already. Is this really the point? To allow my parents to sacrifice me, and for what? I’ve seen what real duty, real sacrifice, is. Ivy has modelled it so beautifully for me, these past few months. It’s endless small, invisible, exhausting acts of service, carried out with patience and care, performed willingly, because they touch the people you love. They make their lives that tiny bit better.

I know enough about Dawn’s condition now that I can only imagine the burden these acts put on her. Bathing, and feeding, and changing soiled clothes, day after day, knowing that every task will need to be repeated, over and over, but doing them because they provide dignity and comfort and the knowledge to your loved one that they are worth the effort.

Ivy has chosen Dawn, over and over. She’s chosen her sisters, fought to keep her guardianship of them. She has unfailingly chosen what is right, understood what is important, and who has chosen her in return?

No one.

She’s the best human being I’ve ever met, and I didn’t choose her.

I walked away.

I chose Selena, who not only doesn’t actually need me, but hasn’t, frankly, done much to warrant being chosen.

I put her, and her parents, and my parents, above my favourite person.

As I said earlier, fuck that.

I sit up straighter and address my brother. ‘If what you’re saying is true, then the only way to stop the game from fucking me up the arse is to quit the game.’

‘That’s right.’ He stares at me as if he’s beginning to accept that I might just come good. ‘Quit the game. All of it.’

‘Yes. Yes. God, I can walk away. That’s all there is to it.’

‘I mean…’ Flora cocks her head. ‘Not quite. There’s parental wrath, and endless logistical chaos, and poor Selena’s public humiliation.’

That stops me in my tracks. Fuck. There is all of that. If I do extricate myself from this thing, I’ll be wading uphill, waist-deep in shit. I shake my head.

‘Those are all very real, and very unfortunate. But they’re near-term. This is my whole life we’re talking about.’

‘Right.’ Flora leans forward, eyes glittering with emotion.

‘And if I’m to take back control of what I do with the rest of my life, then I choose Ivy.’ That’s my North Star. That’s what I have to remember.

‘And I will ask you one more time,’ my brother drawls. ‘Are you sure you’re not saving her?’

‘No. Categorically not. I’m choosing her, and nothing else matters, not really. But she’s bloody well saving me.’

‘In that case,’ he says, ‘I feel more comfortable telling you that I was at Alchemy the other night—little festive bash—and I got talking to Gen. Not a fan of yours currently, by the way, though she did concede the nursing home move was a classy stunt.

‘Anyway… she happened to mention that the lovely Ivy is in urgent need of cash and will be back in The Playroom from the fifth of January’—he clicks his fingers in my aghast face—‘so I suggest you pull your finger out and put a stop to this wedding.’ He shrugs. ‘Just in case the fact that said wedding is six fucking days away isn’t enough of a motivation.’


CHAPTER 48
Xavier



Boxing Day: the day when, historically, families like ours bequeathed the remnants of our excess from the day before, boxing up leftovers to give to the poor. This year, I’m kicking off a new tradition:

Blowing two families apart in one fell swoop.

Excellent.

I’ve always been the dutiful eldest son, the one who stays out of trouble. But today, in abandoning the only duty that’s been required of me, I’ll be rebranding myself as a troublemaker on a scale that my brother couldn’t have pulled off in his wildest dreams.

I waste no time in requesting a post-breakfast meeting with the family by Pa’s bedside. My brother and sister are already on board, of course. It’s not quite cowardice that has me wanting them there; rather, the desire to know that some parties in this family have my back. That, however much our parents try to gaslight me into believing that my future only knows one shape, there are people who understand what a crock of shit that is.

My main weapon, I’ve decided, will be the sense of authority I’ve intentionally honed over the past three decades. There’s an exquisite irony in knowing that the very self-assurance I’ve developed to fit the mould they chose for me will be the thing that allows me to dismantle that mould.

We gather, in our usual macabre, family-dining style, around Pa’s bed. He’s barely John Edward Walter de Vere anymore, but a skin-and-bone pretender. He can’t have more than a few weeks to live, and a genuine pang of guilt lashes through me at the godawful timing of it all. If he and Ma hadn’t forced the wedding forward, I could have spared him this.

I clear my throat. ‘I have some news, and I’m afraid it’s not good news. Far from it.’ Ma sits up straighter at my tone. ‘I’m calling the wedding off. I won’t be marrying Selena.’

How funny the English language is, that I won’t be marrying Selena sounds more adult, less churlish, than the more succinct I won’t marry her. But make no mistake. That’s precisely what I’m saying.

Pa makes a kind of strangled grunt that has all of us jerking our heads towards him in alarm.

‘Xavier!’ Ma says. ‘What on earth do you mean? Of course you can’t call it off. Don’t be ridiculous.’

This family has traded for long enough in opinions and wishes masquerading as facts, and I won’t have it. While I’m aware my blunt delivery is far from ideal, especially given Pa’s weakened state, her reaction galvanises me into further candour.

‘I’m afraid you’re wrong, Ma. I can call it off. I realise the timing couldn’t be worse, and I’m truly sorry. But I meant what I said. I’m not prepared to marry Selena, so I’m doing the right thing, no matter how last-minute.’

Pa finds his voice. ‘That is absolutely not the right thing. You know as well as I do, boy, that the right thing is to honour the alliance that we’ve had with the Wentworths and marry the damn girl.’

Ma nods decisively as if he’s just scored a major point in a presidential debate.

‘Look,’ I say, ‘I know this comes as a shock. But marrying a woman I don’t love, who doesn’t love me, is categorically not the right call. I can’t take this title through the twenty-first century if I insist on starting it with some anachronistic arranged marriage, for God’s sake.’ That may not be the most tactful way to go, on second thoughts. ‘You two have forged a formidable partnership from your arrangement. There’s no doubt about that. But it’s not for me, and it’s not for Selena, and I’m convinced, when she’s stopped hating me, that she’ll eventually thank me for it.’

‘The wedding is in five days.’ This from Ma.

‘I know, and I truly am sorry. It’s a mess.’

‘Do you have any idea how much organisation it’s taken to pull this off? Catering? Logistics? Hundreds of guests flying in? Not to mention the flowers. You can’t call it off. It’s impossible. You’ll just have to go ahead with it.’

My brother lets slip a little laugh at quite how ridiculous this line of reasoning is, but I get it.

‘Ma. I’m not willing to embark on this marriage, so I can’t go ahead with the wedding. It will all have to be cancelled, and I’ll make myself available all week to help with whatever I can. I can only imagine the amount of work that’s gone into this.’

That’s not a lie. Although Ma, Constance, and Selena have shielded me from most of the admin, I know it’s been an organisational feat on an epic scale—made all the worse by Pa’s demand to move it all forward to the busiest night of the year, but I won’t volunteer that opinion.

‘The reputational hit to both families,’ Pa rasps now, ‘will be unqualified. I won’t have it. But far more importantly, you’re leaving the line of succession in disarray. I’m on my deathbed, and you’re sitting there and telling me that you would walk away from your duties? That you’re willing to let me die in the knowledge that you won’t be siring an heir anytime soon?’

Jesus. Sometimes this place feels more like a stud farm than a stately home.

‘I’m aware you don’t have long left,’ I say more softly. ‘But I’m the one who has to live with the consequences of my actions, not you. I’m perfectly capable of producing an heir, but I’d have a lot more chance if I married someone I actually loved, let me tell you.’ I clear my throat, which has gone dry. ‘And, on that note, I’ve met someone I love very much, which is why I categorically can’t marry Selena. So you’ll get your heir—you’ll get half a dozen of them, if I have my way.’

‘Who is she?’ Ma asks from beside me. ‘Who’s this mysterious woman who’s made you throw every last ounce of your good sense aside?’

Here we go. I glance over at my siblings, who give me matching good luck, mate grimaces.

‘She’s a commoner. It’s Ivy. Flora’s friend. The one who came to stay? Anyway, I’m very much in love with her, and I fully intend to marry her at some point, if she’ll have me. So you see, I can’t marry Selena.’

I take advantage of the horrified silence to follow this thing through to its logical conclusion. I’ve come here to fall on my sword, to excuse myself from my responsibilities. It would be remiss of me not to volunteer myself for the ultimate sacrifice.

The thing is that, compared to the alternative, this sacrifice feels downright palatable. If that isn’t the biggest head-fuck of all.

‘I understand,’ I say with as much dignity as I can muster, ‘if my actions have rendered me unfit to succeed you, Pa.’

There’s a pregnant silence as my parents process this.

‘Give me a moment.’ My father closes his eyes and appears to sink deeper into his pillows as he tries me for crimes committed and considers his sentence. Benedict raises his eyebrow in a what the fuck way. Clearly, only one of us has thought this thing through: that, if I’m bumped for bad behaviour, the spare may inherit the whole bloody lot.

‘Family and duty,’ my father drones without opening his eyes, ‘are the same. Entirely the same. If you spurn your duty, you spurn your family. You knew what the role entailed.’ He breaks off with a hacking cough. ‘The Dukes of Oxford have fought with everything they have to protect our name. Blood has been shed. Unthinkable sacrifices made. And because you say your heart is too weak, too whimsical, to endure this minor thing we’ve asked of you, then you are correct.’

We wait. Flora’s lips are pressed together tightly, as if she’s willing herself to stay silent. Benedict is bracing for impact, and Ma is looking at me as if she doesn’t want to miss a second of my reaction when Pa hands down my sentence.

‘You are unfit, in every way, to succeed me, and you are no heir of mine.’
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I drive over to Millbrook a man stripped of all rights, and titles, and inheritance, and obligations, and every single other thing you can think of. It’s a funny sort of circular effect, I muse, in that I’ve lost everything because I refused to marry Selena, and I’m now a man with nothing to offer her. The heir to the multibillion pound dukedom of Oxford is a shadowy thing of the past.

Now I’m just a man she doesn’t love and never really knew.

Not that any of that will, for a second, make what I’m about to do any better. I’ve blown up every last thing my family promised Selena, and, worst of all, I’m about to leave her with egg on her face in the most public way possible. Her entire family is built on a particular image, and nothing about it is incidental. In fact, it’s as beautifully crafted as their artisanal leather handbags: perfect, down to the last stitch.

While she won’t be heartbroken, not for a single second, I suspect that what I’m about to do may even be worse. I suspect a woman like Selena would rather have her heart broken than her image.

I vow to do whatever I can to smooth things over on that front, although I know that there’s nothing. Being jilted five days before her wedding, when she’s invested so much of her social currency in this alliance—hello, Tatler cover—will be unbearable for her, no matter what excuse I give to the press. I know this because I spent much of last night turning it over and over like a particularly vexing Rubik’s Cube. The best thing for all of us to do will be to borrow a line from the royals:

Never complain. Never explain.

But there will be gossip. God, so much gossip and speculation, and she’ll be powerless to stop it or get in front of it. I feel sick for her. I may be supremely confident that I’m doing the right thing by her long-term, but the casual cruelty of her being collateral damage sits ill with me. Very ill indeed.

The Selena issue aside, I feel disoriented by this morning’s events in a way that isn’t entirely unpleasant. If I’m no longer an heir to a dukedom or the sum of my services in that field, then what the hell am I? Who the hell am I? I’m a bloke whose entire identity has been pulled out from under him like a rug, and with such speed that I’m somehow—just about—still standing.

The chalice I’ve moulded myself into is morphing like gelatine under a torrent of boiling water. The weighty security blanket of duty that’s swaddled me for all these years lies in a tattered pile at my feet.

I may have no idea who the fuck I am, but I do know that there’s one person who fell in love with me and not my external identity. Ivy didn’t fall for me because I was on track to inherit a title and a multibillion pound estate. She fell for me despite all of that, and if she can see me clearly, then I have to believe there’s a man inside the Russian nesting dolls of money and dukedoms and stately homes who is worth loving.

If I can just get through this morning, and the next few days of firefighting, then I’ll be able to look myself in the mirror long enough to convince myself that I’m worthy of pursuing her the way I always should have: freely, openly, as a single man with nothing more to offer than himself.


CHAPTER 49
Xavier



Selena looks as perky and perfect as her home is when I roll up. I pre-warned her, of course, by text that we needed to talk. She leads me through to a library on the ground floor where a pot of coffee is waiting and her parents, mercifully, are not.

I will, of course, tell her parents. But I owe it to her to deliver this news privately first.

‘I didn’t expect to see you today,’ she says, pouring out the coffee. She passes me the first cup.

‘I know.’ I stand in front of the fireplace. I can’t sit down to have this conversation. ‘Selena, I realise this will come as a shock, and I’m truly sorry, but I’m afraid I can’t marry you. Not next week, not ever.’ As delivery methods go, this one is firmly on the sledgehammer end of the scale, but needs must.

She puts down the pot with a rough thwack. ‘What on earth are you talking about?’

‘I’ve met someone.’ I shrug. ‘It’s all happened quite quickly, but I’m in love with her, and I want to spend the rest of my life with her. Not only can I not marry you, but I can’t ask you to marry a man whose heart belongs to someone else.’

Okay, so maybe that was a little disingenuous. After all, I have no intention of giving her the option. But I’m desperate to make her see, by any means possible, that she’s better off running for the hills than ending up with me.

Her face has drained of all colour. I’ve never seen her so lost for words. Selena has been bred as the ultimate society darling. She has an elegant rejoinder for every occasion. But now she looks as though I’ve clubbed her over the head with a croquet mallet, which I suppose I have.

‘You have got to be fucking kidding me,’ she says quietly, slowly, and so ominously that I’m actually scared, even while a small part of me perks up at the thought of having a frank conversation with her for once in our lives.

‘I’m not. I wish I was.’

‘We’re getting married in five days. Five.’

I grimace apologetically. ‘Well, not anymore, but I appreciate the timing is unbelievably shite.’

‘You can’t do this to me. You absolutely can’t. I won’t allow it. How the fuck would you think you could pull a stunt like this and get away with it?’

I open my mouth to attempt an answer to her almost certainly rhetorical question, but she presses on.

‘You’ve had three decades to pull the plug on this, you entitled, presumptuous shit, and you think today is the right time to do it, huh?’ She abandons any pretence of pouring herself a coffee and pushes to her feet, hands going to her hips. I’m distraught at having fucked her over so royally, but I’m seriously glad she’s giving me a hard time. I don’t think I could have borne it if she’d patted my shoulder and given me a frosty that’s all right, darling.

‘Like I said, the timing is horrific.’ I twist to put my cup and saucer on the mantelpiece so I can give her my full attention. ‘But don’t you think that’s part of the problem? They’ve had us in this arrangement for so long that we’ve grown up thinking it’s normal. And let me tell you, it’s not normal. We don’t love each other, and⁠—’

‘Who the hell said anything about love?’ she cries. ‘This is business. And you don’t walk out on a business deal that’s been almost thirty years in the making because you’ve got cold feet at the last minute.’

‘I told you, it’s not cold feet. I fell in love, and suddenly the prospect of sacrificing my entire life’s happiness because our parents hatched some kind of nut-job deal when we were infants seemed a lot less attractive. No offence,’ I add hurriedly.

‘Who the fuck is this woman who’s made the scales fall from your eyes, then?’ she taunts me. ‘Do I know her?’

‘No. Not really.’

She pounces on that. ‘Oh. So I know her a bit?’

‘You met her very briefly at Harry’s party.’ I pause. ‘It’s Flora’s… friend, Ivy.’

There’s a moment of blankness as she processes this. Then she barks out a not-at-all-amused laugh. ‘You have got to be fucking kidding me.’

I’ve never heard Selena swear. Never. The liberal dropping of F-bombs feels like a red flag as to her state of composure—currently dropping like a stone—and I suspect I’m right to be scared of what she’ll do and say next.

‘I’m not kidding,’ I say stiffly.

‘That little… the one in the black dress who was having some sort of crisis?’

‘Yes.’

She licks her lips. ‘Wow. What a pathetic fucking cliché you are. Well, she looks like a walking blowjob, so I suppose it’s no great mystery, but Jesus, Xavier. You’re willing to walk away from everything for some little gold-digger?’

I don’t know who the hell the woman in front of me is right now. Nor do I appreciate her tone towards Ivy.

‘I’m willing to walk away for her. She’s not a gold-digger, not in the slightest. And, with respect, you have no idea what she and her family have been through. None.’ It’s time for the next bombshell. ‘Anyway, if she was after my money, she’d be sorely disappointed, because Pa just cut me off. Full stop. No title. No inheritance. I’m no longer the eligible guy your parents earmarked for you.’

She stares at me in horror. ‘I can’t believe you. I thought we were in this together—maybe not in love, but as a team. I thought we had the same values. This is your birthright! How can you just walk away from it?’

‘I think,’ I say slowly, trying to remember just how left-field all this must seem to her, ‘we’ve both inherited our values from our parents, and we haven’t had much opportunity to really examine them. Not truly. I know I’ve certainly been pretty passive around it all, and that’s not okay. I don’t want a loveless marriage, and I don’t want it for you, either. Look at you. You’re beautiful and accomplished and an incredible businesswoman. You deserve a guy who’s absolutely obsessed with you.’

‘How incredibly noble. And such convenient timing, setting me free.’

I shrug. ‘You’ve got me. This is all self-serving, but I mean it. We should both have told our parents to fuck off years ago.’

‘Well, we didn’t, and meanwhile, the wedding that Tatler called “the wedding of the decade” is supposed to be happening next week, and you may as well have jilted me at the fucking altar for all the good this little visit is doing, because I am going to be humiliated.’

The colour has returned to her face, and her eyes are glittering. She really is beautiful, in a cold, pristine way that’s so different from the soft warmth of my Ivy. I called it exactly right, though: humiliation, not heartbreak, is the main emotion Selena’s grappling with here.

‘I know, and I’m willing to do whatever it takes to help out. I can make a statement, if you like, though an explanation might be more damaging. We can say it was your decision, maybe? Though⁠—’

She holds out a hand. ‘For God’s sake, shut up and let me think for a minute. Jesus.’

I still can’t quite believe that it’s taken me breaking off our lifetime engagement to see her as she truly is behind the society mask. Honestly, I like her a lot more when she’s handing me my arse than when she’s in inscrutable ice-queen mode.

She paces around the room, arms crossed and ponytail swinging. ‘I’m damned if I do and damned if I don’t. If we don’t say anything, everyone will know you dumped me. If we say I finished it, I’ll be the entitled little bitch who doesn’t know when she’s onto a good thing. There’s literally no good way to handle it.’

‘Do you care what the public thinks, though?’ I ask, grimacing because I know what a stupid question it is even as it’s coming out of my mouth.

‘Of course I care what the public thinks! We have a brand to run. Perception is reality. And you walking away right at the last minute, after you’ve had your whole fucking life to pull your fucking finger out, is the worst thing you could possibly do to me. It’s a million times worse than us never having been together in the first place. No, a billion. I’ve made this wedding my entire personality. I even played dress-up at Belvedere for bloody Tatler—which I knew was tempting fate, by the way, and I still went ahead and did it—and now I’m going to be a total laughingstock. The press will have a field day.’ She wipes a tear from under her eye, and the enormous de Vere diamond I gave her in front of three hundred guests on my twenty-first birthday flashes on her hand.

I can’t bear it. I may not completely understand why Selena puts so much importance on image—though her upbringing is a pretty big clue—but I can appreciate how much genuine pain she’s in. We both went along with this engagement for our own reasons, but if she saw our alliance as important enough, covetable enough, to sacrifice her freedom for it, then the dissolution of that alliance would, I expect, feel like the most crushing loss.

Presumably, she doesn’t want a reminder that the value of such an alliance relies on optics and not actual fundamentals, so I pivot.

‘I can understand how distressing calling off the wedding will be for you and your parents, and I’m not trying to understate that. But a wedding and a marriage are two very different things, and I honestly don’t think either of us would have been happy long-term, for what it’s worth.’

‘You know, Xavier, I really don’t need you preaching at me just to make yourself feel better. You’ve well and truly fucked me over. I’ve worked my arse off my whole life to be taken seriously, and you’re going to make a mockery of all of it just because you can’t tell the difference between your brains and your dick. I’ll always be the woman Xavier de Vere as good as jilted at the altar, so you can fuck right off. Go find my parents and then get the hell out of here.’

She pulls the ring off her finger and throws it square at my chest. ‘And take your stupid fucking heirloom with you. I’m sure you’ll be needing it for your precious Ivy.’


CHAPTER 50
Xavier



Intentionally screwing over people you’ve known your entire life does not make for a sound night’s sleep. Yesterday, I felt more invested in my relationship with Selena, or rather, in the stakes upon which that relationship rests, than I ever have before. The hour I spent with her and then with her parents is something I never, ever wish to repeat.

Neither are the intense pain and shock and disappointment I caused them.

To make matters worse, we all spent yesterday in a kind of holding pattern. There’s not much of anything to be done on Boxing Day, it turns out. My mother, who is mortified and furious beyond anything that can be imagined, has been fielding calls from the Wentworths. Apparently, the wedding planner is briefed, but she can’t actually cancel any suppliers until today.

I’ve caused misery all round, and the ripple effects will continue and magnify over the next few days as suppliers deal with waste and friends cancel travel plans and the press demands explanations.

Around five in the morning, I give up the ghost and wander downstairs. The swath of festive greenery garlanding the main staircase taunts me. It was specifically chosen by Ma and Serena to serve us for Christmas before providing a base for the still-festive wedding florals.

Next to the enormous industrial kitchen stands a butler’s pantry that we family members tend to use out of hours or when we don’t want to bother the staff. I put the kettle on and grab a couple of teabags. The idea of making a double-strength cup of builder’s is comforting, somehow. It reminds me of Ivy, of the simple hospitality she and Jan and Bill offer in their caff. Which reminds me that I barely ate yesterday.

I could murder a fish-finger sandwich.

I’m mashing the teabags to within an inch of their lives with the back of a spoon when the soft slaps of slippered feet sound beyond the door. I brace myself for another almighty bollocking from Ma, but it’s only Ben in a robe and pyjamas. I let out a sigh of relief, and he grins at the sight of me.

‘Ah, Macbeth. Traitor’s insomnia is the worst, isn’t it?’

I ignore that, though he’s not wrong. ‘What are you doing up so early?’

‘I had a lot to think about.’

‘You had a lot to think about. Try stabbing everyone you care about in the back.’

He grimaces sympathetically. ‘Any more water in the kettle?’

I grab the kettle and stick it under the tap before switching it on again.

‘How are you holding up?’ he asks.

‘Not great. I know I’ve made the right decision in the long term, but fuck if the short-term repercussions aren’t brutal.’

‘Yeah.’

‘I’ve disappointed absolutely everyone.’

He laughs a little at that. ‘A new experience for you, I’m sure. But isn’t it better to disappoint everyone else than to disappoint Ivy for the rest of her life?’

I stare at him. ‘Very philosophical for arse o’clock.’

‘You know me. I’m practically a poet before dawn.’

The view out of the window—pitch black, impenetrable—tells me there are hours and hours to go before dawn arrives and we go into full firefighting mode. He’s right, though. If I can persuade Ivy to take me back, then not disappointing her will make up for absolutely everything else.

‘You spoken to her?’

‘Who, Ivy? No. She blocked me, remember? I’ll go down later in the week and throw myself at her feet.’

The mere thought of seeing her, of being able to tell her I’m a free man, is the softest of lights glowing at the end of a long, long tunnel. Meanwhile, as Frost put it so beautifully, I have miles—of apologies and admin and grovelling and making good and taking hits—to go before I can sleep.

I put a teabag in another mug and pour in the water.

‘If you’re having two, I’ll have two,’ my brother says. ‘Fuck, that’ll put hairs on your chest. Want to know what I was thinking about?’

‘Why not.’ Wearily, I chuck another teabag in.

‘I was thinking,’ he says, collapsing against the counter, ‘about the promise I made Ma and Pa last night after you’d taken your self-pitying little arse off to bed.’

‘And what was that.’

‘That if I’m to inherit all this bullshit, then I’d do it properly and marry Slinks. And that I should probably go over there and propose first thing this morning so nothing has to get cancelled.’ He flashes me a full-wattage grin. ‘The Daily Mail will have a field day. I can see the headlines now.’

I stand stock still, the carton of milk in my hand poised to pour. ‘Why, in the name of all that is holy, would you do something like that?’

‘Make the promise? Or marry her?’

‘Either. Both.’

He shrugs. ‘Pa made it pretty fucking clear that you don’t get one without the other. It’s the title, and playing nicely with the Wentworths, or nada.’

‘But he’s out of leverage! He can’t force your hand—he’s got no other options after you.’ Even as the words are out of my mouth, I realise they’re not true. Next in line to succeed after Benedict is our cousin Edward, eldest child of Pa’s late younger brother.

‘Eddie,’ we chorus.

‘Still,’ I continue, ‘there’s no way he wants to see fucking Eddie take over.’ It’s true. Eddie is a bit of a cunt, to put it mildly. Pa would rather die than have him succeed him—although he’s likely to get that wish soon, too.

‘Here’s the thing, though, mate,’ Ben says, his voice uncharacteristically soft. He takes the carton of milk from me and adds a splash to both mugs. ‘This needs to be done properly. The alliance with the Wentworths is a really solid plan. It’ll shore us up cash-wise for generations. You can’t marry Slinks, obviously, because you’re madly in love. But I can.’ He shrugs. ‘After all, I’ve always wanted to bone her. You know that.’

‘Marrying someone is a high price to pay for getting your dick wet,’ I argue. ‘Don’t do it. Seriously. They can’t make you.’

While my brother has always enjoyed a more relaxed relationship with Selena than I have, I don’t see them together. They could not be more opposite in every way.

‘Here’s the plan.’ He picks up his mug. ‘I do this properly. I take over everything. I marry Slinky. Two mega-families united and a truckload of cash shored up. Pa pops his clogs, and I step up. I do the duke stuff, but really, we do it together, because I won’t have the foggiest idea of what I’m doing.’ He winks at me, but it’s a sober wink by his standards. ‘And, most importantly, you and Ivy and her family are looked after. You’re back in the fold, which is exactly where you belong, doing the job you’ve trained for all your life, and together we call the shots.’

My brother, the charming, feckless second son who’s never been asked to do anything but be himself, has a plan. He wants to step up to a role where he can head up the family and manage our wellbeing. And it’s an excellent plan, truly it is, but it has one huge flaw. And that is that he would have to throw himself under the bus in spectacular style to safeguard my happiness and preserve my position.

‘I can’t let you do it.’

He turns to face me. ‘And why not?’

‘It’s too much to ask. You’re the one who never wants to settle down. I can’t ask you to sacrifice your entire future happiness.’

He looks down at his mug of tea. ‘You can, and you should. Just consider it a thank you.’

‘For what?’

A beat passes before he meets my eyes. ‘You know what.’

Understanding flashes through me.

The lake.

‘Ben, no.’

‘Yes.’

‘It’s not— There’s no quid pro quo. There’s no debt, and even if there was, which there isn’t, I don’t want repayment.’

‘Tough shit,’ he says. ‘There is a debt. You saved my life, bro. I shouldn’t even be here. But I am, because of you, and I do have a future, which is pretty fucking incredible, when you think about it—and I do think about it, every single day, just so you know. You gave me that, and it’s mine to do exactly what I want with.’

‘No,’ I whisper, my eyes stinging with tears. ‘No.’

‘Yes. And honestly, because it’s still dark as fuck out there and I’m still feeling philosophical, I think this is why the universe had you save me. So that, years later, when you fell in love and our parents behaved like a pair of twatty snobs about it, I could step up and save you right back.’

My brain is scrabbling around, trying to find an objection that stops him from falling on his sword for me while coming across as mere pragmatism. I can’t let him do this. I’m Save. I’m supposed to be the one who saves others, not the idiot who requires bailing out at this unforgivable level.

Bingo.

‘Mate, I’m blown away, honestly, but Selena will never go for it. She’s humiliated enough. There’s no way she’ll just… swap out one de Vere for another. It’s practically medieval. She’ll think you’re just doing it out of, I don’t know, sympathy and duty, and go nuclear. You didn’t see her yesterday. She was fucking furious.’

He smiles, and it’s his trademark cocky Ben grin. ‘You’re right, obviously, and I thought of that. I have the absolute perfect cover story for the press. They’ll eat it up. Let’s go find a sofa, and I’ll fill you in. It’s genius, if I say so myself.’ He pauses for effect. ‘I’ll need the ring back, though.’


CHAPTER 51
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TWENTY-THREE YEARS AGO

Ben and I are looking for tadpoles. Margaret has given us each a big jar.

Margaret says we should wear our wellies, but we want to get muddy. It’s more fun. We wore our old shorts so she won’t get cross if we get dirty.

‘Be careful, boys,’ Margaret says. ‘Not too deep, remember?’

We nod, but we’re too excited to listen properly. We broke up from prep school yesterday. Pa said we can learn to catch tadpoles first and then he will teach us how to fish.

He said we might even catch some little fish with our jars. We have to put them back in the water, but we can keep the tadpoles.

That’s what the jars are for. Pa has put wire all around the top to make handles.

Margaret sits on the grass near the edge of the lake. She has a folding chair because she is very, very old. She used to be Pa’s nanny! Her chin is hairy but she is nice. She’s good at reading stories but really bad at outdoor games. I think her bones are too old.

The reeds at the edge of the lake are up to my shoulders but they are up to Ben’s ears. I’m seven, and he’s only six, so I’m taller than him. Margaret said we should stay standing nice and tall so she can see us from her chair.

We march through the reeds. I go first, because I’m the oldest. Ben says he’s the bravest, but Margaret says that bravery and common sense are very different things and that he doesn’t have either.

I’m not brave, but the edge of the lake is very shallow. The water is cold on my toes, and I yell. Ben yells too, just to show he can be louder than me, and we start laughing and splashing each other. We’re laughing so hard. ‘Haha!’ we yell. ‘Haha!’ If we laughed this hard at school, we would get told off, but we’re outside and Margaret doesn’t mind. She always says little boys need to ‘blow off steam’, like we’re Thomas the Tank Engine.

I bend over and swish my jar around in the water, but all I get is some slimy green stuff. Ben pushes past me and goes in deeper. He always wants to beat me.

‘Aaghhh!’ he screams. ‘It’s so cold!’

I laugh harder.

‘No deeper, please, boys,’ Margaret calls.

Ben screws his eyes up and looks down at the water, but it’s really sunny, so it’s hard to see underneath.

‘Any tadpoles?’ I say.

He swishes his jar around, back and forth. All that comes up is some dirty water. ‘This is rubbish. I’m going in deeper.’

I look back at Margaret because I don’t want to get into trouble. I can’t really see her through the reeds. ‘You’ll get into trouble. She said not to go in deep.’

‘Don’t care.’

We’re only allowed to go into the lake up to our knees. That’s the family rule. Ma says the swimming pool is for swimming in and the lake is there so the fish and frogs have somewhere to live. But Ben’s shorts are now wet and so is the bottom of his t-shirt.

I feel a bit sick. I hate it when Ben doesn’t follow the rules. It makes me really scared that something will go wrong.

‘Stop,’ I hiss like an angry snake. I want Ben to hear me but not Margaret.

He goes in further. ‘I’m going to swim. Ahh, it’s cold!’

I laugh a bit, but I stop laughing when he gets up to his neck because he’s breaking every rule now, and he’s going to get us both in trouble.

‘I’m gonna dive. Want to see where they are.’ He lets go of his jar and it floats on top of the water, and then he goes under like a duck. His bum sticks out like a duck’s bum and his feet flip up and then he disappears.

I wait for him. I only have water up to my knees because that’s the rule and I don’t want to break it.

Ben’s jar bobs on the water. The sunshine makes it light up like a torch. I watch it, but Ben hasn’t come back up. There aren’t even any bubbles. Bubbles are what come up when you breathe underwater.

He is better than me at holding his breath, but this is a long time. I twist my shoulders from side to side and I wiggle my toes in the mud.

I think he should be up now. He’s making me scared and I don’t know what to do. If I call for Margaret I’ll get him into trouble. But if I don’t call then she won’t be able to get a grown-up to help us.

And I think Ben might need our help.

I also think I might pee in my shorts.

I look back. I can’t see Margaret through the reeds.

‘Margaret!’ I yell. ‘Help!

Ben would say my voice sounds like a crybaby. But I still can’t see him.

Where has he gone?

‘Margaret!’ I yell as loud as I can. I look out at the water. It’s so glittery on top but I can’t see underneath at all, and that’s because the lake is filled with mud and lots of plants.

I start to walk in further until my t-shirt is wet. The floor is so slimy and bumpy and I don’t like it. It’s not nice.

Oh no oh no oh no.

I’m so scared.

‘Xavier?’ Margaret shouts back.

I take the biggest breath I’ve ever taken in my life and I dive down into the dark water.


CHAPTER 52
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To my absolute shock, my brother’s madcap scheme worked. I’ll never know exactly what transpired between him and Selena the other morning, and I don’t particularly want to, but what I do know is that Benedict came home that afternoon a conquering hero, having, somehow and by the skin of his teeth, got Selena and her parents on board. He put our family ring back on her finger, and the four of them sat down over brunch to thrash out a new plan.

He’s told me that said plan is ‘none of your fucking business’, which is Benedict-speak for ‘I’ve got this.’

All I know is this:

The wedding—both ceremony and reception—will go ahead almost exactly as planned, with the exception of the Great Groom Switch, of course.

No one has been informed of this minor alteration to the running order except for our immediate families, the Bishop of Oxford, who’s marrying us, our mate Pieter, who will now be best man to an entirely different brother, and Selena’s bridesmaids, upon whom I’m sure she’ll want to lean this week.

No one.

That means the four hundred guests who think they are turning up to watch me wed Selena will be in for a hell of a surprise. One can only hope the more senior among them are up to date with their heart meds.

At four o’clock on New Year’s Eve, once all the guests are seated, the bishop will read out a pithy and intentionally dry statement announcing, basically, that the lead in the day’s festivities has buggered off and that the role of groom will be played by his very capable understudy. At which point, my brother will take his place at the top of the aisle and the organist will strike up the opening chords of Mendelssohn’s ‘Wedding March’ in anticipation of the bride’s arrival.

Fifteen minutes later, a far more dramatic statement, penned by my dear brother to underpin his aforementioned madcap plan, will be released to the nation’s press.

My sister says she can’t decide if the entire farce resembles a soap opera or an actual opera. I’m with her on that.

Oh.

One more thing.

I’ve not only been unceremoniously relieved of my best man duties but banned from attending at all. Not only has Selena claimed never to want to see me again, which seems fair, but Ben has argued that my presence will only act as a distraction for absolutely everybody and a threat to the smooth execution of his plan.

So there we have it.

I’m shut out, redundant, oscillating between crushing guilt and borderline hysterical glee that this entire circus is marching on, and without me. Being sidelined has never felt so surreal or dramatic or liberating.

The week between Christmas and New Year should be a lethargic blur of old movies and carb fog, of near-constant grazing and having no idea what day of the week it is. Instead, Belvedere and its inhabitants find ourselves wound up in a relentless march as we count down to New Year’s Eve. I’m stuck here, in wedding hell, feeling almost like a ghost as I sidle past florists and catering companies and furniture deliveries and erectors of marquees.

Not only am I persona non grata, especially where Ma is concerned, but there’s a veil between me and the proceedings, as if they’re all unfolding in a parallel universe. If all these people and chairs and flower sculptures were here for my wedding, I can scarcely fathom what my mental state would be right now. Abject despair, I’d imagine. Instead, my brother is walking around with an amused grin on his face: a grin that tells me he has not in the slightest processed the fact of the inescapable black hole into which he’s willingly pole-vaulting himself.

The days drag on and race by in equal measure. I may be impatient to get to London and see Ivy, I may be heartbroken, contemplating the kind of Christmas she’s likely had, and I may be desperate to set the record straight and show her that I didn’t, couldn’t, choose anyone who’s not her, but I can’t leave my brother in the lurch. Not this week.

I avoid my parents as much as possible. Obviously, it’s easier to avoid poor old Pa. If he dies with this ill will between us, I’m certain it will take years of therapy to get over my guilt, but I tell myself that seeing me will only distress him further. And as for Ma: she’s all over her shiny, compliant new heir like a rash, leaving me to rattle guiltily around. I’m not even the spare. I’m far more defunct than that, and rightly so. When the chips were down, I chose a woman over my family. I’ll go down in the history books as the Edward VIII-level black sheep.

New Year’s Eve arrives, and my brother seems once again in good spirits. He’s treating this radical act of loyalty and sacrifice as a game. A lark. A grand adventure.

After breakfast, Flora heads off for Millbrook. She’s one of Selena’s bridesmaids and will spend the rest of the day with the bridal party. She gives me a huge hug.

‘Go get her, and tell her I can’t wait to see her,’ she whispers. ‘I hope she appreciates what you’ve done for her.’

I do too. I’m just unsure if she will, or if she’ll see it as too little, too late.
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For the rest of the day, I stick to my brother’s side like glue. I share a toast with him and Pieter, who is cheerfully poleaxed by the Great Groom Switch, but I don’t have more than a couple of sips of champagne. I’ll soon be undertaking the most important journey of my life. I’m itching to be out of here, to be free of the wedding fever and the growing excitement of all the staff members who have no clue that something is seriously amiss. Most of all, I long to be near Ivy. It’s been too fucking long, and the fact that she still believes me to be walking down the aisle today is physically agonising.

I have to go to her.

When the time comes, I slap my cheeks to my brother’s face and look him in the eye.

‘I can never repay you. Never.’

‘Luckily, you don’t have to. I’m repaying you, remember?’

‘I’m serious, Ben.’

‘So am I. I’ll be fine. Looking forward to my wedding night already.’ He gives me a wink, and I shake my head in amused disbelief.

‘There’s no way Selena will put out this quickly. I’d rein your expectations right in.’

‘Maybe not for you, but for me, she will. Now go on, get out of here. Go get your girl.’

I get him in a headlock and hug him hard. We stand there for a moment, our arms around each other, before I plant a smacker on his cheek.

‘Seriously. Thank you.’

‘You can thank me by not fucking this up. Now, clear off.’
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The roads are clear and the drive to London relatively painless. My brain insists on looping between fantasies of my ecstatic reunion with Ivy and visions of my brother walking down the aisle to a sacrifice that should have been mine. A sacrifice he doesn’t seem to be taking nearly seriously enough.

I park the Jag on a back street, which is pretty bloody risky in this area, and hotfoot it over to Jan’s Caff. The caff itself is closed up, which makes sense—can’t imagine it would bring in much on New Year’s Eve—but the windows of Ivy’s flat show the lights on.

Excellent. I bang on the front door to the flat and wonder why my stomach is doing somersaults. God, I hope she won’t be too pissed off to see me.

Behind the door, heavy footsteps thud down the stairs and the door is wrenched open. It’s a painter—a big fella in white-streaked overalls.

‘Hi,’ I say. ‘Is Ivy in?’

‘Ivy?’ He looks blank. ‘No one lives ’ere, mate. It’s been empty since before Christmas. We’re just in giving it a refresh.’

‘But—’ A swell of panic rises from nowhere. This is categorically not part of the plan. Ivy told me she was spending Christmas at home. She told me. Where on earth could they be staying? ‘You’re wrong, surely? A woman lives here with two girls? Twins?’

I’m over-explaining, and he looks at me as if I’m barmy. ‘Like I said, no one lives ’ere. Maybe they moved ’ouse? This lot hired me.’ He jerks his thumb towards the caff. ‘Said they needed to improve it a bit before they got new tenants.’

What the actual fuck? I had no idea Bill and Jan owned Ivy’s flat. Why the fuck didn’t they do renovations when she and the girls were living here, then? That place is a shithole.

‘Do you know when they reopen?’ I ask him.

‘Monday, I fink.’

‘Thanks, mate,’ I say, forcing myself to back away. He gives me a good-natured nod and shuts the door.

Shit, shit, shit.

Think, Xav, think. Where can she be? Who the hell moves house the week before Christmas, and, more importantly, who the hell can help me find her?

The care home. It comes to me in a flash. I google it up and call the number. Thank fuck, someone answers immediately.

‘Hi. My name’s Xavier de Vere. I’m the account holder for Dawn Cooper? I wonder if you can just check something for me, please? What’s the current contact address on the account? I’m wondering if it’s up to date.’

The woman reels off an address. Flat 1223, Victoria Block, St Helen’s Estate. I repeat it carefully back to her, committing it to memory, then type it into my maps app. It pulls up an estate less than a mile from here. I don’t know it, and I like the sound of it even less.

Five minutes later, I’m pulling up in front of three looming tower blocks. Jesus fucking Christ. If I was scared to leave the Jag back near the caff, I’m terrified now. The chances of it lasting more than five minutes here are close to nil, but I have few options and only one priority.

Finding Ivy.

This looks like the very worst kind of British sink estate: covered in pebble dash and utterly devoid of hope. It’s the anti-Belvedere, a place that sucks the very marrow from your soul, and it’s no place for my beautiful, soft, creative Ivy. What the utter fucking hell are she and the girls doing here, and how could Bill and Jan stand for it?

I proceed with extreme reservation towards the tower block labelled VCTORI, because of course some letters are missing. There are some small kids playing on the most depressing playground equipment I’ve ever had the misfortune to see, and a gang of youths loitering uncomfortably close to me and them. The stench of skunk is enough to strip the hairs from your nostrils.

Inside, things worsen quickly. There are three lifts, and all three are out of order. How the fuck can this be the case? What the hell are people with prams and pushchairs supposed to do, not to mention the less able-bodied? This is an absolute joke.

I approach the staircase at a run.

By the third floor, I realise this is a bad idea.

By the sixth, I’m wheezing.

By the eighth, I’m actually walking backwards to switch up the burden on my leg muscles.

Finally, I push a fire door through to the twelfth floor. The corridor looks—and smells—like something out of a horror film. Boiled cabbage and stale piss and more skunk. Jesus fuck. I’m a sweating, fuming, exhausted mess, and with every passing moment, I’m more horrified that Ivy and her sisters are living here. It’s inconceivable.

I find door 1223 and I rap three times. ‘Ivy?’

Silence.

I knock again. ‘Ivy? It’s me. Xav.’

Still silence. I let my head collapse against the door with a dull thud. Then I hear a small voice.

‘Hello?’

It’s not Ivy. Must be one of the girls.

‘Rose? Lily? Is that you? It’s Xav. Can I come in?’

‘We’re not supposed to let anyone in when she’s not here,’ the voice says, and my heart breaks clean in two. These poor little things, holed up here and probably terrified, and Ivy’s probably terrified whenever she has to leave them, too.

‘I get that,’ I say. ‘I don’t want you to break the rules. It’s just—I’m looking for Ivy. Do you know where she is?’

‘She went to visit Mum,’ Rose-or-Lily says, and I practically slump with relief. Finally, one step closer to finding her.

A door opens nearby, and I look to my left to find an enormous creature in a stained t-shirt emerging into the corridor. He leans against his doorframe, crosses his arms over his chest, and looks me up and down. Jesus, he’s massive.

I want, with every fibre of my being, to turn and run, to hurl myself back down those twelve flights of stairs and get over to the care home as quickly as possible.

I also want to respect Ivy’s instructions, and I don’t want to make the girls feel uncomfortable, especially given they don’t know me all that well.

But I really, really don’t want to leave them here with the likes of this big brute. It seems very wrong to walk away from them in this moment.

I angle my body away from him and speak through the door. ‘I’m going to go and see Ivy and your mum, and I’m going to try to persuade Ivy to forgive me. And if she does, but even if she doesn’t, I’m going to try even harder to persuade her to come and stay at my and Flora’s house tonight, because—because I don’t think any of you should spend New Year’s Eve here.’

Silence. Then: ‘Will Flora be there?’

‘No, she won’t, I’m afraid. She’s, uh⁠—’

‘Ivy said you were getting married.’

‘I was supposed to be, but I pulled out. It’s a very long story, but my brother is getting married instead, so Flora’s at the wedding right now. But you can still stay the night, even without Flora.’ I think about what levers I can pull right now to bribe teenage girls. ‘I’m sure she’d let you use all her… makeup? Moisturisers? You know. And we could have a little New Year’s Eve party? Maybe order in?’

There’s some shuffling on the other side of the door, the sound of a chain being clanked, and the door is opening, a small face peeking through. ‘Could we get Chinese?’

‘Absolutely,’ I say, relief flooding my system. ‘Definitely. D’you think I could come in for a sec, though, because I⁠—’

She opens the door, and I shuffle gratefully through the crack, slamming it behind me and putting a little distance between us and that brute. Both girls are standing there, staring up at me. They’re in matching pink onesies, but they can’t draw my attention away from their surroundings, and I suspect I can’t hide my reaction as I take them in.

Fucking hell.

This place is horrific. Tiny, and bleak, and claustrophobic, and so skanky it makes their old flat look like the Four Seasons. That same, scraggly tree is in place, its lights flashing half-heartedly. The furniture doesn’t fit, the carpet around the bright rug looks like a vast Petri dish, and the streaky white paint on the walls can’t disguise the overwhelming feeling of neglect.

‘How come you moved?’ I ask them, making my voice as neutral as possible. I’m also trying to sound less spectacularly out of breath than I am.

‘We couldn’t afford the rent after Mum got moved, so Ivy applied for a council flat,’ one of them says. ‘Can we get Peking duck?’

‘Absolutely. You can get whatever you want.’

‘And prawn crackers?’

‘Yep. So when did you move?’

‘The week before Christmas. But Ivy’s got a new job starting next week, so⁠—’

‘It’s not new. It’s the old bar she worked at, they just gave it back to her,’ the other one says with a hair flick.

Ah, yes. Alchemy. How could I forget?

‘Yeah, so she said she’s going to try to find us another flat when she gets some money,’ the first one says.

So she took the job to get them out of this place. Jesus. My heart breaks even more, and my determination levels ramp up.

‘Well, that would be good, wouldn’t it? Right.’ I clap my hands and instantly feel like an idiot. ‘Do you think you can pack an overnight bag each in five minutes? The sooner we can find your sister, the sooner we can go and start our party.’

They give each other a matching grin. As they scamper off, I glance at the time on my phone.

Three fifty-five.

Over at Christchurch Cathedral, Oxford, those wedding guests are about to get the shock of their lives.


CHAPTER 53
Ivy



Isit with Dawn in a cosy corner of the living room area of her care home. In front of me sits an excellent, and mostly uneaten, slice of homemade lemon drizzle cake, and in front of her a plastic sippy cup filled with a revolting, if sweet, thickened tea. The Lewy body dementia affects her swallow so much that she can only safely take liquids by mouth if they’re thickened. She’s quietish today, having gone somewhere unreachable inside her brain, but she seems peaceful. I’ve been trying to read The Thursday Murder Club to her, but I’m antsy as fuck.

I should be relieved that the wedding isn’t being televised. I know for a fact that, if it was, I wouldn’t be strong enough to stay away. I’d be live-streaming with the best of them and bawling my eyes out. There is media coverage of the arrivals, though. I’ve been glued to my BBC News app all afternoon, where the presenters have been filling a slow news day with lengthy speculation about the future marriage of Xav and Selena.

Given that the world and his wife have known about the arrangement since long before Xav made the engagement official at his twenty-first, most of the speculation is around their likely feelings for each other.

The unanimous conclusion?

They’re both so objectively hot that, arranged or not, they’re likely to be shagging each other’s brains out (the BBC put it more delicately, but still). It seems their movie-star looks have captured the nation’s collective (and fertile) imagination.

At five to four, the BBC shows live footage of a convoy arriving: Selena and her entourage. I haven’t caught sight of Xav, despite my obsessive watching (I’ve long since abandoned the book and am glued to my phone). He’s probably tucked away in the bowels of the church. The bridesmaids unfold themselves from the cars, and ahh, Flora looks absolutely gorgeous in pale blue. Gorgeous but nervous, bless her. I know how unconvinced she is about this marriage, but let’s say I’m not putting stock in her standing up and objecting on my behalf. I walked out of her life, and now she’s Team Selena. I totally get it. But will Selena be Team Flora? Will she be a confidante for her? An advocate? Will she teach her to own her sexuality? Or will she just throw lots of fashion samples her way and not give a shit about what goes on under the surface?

A dapper man I assume is Selena’s dad surfaces next, and he helps her out of the car.

BREAKING NEWS, the ticker tape reads. SELENA WENTWORTH ARRIVES AT CHRISTCHURCH CATHEDRAL FOR HER WEDDING TO LORD XAVIER DE VERE, THE FUTURE DUKE OF OXFORD.

Thanks, BBC, for the reminder. Very fucking helpful.

I hold my breath.

She steps out, and oh my God. She’s beautiful. Stunning. Every little girl’s dream, with her enormous veil flowing behind her and her perfect, shiny brown hair tied elegantly back, and her dress a huge confection of lace and silk that somehow looks stately and not poufy. I can’t fault her, except to say that she looks even less relaxed than Flora and a million times less happy and grateful than she should be to know that Xav is waiting for her inside.

Surely he’ll fall in love with her eventually. How could he not? She’s so perfect. As the BBC so wisely pointed out, she’s far too hot for him not to seriously enjoy the business of procreation with her, no matter what lingering feelings he may have claimed he had for me. She looks less like a fairytale princess and more like a full-wattage celebrity, polished to perfection.

BREAKING NEWS: SOURCES CONFIRM SELENA WENTWORTH IS WEARING DIOR COUTURE FOR HER WEDDING TO LORD XAVIER DE VERE.

Her bridesmaids flutter around her, fixing her skirt and train and veil, which are all bloody enormous, while her dad looks on proudly, and another tear rips through my heart. She has everything I’ll never have, but there are only two things I’d actually kill for.

One, to be walking down the aisle towards Xav.

And two, to have Dad around to give me away. To have him look at me with all that pride and love, just one more time.

Maybe these arranged marriages aren’t such an awful idea, after all. Maybe the best I can hope for is to say yes to some sex-drunk finance bro at Alchemy and marry him. I’m not even twenty-five yet, and I’ve already given up on my own future. Better to knuckle down and secure some semblance of a future for the twins, instead.

Even if the mere thought of going back to Alchemy on Monday makes me sick to my stomach.

On my (silent) phone screen, Selena floats gracefully up the steps of the cathedral on the arm of her father, her bridesmaids holding her train. She disappears through the massive doors, and a moment later, they shut behind her.

I lock my phone and throw it into my bag. My heart feels like a dead, heavy thing that’s somehow still pulsing in my chest. It’s not that I ever allowed myself to think there’d be another outcome. It’s more, I think, that my brain couldn’t physically compute the reality of Xav ending up with her.

But he has.

So that’s that, then.
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I make a valiant effort with the book, I really do, but I can barely get the words out, let alone inject a hint of personality into my voice. And if Dawn was to come to and quiz me about the clues our senior sleuths have gathered so far, I’d quite literally be clue-less.

Still, I push on. I’ll do an hour with Dawn and then I’ll get back to the girls. They’re desperate to stay up till midnight, and I’ve told them they can, but whether I make it that long before collapsing into bed in a soggy pile of tears and snot is anyone’s guess. I’m stammering my way through my current page when I hear, ‘There she is!’

It’s Lily’s voice.

Or Rose’s.

What the actual fuck?

I look up sharply and find a sight I can’t process, not in the slightest, because Xav, the very same Xav who is right now getting married in Oxford, is coming towards me, flanked by my sisters in their flamingo-pink onesies, and he’s smiling at me like I’m the mirage here, which I’m categorically not.

Is this place catching? Have I come down with a bad bout of dementia just from being here? Has my poor, broken brain decided to cart me off to some fantasy universe because it’s decided, once and for all, to take a hard pass on the real world? Or is that lemon drizzle cake stuffed full of psychedelics as some sort of add-on therapy that I’m blissfully unaware of?

I can’t afford to have a breakdown. I can’t. I can’t. But I think I am. I begin to cry, because it’s too much, too cruel, too overwhelming.

But then he’s speaking. ‘There she is,’ he says in his beautiful, kind Xav voice, and he picks up his pace, striding through the clusters of armchairs full of old men and women and their carers until he’s standing right in front of me. ‘Don’t cry, sweetheart. Please don’t cry,’ he says, tugging me into his arms, and I go, bawling silently into his lovely jacket as he hugs me and hugs me.

‘You’re not real,’ I wail.

‘Oh, but I am.’

‘But the wedding. You’re getting married. I just saw Selena on TV, and there was the church, and she— I saw Flora, and⁠—’

He releases me and cups my face, stroking my tears away with his thumbs. He’s smiling at me as if I’m sweet and amusing and ridiculous. ‘Did you stick around for the press release, by any chance?’

‘No? What—the?’ My eyes are racing over his face, taking in every perfect detail even as my brain short-circuits. ‘Did you—did you run away?’ It’s the only solution my addled brain can come up with, but he’s not even dressed like a groom. He’s wearing jeans and a sweater under that jacket. And Oxford is like, eighty miles away, isn’t it? Did he teleport? It’s either that, or my sanity has officially vacated the room.

‘She’s marrying his brother!’ Rose—I think it’s Rose—shouts next to me, and I screw my face up, trying desperately to understand.

‘You missed the best part, my love,’ Xav says, dropping his forehead to mine. His hands are still cupping my face, as if he’s trying to anchor me.

‘What part? What brother?’

His grin turns sheepish. I can just about make it out at this short distance if I cross my eyes. ‘It’s been a hell of a week. We released a statement shortly after the wedding started. I pulled out of the wedding on Boxing Day, tried to cancel the whole thing, and⁠—’

I gasp and pull away so I can gape at him.

‘You what?’

‘I pulled out. I couldn’t do it.’

The tears are still falling, but my thoughts—not to mention my emotions—are whirring around like a washing machine on a spin cycle.

‘You pulled out? This week?’

‘Well, last week, but yeah. And then, a day later, Benedict stepped up, God love him. Said he’d marry Selena and, fuck knows how, got her to agree to it, too.’

The fog is beginning to thin out enough that the facts are dropping into place.

‘So that wedding is…’

‘Ben and Selena. Yes.’

I start to laugh, and even I can hear that it sounds totally unhinged. I guess the residents of this place may judge me less for that than other people might. In my defence, his story is equally unhinged.

‘Who dat?’ Dawn asks from behind me, her voice plaintive. ‘Who dat?’

‘It’s Xav,’ one of the twins tells her kindly. ‘He’s basically Ivy’s boyfriend. He was ’sposed to get married to someone else, but he didn’t.’

Meanwhile, I’m still reeling. ‘So Selena’s marrying your brother. And he’s marrying her. But the BBC didn’t know?’

‘Got it in one.’

He smiles proudly, but I’m moving on.

‘So you didn’t choose her.’

He screws up his face as if his nose is stinging. ‘Sweetheart, how could I ever choose someone else when you exist in the world?’

I clap my mouth over my hand.

His words.

His face.

All of it.

‘I’ll choose you every single time.’ He strokes my jaw. My cheek. ‘And I’m so, so sorry I took so bloody long to pull my finger out and do it. I honestly didn’t see how I could let so many people down and live with myself, but’—he shrugs—‘it turns out, I can’t live without you, so I didn’t actually have a choice.’

‘Save,’ Dawn says, over and over, unwittingly hitting the nail on the head. ‘Save. Save.’

‘That’s right, Dawn!’ I say. ‘This is Xav.’

‘If you’re going to kiss him, just do it,’ Maybe Lily says. ‘’Cause he said we can all go back and have Chinese in his mansion and also a sleepover, and we’re really hungry.’

‘And Peking duck,’ Maybe Rose adds. ‘With extra pancakes. He promised.’

‘You’ve probably worked out by now that I swung by your new place and found these two there,’ Xav says. ‘Not a fan, by the way—of the tower block, not your sisters. So, what do you say?’

‘Um, t-to the sleepover?’ I stammer. ‘Or the duck? Or the tower block?’

‘To all of it.’ He slides his hands through my hair, which honestly is not as clean as it should be and every bit as lank as Selena’s was glossy on the telly. ‘The duck, and the sleepover, definitely.’ He winks. ‘An indefinite sleepover, because you’re going back to that hellhole over my dead body. But also to forgiving me for not choosing you from the moment I met you.’

‘That moment?’ I ask, glancing down at my boobs.

‘Maybe not that moment,’ he says with a grin, ‘but I should have locked you down right after the orangery.’

‘You’ve just walked away from a marriage for me. I’d call that a pretty grand gesture.’ I’m still trying and failing to compute not only that he’s no longer getting married but the unimaginable scale of the stunt he’s just pulled.

For me.

‘And he’s not even going to be a duke anymore,’ one of the twins announces with ill-disguised glee, ‘because his mum and dad are so angry. But at least he’s not married.’

They seem to have had a thorough briefing on the way over here.

‘Is that true?’ I gasp. ‘Oh my God, Xav. What have you done?’

He shakes his head. ‘The price was too high. A title, or you? No contest.’

‘But it’s—it’s everything you’ve ever wanted. It’s who you are.’

‘It’s who I thought I was, and everything I thought I ever wanted, and, it turns out, I got both of those things spectacularly wrong.’ He dips his head until his lips are almost touching mine. ‘There’s only one thing I want and one version of myself I want to be. You, and yours. Always. I love you.’

Then his mouth is on mine, and he swallows my reply up in a kiss that’s so loving and perfect and hungry that I swoon, gripping the back of his head to pull him as close to me as possible as I open for him. My knees sag, and he responds instantly, banding an arm around my back to hold me up.

‘Good for you, love,’ one old lady crows, while another couple of people start clapping. Next to us, the twins are groaning as if they have a bad stomach ache, but I ignore them. I ignore all of it. Their Peking duck with extra pancakes will have to wait, because my very own not-going-to-be-a-duke has just swept into this care home like a fairytale prince and told me that he’s shafted two whole families and abandoned his own wedding because he loves me.

Me.

Xav’s tongue winds its way through my mouth as if I’m the most delicious thing he’s ever tasted. I’m drunk on him. Hammered. Forget the possibly-psilocybin-laced cake; this is the best high of my life. My brain may still be playing catch-up, but my body is already very much on board.

‘I love you,’ I gabble into his mouth, and he yanks me tighter.

‘Thank fuck.’

I think that’s what he says.

‘Seriously,’ one of the twins groans, while someone wolf-whistles behind me. These oldies are horny fuckers.

Xav laughs and lets me go, but he can’t stop touching me, stroking my face, my hair, my arms. ‘My Ivy. Never letting you out of my sight again.’

We stand there and beam at each other. God, I hope to fuck we’re looking at each other like this when we’re ninety and probably sitting in matching armchairs in a place like this. With great difficulty, I tear my gaze away and look down at Dawn. She’s staring up at us, unseeing.

Xav releases me and squats in front of Dawn. Slowly, gently, he reaches out and takes her hand—the one whose cast we recently got off.

‘Mrs Cooper, I’m Xavier. We’ve met briefly before. I’m very much in love with your eldest daughter, and I hope one day to get your blessing to marry her. But, for now, I’d like to take all your daughters home with me whenever you’re done here, so I can look after them in the way they deserve.’

Dawn frowns. ‘Want mawwy Rose?’ The words come out garbled, but Xav jumps.

‘God, no! Ivy! I want to marry Ivy. But I’d like to help her look after Rose and Lily, too, as much as I can, if that’s okay with you.’

Dawn nods a little, as if she’s considering it, even though I suspect she’s not sure what’s going on. Her sore, knotted fingers curl around Xav’s.

‘Don’t worry, Mum,’ Rose says, the small R of her necklace glinting above the opening of her onesie. ‘He’s really nice, and his house is sick.’

An old lady on a walker, heavily supported by a nurse, has made her way shakily over to us. ‘You should say yes. He’s a lovely young man. In my day, we’d have called him a dish.’

I give her a snotty laugh and follow it with a giant sniff. ‘Yeah. He’s definitely a dish.’

‘You lovebirds doing something nice for New Year’s Eve?’ the nurse enquires cheerfully.

Just as he always does with me, Xav gives Dawn’s hand a final squeeze before he lets go and gets to his feet. ‘Well.’ He puts his arm around me and pulls me against his side. ‘I have an evening at home with these three ladies and, apparently, an epic Chinese takeaway, so I’d call that very nice indeed.’

So would I, Xav. So would I.

He turns to me. ‘We don’t have to go yet. We should take our time. I’m sure the girls would like to spend some time with their mum.’

I think the girls would much rather hurry back to Xav’s lovely pad and gorge themselves silly on takeaway, but we persuade them to go grab some cake and the four of us sit down with her. I resume my reading, but it’s really hard when I’m smiling so much and Xav keeps stroking my hand. Eventually, he goes for a wander around the room and says hi to all the other patients and carers, wishing them a happy new year and having little chats with them. It’s the sweetest thing I’ve ever seen and reminds me what a great duke he would have made. While the twins natter one-sidedly with their mum, I sit and stare at Xav like a total stalker.

A very happy, loved-up stalker.

Eventually, we all say our goodbyes to Dawn and wish her, probably pointlessly, a happy new year. I have no idea how much of next year, if any of it, will permeate her consciousness. I don’t even know how long she’s got left. As we prepare to leave, one of my favourite nurses, Paul, comes to take the chair I’ve vacated and pats me on the arm. Dawn is never alone in this place.

I smile like a fool as I allow Xavier to lead me outside by the hand, the girls running ahead.

He may not have told me how ardently he admires me, but he did just blow up an entire wedding and walk away from every single thing that’s defined him in life.

I’m not sure even Lizzie Bennet could top that.


CHAPTER 54
Ivy



We turn the TV on while we’re waiting for our food deliveries. I read the press release about ten times in the car on the way back here, but I still can’t believe Benedict would pull a stunt like that. The wedding has finished by the time we get back, but we needn’t worry. The BBC is playing the entire thing on repeat, looping and looping and pulling in multiple ‘experts’ for emergency commentary.

My eyes, though, are glued to the footage of Benedict and Selena emerging from the church.

‘Ohmygod she looks amazing,’ Lily says.

‘Doesn’t she? She’s wearing Dior Couture,’ I tell her. I can be far more magnanimous now that Selena isn’t marrying my man. Besides, she really does look gorgeous.

‘She looks lovely,’ Xav says, sliding in behind me and winding his hands around my tummy, ‘and I have exactly zero regrets.’

He kisses my hair, and my smile turns soppy as I stare at the TV. ‘They look great together.’

They really do. Benedict is in full morning suit and looks extremely hot. Selena looks like a supermodel in her bridal couture. They even have the same hair colour: a medium, glossy brown. He’s grinning from ear to ear, and she definitely looks a lot more relieved than she was when she got out of her car earlier.

Jesus. No wonder she was shitting herself before the ceremony. Being passed around between two brothers, days before the wedding she’d waited her whole life for, like some medieval chattel in the historical romance books I like, but in a far less sexy way. I can’t imagine how rough the past week has been for her. How stressful. What a total and utter head-fuck.

I’m beginning to realise that I, not Selena, have been the villain in this story. She’s spent her entire life psyching herself up to marry a guy who fell in love with someone else and bailed on her at the very last minute. So, honestly, seeing her looking less tense now that she’s tied the knot with a de Vere is a huge relief. And, speaking of relief, that’s the exact expression she’s wearing now.

On the telly, Benedict raises their joined hands and shouts, ‘We did it!’ as the BBC’s ticker tape continues its valiant efforts to summarise the scandalous events of the past couple of hours. Selena’s smile looks genuine before he drops their hands and pulls her into a kiss that’s definitely racier than the majority of content on the BBC. She may not be beaming with happiness, but she certainly seems amused by her new husband.

‘Nice one, Benedict,’ I say.

‘And the press just got their money shot for tomorrow’s front pages,’ Xav mutters into my hair. ‘I can’t wait to see what headlines they’ll come up with.’

[image: ]


‘Never have I seen two very small people put away quite so much food,’ Xav says as he puts the lids back on the few takeaway containers that didn’t get decimated by my sisters.

‘You can’t blame them. That was very good Chinese.’ He didn’t Uber Eats it like normal people would but called up some posh restaurant in South Kensington and had them drive an actual banquet over. Every bite was orgasmic. How he pulled that off on New Year’s Eve will remain one of life’s great mysteries.

I’d be sad that there isn’t much left for a leftovers breakfast tomorrow, but he did include plenty of Birds Eye fish-fingers in the emergency Uber Eats grocery shop that he unwisely let the twins loose on.

‘A chance for you to earn your keep tomorrow,’ he said with a grin, waving them at me before he put them in the freezer, along with the four cartons of Ben & Jerry’s that the girls are now working their way through in the sumptuous den.

Serving my gorgeous rescuer up an epic, Jan’s Caff-style fish-finger sarnie in bed tomorrow?

That I can do.

As Xav finishes putting the paltry Chinese leftovers in his vast fridge, I look around the kitchen. This beautiful room holds a lot of memories for me. Meeting Flora for the first time and feeling far too affected by my proximity to Xav. Fishing that Tatler out of the bin—a definite low point—and weeping over his and Selena’s picture-perfect photo shoot. And let’s not forget walking in here, sex-drunk in our robes, and coming face to face with his mum.

I shiver. That was fucking brutal. Not sure I’ll ever get over the horror.

He pulls me into his arms, and I loop mine around his neck.

‘I can’t believe I’m here.’

‘Better get used to it.’

‘I can’t believe you came back for me.’

‘Always. Always.’ He finds my mouth again. His lips are soft. Supple. I allow myself to melt into it, to let the feel of his body against mine, his mouth against mine, ground me. My world may have been turned upside down in the best possible way this afternoon, but I can always find time to pause and indulge in a dreamy kiss. Figuring out the rest of my life can wait for a moment.

‘Let’s go somewhere more comfortable,’ he says. He leads me through to one of the lovely drawing rooms across the hall. It’s papered in a beautiful smoky-grey wallpaper that makes the room feel intimate on a dark, cold midwinter’s evening like this, and the fire, which Xav lit before we sat down to dinner, is blazing nicely. He’s such a Boy Scout, but also such a grown-up. A natural caregiver.

He flops down on one of the two smart white sofas, shuffling until he’s fully horizontal, and slaps his thighs. ‘Get on me, woman.’

I go gladly, lowering myself on top of him, and he lets out a happy sigh.

At least, I think it’s a happy sigh. It could just be the combined weight of me and my Peking duck forcing all the air out of his lungs.

‘How are you doing?’ he asks, reaching up to comb his fingers through my hair.

‘Great. I’m sorry my hair is dirty.’

‘Your hair is beautiful. And I’m sorry you thought I was walking down the aisle with someone else. Although, obviously, if you hadn’t blocked my number, you could have spared yourself some heartache this week. I think it’s called karma.’

I laugh. The pain I felt earlier is still there, but the happiness of now is a pink cloud of an eraser, rubbing away at its sharp edges. ‘You’re probably right. But I still can’t get over that press release. Your brother is insane.’

‘Tell me about it. That didn’t stop him from looking very bloody pleased with himself.’

‘He should be pleased with himself. He saved the day, and he saved me from a lifetime without you,’ I say, stroking my fingertips over his stubble. ‘I still can’t really believe today has ended like this.’

‘Never has the end of a year looked so monumentally shit as it did last week,’ Xav says, ‘and never has the year ahead looked so incredibly bright as it does now.’

‘Seriously.’

‘There’s something I want to do even more than making love to you,’ he says, stroking down my back until his big hands are palming my arse. I’m in my oldest, tattiest yoga pants, but he seems to like how thin they are because he squeezes hard.

‘Well, that’s good news, because displacement theory says I’d puke if you put your enormous dick inside me right now.’

‘Can you guess what it is? It’s something we never got to do.’

‘I’m assuming it’s not anal, because that would be a whole other level of displacement theory.’ I shudder to imagine. Anal and the amount of egg-fried rice I’ve just consumed would not be compatible.

He smiles at me, and it’s beautiful.

‘Not anal. Planning.’ He watches me carefully, as if he’s voicing his most taboo desire and he’s not sure how I’ll react. ‘We never got to make a single plan together, and now all I want to do is make plans with you—and the girls, obviously. So many plans. Plans for days. Months. Years.’

‘Planning.’ I repeat the word back to him, letting my tongue slide over it. It even sounds pretty. Sensual. It might just be our new love language. I’m growing warm and fuzzy just thinking about it. It’s as if my broken, shrivelled heart is opening up into this great big golden expanse of time and space and possibility.

‘I meant what I said to Dawn,’ he tells me, looking up at me with a serious expression. His hands roam up my back. ‘I’m going to marry you as soon as I think I can get away with it. Partly for boring, practical reasons—I don’t ever want you and the twins to be unprotected, financially or legally, but partly for very un-boring reasons, such as you being the love of my life, and my needing to be able to call you my wife more than I need my next breath.’

I stare down at him, at this gorgeous, soulful human who has obliterated absolutely everything he thought he stood for in order to be with me. The swell of emotions inside my heart is so much that they soar to fill that great big golden expanse like butterflies released from captivity. Those same emotions are leaking out through my eyes, too, and a huge tear plops onto Xav’s cheek.

‘I can’t believe that about two hours ago I thought you were marrying someone else, and now you’re talking about marrying me,’ I confess. ‘It’s the coolest surprise I’ve ever had. I’m not sure when it will sink in.’

He reaches one hand around so he can wipe away my tears with his thumb. His touch is so gentle.

‘Hopefully soon, so we can get on with it.’

That gets him a watery smile. ‘You just escaped from one marriage. Don’t you think you should take a break first?’

‘Nope.’ He shakes his head at me. ‘Coming that close to having to go through with it put the fear of God into me. I’ve felt like a condemned man for months now, and now I’m free, there’s only one thing I want to do with my freedom. And that’s spend every single day of it with you.’

I kiss him to show him how much I like that idea and then pull back.

‘But it’s not just me you’d be spending it with. In case you hadn’t noticed, I come with a few hangers-on, and they’re not exactly low maintenance.’

‘They’re hard to miss,’ he says, ‘but, aside from the very real risk of the twins bankrupting the De Vere Estate with their Uber Eats habit, I’m all in.’

His smile is just as easy as the way in which he promises to take on me and my three dependents, as if I’m someone he owes and not a total random he’s only known for two or three months.

He laughs at the look on my face. ‘You seem to think you’re going to scare me off, sweetheart, and you’re not. A lifetime with Selena—now that’s scary. You don’t scare me, Dawn doesn’t scare me, and your sisters definitely don’t scare me.’

‘But taking on two teenagers—someone else’s kids,’ I babble. ‘That’s, like, an insane level of commitment.’

‘What am I going to do? Refuse to commit to you because you’ve given over your life to caring for your family members? Ship the girls off to boarding school in Switzerland? I know what I’m getting myself into, and I’m up for it. All of it. Bring on the mess.’

‘B-but I don’t want you to feel like you have to bail us out,’ I stammer. ‘Especially if your family cut you off.’

‘What are you going to do instead—go back to Alchemy?’ The stern look on his face would give the game away even if the pointed way he says it didn’t.

Shit. He knows.

‘How did you know?’

‘Genevieve told my brother. So I had a double incentive to get down here fast.’

‘I had to,’ I say. ‘I have to get the girls out of that flat. There’s a guy next door who— I don’t like the way he looks at them. And he’s fucking massive. I didn’t have any choice.’

‘I know who you mean,’ he says grimly. ‘He was sniffing about when I got there, too.’

Jesus Christ. I shudder.

‘Listen to me, sweetheart,’ he says. ‘You’re such an incredible guardian for those girls. The sacrifices you make—no one would ever judge you for going back to Alchemy. You did what you had to do. But here’s the thing. I’m here now, and I would very much like the first part of our plan to be you calling Genevieve and telling her you’re not coming back. Because you don’t need to anymore. You’ll never need to.’

‘But you won’t have any money,’ I protest. ‘Will you even have a job after this?’

He presses his lips together for a moment, amused. ‘I appreciate your concern, but it’s all good. One of the reasons Ben stepped up was that, once he’s head of the family, he’ll be able to call the shots. He’s determined that he and I will continue to run the estate together as we have been doing. He hasn’t exactly been prepared to fill Pa’s shoes, after all. But I’m not going anywhere. We’ll have a few coppers to rub together, don’t you worry.’

That’s a huge relief. Xavier is so conscientious. That his dad could try to cut him out of their family affairs so brutally is unspeakably cruel.

‘I’m glad you’ll be able to work with your brother,’ I tell him, pushing his hair back off his face so I can pepper it with kisses. ‘You wouldn’t be you if you couldn’t do your duty.’

When I rear back up on my elbows, he’s smiling up at me. ‘I’ve always liked to think of myself as the dutiful one, but you’ve left me in the dust. And now I’m here to make sure that you and your family can catch a fucking break, and⁠—’

His phone rings in his pocket, and he manages to fish it out. I clamber off him so he can sit upright.

He flashes it at me. ‘Flora’s FaceTiming.’

‘Answer it!’

He swipes to answer and Flora’s face appears, along with her voice over a wall of noise.

‘Hi! Did you find her? Oh my God, it’s crazy here!’

He turns the screen to me again, and she starts screaming and jumping up and down.

‘Yay! You found her! That’s amazing!’

‘I found her. Thank fuck.’ He scoots in next to me and puts his arm around me as I wave and smile at her.

‘Hi, babe. I saw you on TV earlier! You looked gorgeous.’

She brushes the compliment off. She really does look gorgeous, though.

‘Hang on.’ The main upstairs corridor of Belvedere flashes past, and I catch a glimpse of aggressive floral wallpaper. She’s barricaded herself in a bedroom. ‘Whew! That’s better. It’s like a circus down there.’

‘Are you sitting on the loo?’ Xav asks.

‘Yeah, but the lid is down. I’m dying for a pee, though.’

He makes a face. I giggle.

‘So everyone survived the wedding?’ he asks. ‘How did the announcement go down?’

‘It was crazy. Like, obviously the bishop read the announcement before we walked in, so we didn’t get to hear it, but the church was so noisy. Everyone was gossiping, especially when Selena walked down the aisle. And when the bishop pronounced them husband and wife, Ben gave Selena this massive snog and everyone went absolutely apeshit, like, screaming and clapping. It was so funny. I think, honestly, that they were all so freaked out by the groom switch that it made them go a little insane.’

‘Jesus,’ I whisper. A part of me would quite like to have been there to see how it all went down. I can’t imagine how gobsmacked the guests must have been. What a head-fuck, to turn up to one man’s wedding and have his brother show up instead—especially when he’s been expected his whole life to marry this woman.

‘Shit.’ Xav drags his hand over his face. ‘So she’s okay?’

Flora cocks her head. ‘I think so. I mean, she’s still pretty shell-shocked. But you know Ben. He’s good at chilling her out. He seems to be treating it all as some big game, but he’s in high spirits, so I guess it’s infectious.’

‘I can’t even imagine how she’s feeling right now,’ I murmur. Probably like someone’s hit her over the head with a very heavy encyclopaedia from the Belvedere library.

‘They’re both adults,’ Xav says. ‘They made their choices. Of course I feel shitty about it all, but I tried to throw her a lifeline. I tried to make her realise that this was her chance to walk away, but I suppose her priorities are different from mine. I feel far worse for Ben, to be honest.’

‘He’ll be okay,’ Flora says. ‘He’s Ben. I have to pee before the photoshoot, but will I be seeing you soon, Ivy? Are you and the girls coming to live with me?’

I know Xav’s been going on about us staying here, but it’s obviously impossible. I can’t inflict myself and two chaotic and demanding teens on Flora’s privileged London existence, even if Xav doesn’t want us going back to the tower block.

‘No,’ I say regretfully. ‘Of course not. But I’m dying to see you. We’ll have to do coffee when your term starts.’

Her face falls. ‘But I was counting on it. Xav said he’d persuade you. I hate being there all on my own—it’s so big and scary. Please, Ivy, even if it’s just for a couple of months, until you work stuff out at your end. We’ll have so much fun! It’s not too far from the girls’ school, is it?’

I hesitate. I’ve had to manage everything on my own for a long time now. It’s a point of pride for me. I don’t want to inflict my burden, my issues, on the de Veres any more than I already have. Xav’s paying for Dawn’s care home fees; he can’t go bankrolling us all.

‘I think what Ivy hasn’t quite grasped yet,’ he says to Flora, tightening his grip on me, ‘is that she and the girls are family. At least, they will be as soon as I can get my way, but, as far as I’m concerned, they already are. And we look after each other in this family—well, my beloved parents aside.’ He plants a kiss on my temple. ‘And that means that we can live wherever they want, but this place is the easiest place to shack up until we’ve worked out our next steps.’

He makes it sound like we’ll be biding our time in some transient motel and not an enormous ice cream of a mansion in one of the most desirable areas in London.

‘Exactly,’ Flora says. ‘You could fit ten families in there, so it’s not an issue. Besides, I might try to find a flat with some friends in the spring. You know, get into the uni spirit a bit more. So you’d have the place to yourselves, basically.’

When she’s rung off, citing the now-desperate need to pee, Xav gathers me up, pulling my legs over his.

‘It probably seems like I’m strong-arming you, and I’m sorry. I just want to make it crystal clear that you have options now. Every option under the sun. As long as they all include me, obviously.’

Options, I decide, are just as addictive a concept as plans. Both make that great golden expanse inside my heart pulse. One of the cruellest things about the brutal poverty my family has been living in is the spectacular lack of options available. It’s been like having your chest crushed under an iron bar, and that feeling has only grown more acute since we moved into that horrific council estate. When you’re out of options, you’re trapped. And when you’re trapped, you’re helpless. And being helpless is the most terrifying experience possible, especially when you have younger and older family members relying on you.

So when a beautiful man dismantles his entire identity, his entire way of life, to construct a new one with you that will be heavy on options and also—because he’s a rock of dependability—heavy on plans based on desire and not necessity, he’s really saying:

I choose you.

Now tell me, what do you choose?

The choices, it seems, start tonight.

Long, lazy bath sex or hot, steamy shower sex?

Hmm, tough one.

Watching YouTube glow-up vlogs with the girls or a nice movie with Xav before we all count down to the new year together?

Less tough.

Apparently, the choices will continue tomorrow. A gastropub in Chelsea for New Year’s Day lunch, or a walk up Primrose Hill followed by a home-cooked roast? Helping Xav deal with the fallout of his no-show at his own wedding, or encouraging him to ignore it altogether for a few more days so we can cosy up in our love bubble?

Dunno. Let’s see how we feel. The world is our oyster, and the horizon is blue, blue, blue.

Around ten p.m. I get a flurry of texts from Gen. I shouldn’t be surprised that she managed to read between the lines of today’s events in Oxford.

Looks like your boy made the right choice today




I’m so thrilled for you, my love




Consider yourself officially sacked




Next year is looking up for you two xxx




It really, truly is.


Epilogue



SIX MONTHS LATER

Light is the head that forfeits the crown, and light is the heart that chooses real, tangible love over notional, punitive duty.

I should know.

My wife is immersed in a monumental task—a full-scale oil painting of Belvedere, commissioned by the new Duke and Duchess of Oxford—and I am tasked with the equally important role of keeping her plied with tea and fruit cake.

Painting, it seems, is hungry work, and I am a glutton for being of service.

These days, though, I only have one mistress.

We sit by the lake in our folding chairs, the parasols swaying above us, as Ivy applies oil to canvas and I watch, transfixed. She fell in love with Belvedere in autumn, as the days shortened and the shadows lengthened on our sundial—and that’s how she captured it on my treasured miniature—but Ben and Selena want the house painted with the sun high in the sky. So here we are, a week away from midsummer, when the rambling roses over the east turret are great, wild things and the stretch of grass leading up from the lake is a shade of emerald that should be impossible beyond the cliffs of Connemara.

The air is as thick with birdsong as it would have been forty or fifty years ago, thanks to the enormous efforts of our in-house avian experts and the RSPB to increase biodiversity and attract birds in far greater numbers and variety than we’ve seen in decades. Somehow, the cacophony makes the fact of being here more relaxing, not less. More right, perhaps.

I didn’t have many regrets when I walked away from my engagement and my title and all the rest of it, but my main one was that I’d never be able to make Ivy the mistress of Belvedere. No matter how clearly I could see us spending hours in the conservatory, tending to the ferns, or how badly I wanted her to be able to stare at her favourite Dürer hare over breakfast, my choice was always simple.

It was the estate or her.

And I chose her.

Ben and Selena, of course, moved into the main house immediately upon marrying. My father lasted a full eight days after their wedding before succumbing to his hideous disease once and for all. While he and I weren’t able to bridge the vast chasm I’d exposed between our value systems, I was at his bedside when he passed, alongside the rest of the family.

I will have to hope that, when the time came and words weren’t sufficient, my presence was enough of a panacea that he was able to pass, relatively untroubled, into the next room.

Ma, to everyone’s surprise, eschewed the dower house in favour of taking up residence in a lovely de Vere-owned former rectory in nearby Woodstock. While it’s less convenient for her beloved horses, it’s far more sociable for her as a widow. And it allowed my brother, to my great surprise and pleasure, to suggest the dower house for me, Ivy and the girls.

I hadn’t forgotten Ivy’s rapturous reaction when she caught sight of it through the trees on that fateful walk we took to the orangery. She fell in love with the dower house instantly, which was far more quickly than she fell in love with me. As soon as Ben suggested it, I knew it was where we were meant to spend our days: charming and secluded, with little of the startling burden of running an ecosystem like Belvedere.

It may not have a conservatory full of ferns, but once the hand-painted panels I’ve commissioned from De Gournay arrive later this summer, it will, at least, have a garden room papered with delicate tendrils of ivy.

I will never forget the look on her face when I told her we could live there if we wished. It was that of a little girl learning that fairytales can come true, after all.

Of course, we were largely based in London on account of the twins’ schooling and the importance for the three of them of being near Dawn. So when Dawn came down with a brutal bout of aspiration pneumonia in February from which she never recovered, it was an enormous shock to all of us and a devastating blow for the three of them.

I’m not proud of everything I’ve done. I was far too slow in realising that my entire persona, my sense of purpose, my value system, was built on a deeply flawed foundation. I should never have let Ivy down in the way I did before I finally found my courage. But one thing that gives me great pleasure is that, in some small way, I was able to give Ivy the greatest of gifts: the time and energy to devote herself to Dawn in those final few weeks—and days.

Once they were all settled in the Little Venice house and the twins were back at school, Ivy handed in her notice at the caff and spent several hours a day with her stepmother. From what I know, those hours were spent quietly: reading, mainly, or listening to music, or with Ivy relating old memories.

Dawn had taken to spending less time in the social areas and more time in her bed, even before the pneumonia. The illness came on quickly, a result of her severely compromised swallow. When enough food and drink goes down the wrong way, apparently, infection can set in very easily. But the care plan that Ivy agreed with the home when we moved Dawn in was clear: in such an event, she should be kept comfortable where she was and not be subjected to the added trauma of hospital transfers and invasive interventions.

What counts was that, at the end of her life, she was not alone. She was safe, and well cared for, and every single day, a beautiful angel with the loveliest strawberry-blonde hair came to sit with her, and hold her hand, and read to her the books she had once treasured.

There are so many tragedies around the premature way that Dawn’s life deteriorated and then ended. But, as with the father of my colleague, Stephen, the quiet days that preceded her final curtain were ones filled with peace. Love. And memories that I hope she was able to internalise, even if her conscious brain was too badly ravaged to enjoy them.

Since she passed, we’ve largely been up here. To my and Ivy’s intense surprise, the twins begged us to allow them to go to boarding school when I gave them the option of attending any school they wished—or any school their grades satisfied, at least. I’d thought they’d want to stay in the City. They seemed like the ultimate London girls, and neither Ivy nor I were at all sure that the three of them should be separated while they grieved Dawn.

But no. They insisted, arguing with impressive eloquence that a full-immersion environment, with all the bells and whistles that a school catering for the most privileged pupils had, was exactly what they wanted and needed. And so my family’s name—and money—paved the way for a smooth transition to nearby Hartwell House, where Selena’s sister, Octavia, also goes. Thus Ivy and I find ourselves empty nesters at the dower house from Monday to Friday—even if that’s a situation I’d like to rectify as soon as I can get my young wife on board.

She’s lost in her painting, so she has no idea I’m eyeing her up as if she’s a particularly lovely broodmare. She’s always been beautiful, every single moment I’ve known her, but I’d like to think that this lifestyle agrees with her. Her skin is glowing and lightly tanned, smattered with freckles that might just be the most delicious things I’ve ever kissed. Her astonishing hair gleams in the early summer sunlight, and don’t get me started on her bare, golden shoulders.

She may still be hanging out in ripped jeans and a paint-daubed white tank top—this is Ivy we’re talking about—but they’re designer ripped jeans from one of the many hauls we accumulate when I frogmarch her to various department stores. These days, the bandanas she wraps around her head are silk Hermès scarves. I’ve got her hooked on them. She can’t resist their lovely prints.

‘Feeling the pressure?’ I remark casually as she dapples the almost-finished trees with the lightest spring green touches.

‘Absolutely not. But some more cake would help.’ She holds her left hand out, and I laughingly deposit a slice of Cook’s famous Earl Grey fruitcake into her palm.

‘Think you’ll get it done?’

She scoffs. ‘Piece of cake.’ Holds her hand aloft. ‘Literally.’

‘Whatever you say, sweetheart.’ I rise and stand behind her, my gaze triangulating between the beauty on the canvas, the beauty of our home, and the beauty of my wife.

But it’s her my eyes keep coming back to.

I let my hands run over her shoulders and bend to kiss her. She raises her face towards mine, and I marvel at all of it: the slender arch of her neck; the love in her pale blue eyes; the sensual purse of her lips. Our mouths meet, and I’m instantly in free-fall. Our tongues dance, and I know, with every primal fibre of my being, that betting on us was the best decision I’ve ever made.

I really should let her get back to her painting. In four days’ time, a team is coming in to erect a whole fucking fairground in front of the house and ruin Ivy’s view in spectacular fashion. In two weeks’ time, on Midsummer’s Night, the de Vere brothers and our wives will jointly host a huge party—far bigger than my thirtieth and, I’m hoping, far more debauched: for me, at least. This time, I intend to do a lot more than feeling up my wife’s breasts.

The party is ostensibly just a bit of fun, but really, Ben and I cooked it up as a way for us to introduce Ivy to our friends in grand style. Our wedding in March was a quickie at Chelsea Town Hall, a way for me to seal the deal and ensure Ivy, Lily, and Rose would never go unprovided for. That plan is nicely underway, and I’ll consider it a success as soon as my legal adoption of the twins goes through. But Ivy and I have kept a pretty low profile so far this year, existing in our own little bubble, and that needs to change. The sooner my friends and social circle get to know my wife, the sooner they will accept her as one of us and not a symptom of what some of them deem a kind of breakdown on my part.

If she can win Selena over, she can win the rest of them over. I know it.

The real question is whether my brother has won Selena over.

But that’s a story for another day.

THE END
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Come and spend Christmas with Xav, Ivy and their family five years on in this swoony Bonus Epilogue:

https://geni.us/heir_bonus

Want to know how Benedict pulled off The Great Groom Switch, fooled the nation, and (just about) got Selena on board?

Preorder The Spare to find out!

https://geni.us/the_spare

And meanwhile, keep scrolling for a full chapter from The Spare from Benedict’s POV.


The Spare: Sneak Peek



BENEDICT

It’s batshit crazy how quickly all the things we know to be true can change.

Take my family, for example: Xav as the heir to the Dukedom of Oxford—a title that’s very bloody imminent given Pa’s current state—and me as the spare. The spare son, that is. The spare heir. You’d better believe we’ve leaned the hell into those clichés, the two of us, over the years.

And then: boom. All change, please. In a move more badass than I would ever have believed him capable of, Xav fell in love (with a former sex worker, no less), reneged on his lifelong, parentally arranged engagement to poor, smoking hot Selena—AKA Slinky—Wentworth five days before his wedding, got basically disinherited by Pa in his most badass move, a move that was ridiculously harsh and honestly quite melodramatic and put two whole families in total and utter uproar.

If that wasn’t enough, yours truly decided what the hell last night, told Ma and Pa he’d marry Selena, agreed to assume the position of heir to the title—and the billions it comes with—and delivered the good news to my broken brother at the arse-crack of dawn this morning.

Whew.

It’s a flawless plan. Flawless. If you discount two minor issues:

One: I am what polite society would consider a raging manwhore who does not like to dip his nib in the same ink pot twice, if you catch my drift.

And two: Slinks hasn’t actually said yes to my borderline insane plan yet.

Xav pointed out earlier that she would not take kindly to my stepping in at the last minute. That it would double her humiliation in the eyes of the press: cast aside by one brother only to be saved by the other. To that, I answered that I had an absolute belter of a plan, and it’s the truth.

I have to convince Slinky to marry me. I really do. I need to cement my future position as the head of the de Vere family so I can carry out my first and most important act once Pa pops his clogs: bringing Xav back into the fold, along with his various stragglers—his girlfriend Ivy, her younger twin sisters, and her poor stepmother, whose dementia care he’s—we’ve—been paying for.

Told you he had stragglers.

But if this is the woman Xav wants to hitch his wagon to, and she is, then it’s my promise to him that we’ll look after her and her family. She’ll be a de Vere soon enough, after all.

I just need to persuade the lovely Selena to get on board. Need to persuade her that I can not only help her save face but spin the narrative of the century. More importantly, I need to persuade her we can be happy together.

It’ll be the performance of a lifetime, that’s for sure, because I wouldn’t wish myself as a husband on my worst enemy.
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I turn up at Millbrook at what could be considered an ungodly hour, especially over Christmas. I didn’t call ahead—didn’t want to give her a chance to tell me not to come. I imagine the de Veres aren’t her favourite family right now.

It’s the housekeeper rather than Selena’s parents who answers the door, thank fuck, and shows me through to the study, where a fire is lit. I pace about a little as I wait for both my esteemed host and the coffee the housekeeper has promised me. The strong cup of tea I had with my brother at—what, five a.m.?—is a distant memory. I wanted to get here early, because Xav tells me the Wentworths will be in full-on Wedding Cancellation Mode this morning. They couldn’t do much yesterday, it being Boxing Day.

Selena, somehow, looks immaculate. Does nothing faze this woman? She’s just in jeans and a cashmere sweater, but they both hug her fan-fucking-tastic figure in a truly excellent way. Her hair and makeup are flawless. I don’t know where she gets the energy to keep these standards up, especially given the twenty-four hours she’s had, but they fucking work.

‘Hi, Slinky.’ I shoot her a smile that’s probably more sheepish than anything else.

She rolls her eyes at me. ‘Look at that. It’s Groundhog Day. Your brother dumped me right in this spot yesterday.’ Her voice is flat.

‘Well, I’m not here to dump you, clearly.’ I open my arms wide. ‘Get in here. Come on. You know you want to.’

Another eye roll, but she traipses dully across the room and allows me to fold her into my body.

My brother, I know, has always been vaguely mystified at the nature of my relationship with his long-time fiancée. He doesn’t understand how she and I can be so much more comfortable around each other than they are. I might add that the base they’ve set has been very, very low. And, obviously, the stakes have been lower for me—until today, anyway.

But the truth is, they were always an atrocious match. So fucking awkward around each other. Selena may have a stick up her arse, but I absolutely don’t, so I can do a much better job of relaxing her than Xav has ever done.

‘How are you doing?’ I ask as I wind my arms around her. She’s tall and svelte, but she feels even more slight than usual. One of those dreadful bridal diets, probably. I couldn’t help but notice on Christmas Day that she stuck to meat and greens and declined any of Cook’s legendary Christmas pudding. Poor little duck.

‘Not great,’ she mumbles against my chest, and I hug her more tightly.

‘I can only imagine.’

Xav said she had let rip at him yesterday; said he’d never seen that side of her. And quite right, too. I’m one hundred percent sure my brother made the right decision, but poor old Slinks is the shittiest kind of collateral damage. It has to be said; she smells incredible. As I hold her, I marvel at the fact that, if my dastardly plan goes well, this woman will be my wife. We’ll share everything: not just the spotlight, where I know we’ll excel, but a million private, unseen moments, too.

We’ll share our entire lives.

Now that is a head-fuck of such epic proportions that my only real option is to shove it firmly away and focus on the novelty factor of all this—the fact that it’ll be a seriously grand adventure.

There’s no other way to deal with it, really. I have never had concrete plans to marry, but then I’ve never had plans to inherit a title, either. I’ve always assumed that, some time in my thirties, I’d either fall in love or submit to familial pressure (or both) and marry some poor girl. That said, I could see myself not marrying either. Being the fun uncle, the unencumbered bachelor, and, further down the line, the silver fox partying in St Tropez with a string of models half his age.

A British Leo, if you like.

Whether I’ve thought this through sufficiently is not a question. I categorically haven’t. I’m basically offering Selena a lifetime contract without having read a single word of the fine print myself. Or maybe this analogy is more on point: I’m letting some random hook me up to a bungee harness without knowing if they even have health and safety regulations.

They should probably put a giant health and safety warning on the entire institution of marriage, come to think of it.

But it’s the only way I can imagine doing this.

Act first, think later.

My father needs a successor.

My brother needs my help.

His new dependents need it even more.

Slinky needs to be saved from the unthinkable public humiliation she will suffer at my family’s hands.

And every one of those problems has the same solution. Marry her. Ergo, I just need to do what I need to do and work through the consequences when the job is done.

Besides, she’s unspeakably hot. Like, smoking.

Just how bad can it be?

‘Your bloody brother,’ Selena is saying against my pec. ‘I could kill him with my bare hands.’

‘I bet you could.’ The first rule of marriage, I’m assuming, is not to get caught zoning out on your wife. I rub her back in circles. ‘I’m so sorry this has happened to you.’

She pulls back, her face flushed. Now that she’s up close, I can see the dark shadows beneath her immaculate eye makeup, the reddened rims of her eyes. ‘Do you know her?’

‘Who, Ivy?’

A terse nod.

‘Yeah.’ Now is probably not the time for me to admit that I introduced them. More than introduced them: I bussed a load of sex workers from Alchemy up to Xav’s thirtieth birthday party and offered Ivy a five grand bonus if she’d fuck the birthday boy.

Nope.

That’s definitely unnecessary context at this particular moment.

And I very definitely won’t allow myself to consider that I’ll have to give up my Alchemy membership if Slinky accepts my proposal.

‘She’s a good girl,’ I say instead. ‘I know that’s not what you want to hear, but she is, and she’s been through a seriously rough time.’

The housekeeper announces herself with a knock and sets down a tray with various paraphernalia on the coffee table in front of the fire.

‘That’s not exactly my problem,’ Selena says when she’s gone, shutting the door behind her.

‘No, it’s not, but it is your problem that you and Xav would have been an utter fucking disaster together. Lord, I dread to think how awkward the two of you would have been.’

Her mouth sets in a thin line before she turns to the tray. I think I’ve hurt her.

‘Come on, Slinks. It’s no disparagement to either one of you. You guys looked great on paper, but you just… wouldn’t have been happy together. I’m not condoning the way he’s handled all this—he should have called it off years ago—but I do think you’re better off without him.’

She scoffs as she perches on the edge of an armchair so she can serve the coffee. ‘Yes, well that’s easy for you to say as an onlooker, and it’s easy for him, because he gets to waltz off into the sunset with his little girlfriend. But here I am, with an entire wedding to cancel and looking like a total laughingstock.’ She looks up at me. ‘National humiliation. International. As soon as word gets out that we’ve cancelled, everyone will jump to conclusions, and we all know they’ll be the right ones. Xavier dumped me. He may as well have jilted me at the altar. I’ve made this match my entire personality for my entire life, and when push came to shove, I wasn’t good enough.’ Her beautiful light brown eyes shine with emotion, and when she speaks again, her voice is shaky. ‘And everyone hates me. The entire country thinks I’m a smug, stuck-up bitch, so they’ll be so happy to watch me fall. They’ll come for me with their pitchforks.’ She drops her head. ‘Oh my God, I want to die.’

I stand there, frozen, for a moment. I’m aghast at her devastation, horrified to see she’s hurting so deeply that she’s let me see behind the mask. Selena never lets anyone see behind the mask. And, if I’ve had any doubts as to the wisdom of this stunt I’m about to pull, they all fade to nothing in the face of her abject misery.

‘Yeah, well, I have a much better plan,’ I say.

She doesn’t look up at me but stays hiding behind that curtain of hair. ‘What’s that?’ she asks flatly.

From my jacket pocket, I pull the ring she’s worn for the last decade. The ring my brother gave her; the one she threw back in his face yesterday. It’s heavy in my shaking hand. I sink to one knee in front of her so I can tip her chin up with my fingertips. Her sweet little mouth is quivering, those hazel eyes huge and pained as she gazes up at me.

This is it.

God help me.

I hold up the ring. ‘Marry me instead.’

Preorder The Spare now.

https://geni.us/the_spare


A Note from Elodie



I can’t remember exactly when I dreamed up Belvedere, but it was over a year ago. I am such a nerd when it comes to stately homes, and I will absolutely spend my retirement dragging my husband around the great houses of the UK with a flask of tea as the smoke comes off our National Trust membership cards.

I envisaged Belvedere before I dreamed up any of its characters. I needed a hard pass from the real world (still do, absolutely), and I wanted to conjure up a dreamy, enclosed world built on history and aesthetics, on excess and grandeur. I hope you’ve enjoyed spending time there as much as I have, and I’m delighted to say that we’ve now left the grime of the Harrow Road firmly behind. Ben and Selena’s story will be glamour all the way!

Belvedere is heavily based on real-life Waddesdon Manor, northwest of London, and I recommend checking it out online. It is a true fairytale castle!

On a very different note, I have been so moved, and humbled, and heartbroken, by the number of my ARC readers who have shared that Dawn’s storyline hit them in a very personal way. Dementia is the cruellest disease, in any of its forms, and my own worst nightmare. Given that my altruism levels are similar to Athena’s in Audacity (practically zero), I am in awe of all of you who have given up your lives to care for people suffering from dementia, whether professionally or personally. I see you, and I cannot tell you how much I admire you.

If anyone whom I managed to hook on the Enneagram in Vivacity is interested to know how Xav and Ivy measure up, then I’m happy to share that Xav is a 1w2: Ones tend to be driven by duty and values and a fixed notion of what is right and wrong, and Xav’s Two wing leads him to execute that duty in the form of service.

Ivy is a 6w7: Her focus is on family and connection, structure and stability. She is a provider and a grafter. Her Seven wing is her fun, effervescent side, but it also leads her to dissociate (hello dreams of hot dukes and painting waterlilies).

It was a lot of fun drawing two very different ideas of how duty should look in this story through the lenses of two very different characters.
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Onto my thank yous!

A massive thank you to my author friends for helping me with this one, in particular to Susie Tate, Rosa Lucas and LJ Shen for beta reading. Susie and Rosa workshopped this thing with me right from the start, and you’d better believe they’re already locked in with Ben and Selena. Susie also generously shared the fruits of her medical degree with me whenever I had questions about Dawn’s condition and care—which were many.

I’d also like to thank the incredible Cat from TRC Designs for my insanely beautiful covers and branding. Never, ever have I been so in love with the look and feel of a book than I have with this one. Both the ebook and paperback capture the fairytale nature of this series (sexy The Secret Garden vibes), and I want to paper my house with them.

Thank you also to Kristina (@madmire on IG) for the stunning character artwork which really brings Ivy and Xav to life. I hope you get a chance to enjoy it on social or as cute swag at one of my signings!

Big thanks as always to my ARC team, who are the sweetest, most enthusiastic, most supportive people! The ARC period is always a very special soft launch for me. Thank you guys for reading and reviewing and cheerleading!

Finally, thank YOU for taking a chance on a new series and for giving up your valuable time to spend time with my characters. It’s a privilege I don’t take lightly, and I’m so eternally grateful.

Now back to the writing cave so I can work on THAT press release (IYKYK).

Elodie xx


Want more spicy British Glamour?

Binge my six-book Love in London box set now on KU!

https://geni.us/loveinlondon
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