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        Three reasons why rebound s-e-x with my hot neighbour is a very bad idea.

      

      

      

      
        
        My life is already complicated enough

        He knows I wear Batman undies (please don’t ask)

        He’s older, sophisticated and so hot he makes me go weak at the knees

      

      

      

      
        
        I know that’s more than three. But it still didn’t stop me.

      

      

      

      
        
        On paper, we’re the worst kind of match.

        He’s rich.

        I’m . . . not. My second job is pet sitting!

        He says we’re friends.

        I say barely, but I do love those benefits . . .

        The man rocks my world.

        But he’s so not the one.

        Which is unfortunate,

        Because he’s also the one who got me pregnant.

      

      

      

      
        
        Disclaimer: This is not (just?) a story about accidental pregnancy.

        It’s a story about accidental love.
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        I do not wish women to have the power over men; but over themselves

      

      

      
        
        ~ Mary Shelley
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        FOR SALE

        One brilliant cut two-carat diamond engagement ring with a platinum band.

        Worn for only three months before finding out my fiancé was a cheating, whoring scumbag, and my best friend a slut.

        When he said he’d put a ring on it, it wasn’t quite what I had in mind.

        His . . . yeah . . . that. In her. . . yeah . . . that.

        Starting bid is pretty low, just like my self-esteem . . .

      

      

      

      My fingers retract from the keyboard as I contemplate my half-finished, half-joking, yet half-deadly serious ad on FleaBay. I’m not normally so impulsive, but I might’ve said yes before he’d fully gotten down on one knee. We’d only been dating three months at that point. Three months dating, three months engaged, three months living together, and now three months after our breakup, and I’m beginning to emerge from the other side. The pain is no longer a physical thing, but that’s not to say I’m over the experience.

      But I am over him.

      Betrayal. It’s the worst of words.

      And no fiancé is better than one who lies to you when he says he’s going straight from work to the gym because he wants to look good for your honeymoon. And he did develop the most amazing abs; it’s just a shame his workout was over Tamara, my former best friend.

      Duplicitous. Another vile word.

      But I force myself to count my blessings every day, and I believe a person should be aware of both their faults and their assets, and at the top of my list of failings has been to follow my heart.

      Deceitful. Another that should be banished from the English language.

      The bottom line is, it’s time to move on, and I don’t mean physically. I already did that the day I walked in on them. There was no way I was sleeping in that bed ever again. The apartment was his, and as moving back home permanently wasn’t a very appealing option, I’ve been working for a pet-sitting agency ever since. It’s not a forever thing, just something to help me save for my own place, but I’m tired of living out of a suitcase, so the ring has to go. Not that I’ve held on to it out of some sense of misplaced sentimentality. It might be worth thousands in monetary terms, but as far as symbols of love and fidelity go, it’s worthless. I’m just not sure where I stand legally. According to Cameron’s increasingly frantic texts, a broken engagement means, as it’s a family heirloom, the ring is rightfully his. And according to my text responses, he can go forth and multiply. Yep, he can fuck right off. But I don’t want to end up in court. I also don’t feel like finding myself in front of a lawyer right now, asking for advice while explaining where I’ve gone wrong in my life.

      Maybe I should just hit load and send him the FleaBay link and be done with it.

      It would serve him right.

      It’s one kind of payback, I suppose.

      As the typical sounds of the office begin to return to my ears, I lower my fingers to the keyboard again. It’s ironic that I’d find myself working at a dating site start-up in the midst of my heartbreak. But then, I could hardly stay in my old job. Not when she works there.

      ‘Coffee?’ Heather, my younger cousin, reaches across my desk for my empty mug without waiting for an answer. She’d recently begun a summer internship here at E-Volve before she leaves for university. Four years younger than me, we’ve never really been close until recently when she stepped into the role of friend.

      ‘I don’t think I could face another cup of crappy.’ It’s so unfair. Not only did Tamara steal my fiancé, but she also got to keep the fancy city office and its even fancier coffee machine.

      ‘I could pop to the bakery and get you a cappuccino?’

      ‘Thanks, babe, but I’m okay.’

      ‘How about happy hour cocktails after work?’

      I shake my head. ‘What would be the point? I currently have the knack of making happy hour anything but happy.’ It’s entirely possible to be bored with your own company. Why should I choose to inflict that on others?

      ‘Come on, two-for-one cocktails makes everyone fun.’

      I opt for a distraction, so I hook my index finger under my computer screen and turn it so Heather can see.

      Her eyes widen slightly before flicking my way. ‘Drinks are on you, then?’

      ‘I haven’t listed it yet.’ I drop my attention back to my screen as I turn it back to face me again. I don’t really want her to read the ridiculous verbiage.

      ‘But you’re going to, aren’t you? It’s about time you did,’ she adds darkly.

      ‘I know.’

      ‘Seriously, Mir. After what he did to you? I’d chuck it in the Thames and be done with it.’

      ‘But it was his grandmother’s ring. It’s irreplaceable.’ I flip over my phone and stare down at his latest text threatening legal action. Seems that his pleading phase is over.

      ‘You can block his number, you know,’ Heather says, pointing at my phone. ‘Block him, then chuck the thing. It might teach him to remember that people are more important than material possessions.’

      ‘He’s not getting it back, not if I can help it, because fuck him and the slut he rode.’ I just need to know I’m not going to end up in prison.

      ‘Hurray! Oh, hang on . . . what was that?’ Eyes widening, she cups her hand to her ear. ‘I think I can hear a celebratory margarita calling your name.’

      ‘Heth, I’d be really bad company tonight.’

      ‘Yeah, but I’ll be much better company than another tub of Ben and Jerry’s. And I’m much kinder on the thighs.’

      ‘Are you saying I’m getting fat?’

      ‘I’m saying Ben, Jerry, and Marmaduke, the ginger tom, are muscling in on my turf.’

      ‘Marmaduke was last week. This week’s furry charges are Pawdry Hepburn and David Meowie, actually.’ They have the attitude of A-listers, too.

      ‘You’ve got to be kidding.’

      ‘Oh, I wish I was.’

      ‘People are weird.’

      ‘And rich people are weirder still.’

      ‘Exactly. What’s wrong with Fluffy or Spot as a name?’

      ‘Well, Sphynx breeds have neither fluff nor spots. Although, David Meowie does have this weird wart thing on his—’

      ‘Enough! That’s it. I’m staging an intervention. No four-legged company for you tonight,’ she says, poking a finger in my direction. ‘You’re coming out with me, and that’s the end of the matter.’

      ‘Oh, fierce Heather-feather.’

      ‘No, serious Heather-feather. You’ll come out with me, or I’m going to announce at the next family gathering that you inhaled a nose full of Grandad’s ashes when you were ten.’

      ‘You wouldn’t.’

      ‘Try me,’ she retorts, her hand on her suddenly cocked hip.

      ‘I told you that in confidence.’

      ‘No, you told me that drunk off your tits.’ In my defence, I was looking for biscuits. He was in an urn, and to a ten-year-old, that’s kind of a jar. And someone had left it on the kitchen table. How was I supposed to know?

      ‘You huffed Grandad,’ she says with a disparaging shake of her head. ‘Or would that be blew him?’ The wicked biatch adds a pensive finger tap to her chin.

      ‘You are a horrible, horrible person.’

      ‘And you are coming out with me. And you’re going to have fun. Remember fun? It’s the other f word.’
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      ‘Here, kitty-kitty . . . Ouch! Dammit!’

      ‘What? What is it?’ Heather’s voice hisses from my phone as it skitters out of my hand, bouncing along the ground, but thankfully landing with the screen facing the evening sky.

      ‘Well, that wasn’t fun,’ I mutter, pushing myself up from my knees, my movements shuffling and ungainly. I wince as I brush tiny bits of gravel from my smarting knee. Lurching a little to the left as I straighten, I catch myself on the wall. I totter to where my phone lies in a patch of moonlight.

      ‘I tripped over a bloody plant pot,’ I say, bringing the phone to my ear again.

      ‘God, you’re such a lightweight.’

      ‘Am not. I’m just out of practice,’ I answer a little indignantly.

      ‘This is what happens when you remove yourself from society. Unless you take the vodka on your cornflakes approach to breakups, I suppose.’

      ‘I haven’t even had that much to drink.’ My heels tap-tap against the cobblestones as I continue.

      ‘Maybe I should’ve come back with you.’

      ‘Ha! That would’ve been like . . . the tipsy leading the tipsier. Besides, you blew me off for a booty call.’ Along with the reason I’m creeping around in the darkness looking for an escaped cat, cocktails are also to blame for Heather braving the London transport system at this hour just because some oik from Acton promised her a little bedroom action.

      But I’m not really drunk. Just a little anaesthetised.

      ‘Where are you?’

      ‘I’m in the garden, looking for that cat. Your fault, by the way.’

      ‘How’d you come to that conclusion?’ Her question burbles with an incredulous sounding giggle.

      ‘Because if I wasn’t on the phone, the bloody thing wouldn’t have jumped over my leg and shot out through the open back door.’

      ‘Well, if you hadn’t decided you needed to smoke a sneaky cigarette, then the back door wouldn’t have been open.’

      I inhale sharply, my (very occasional) secret vice exposed. ‘How do you know?’

      ‘I caught you smoking once when we were kids.’

      A memory comes into sharp focus; I’m sitting in the window seat blowing smoke rings out of the open window, ever the sixteen-year-old sophisticate. Heather stands at my open bedroom door wearing her “I’m going to tell” look.

      ‘I nearly fell out of the window from shock.’ I thought I’d locked the door. ‘I pinched your arm.’

      ‘Yeah, but I was such a little snitch. No need for threats this time. Your secret is still safe with me.’

      ‘I can’t believe you know.’ My words are part embarrassed groan. ‘I mean, how?’

      ‘You always look shifty after coming back from a sneaky cig. Furtive, as though you’ve been up to something naughty.’

      ‘I can count on one hand the number of cigarettes I’ve smoked this summer,’ I reply a little piqued suddenly. No one likes being caught doing something they’d prefer to hide. ‘I’ve had a very stressful few months, you know.’

      ‘You know what’s better for stress relief? Orgasms.’

      ‘Yes, but it’s less socially acceptable to step outside the pub to rub one out.’

      ‘Ew. There is so much wrong with that sentence.’

      ‘Says the girl who just sent a very wrong text.’

      ‘Yeah, but it’ll keep him off your back for a few days, won’t it? Cameron’s going to be so busy he won’t have time to keep sending you nasty texts and emails.’

      ‘Do you know how many Oxfam charity shops there are in London?’

      ‘And does he really think he’d be able to get the ring back from any one of them?’

      ‘Well, no, because it’s still in my jewellery box.’ We both burst out laughing.

      ‘It’ll teach the twat to keep sending you increasingly threatening messages after he treated you so crappily. Anyway, even if you had accidentally dropped in a bag of donated clothes and knick-knacks, he still wouldn’t be able to get it back. I reckon the old ladies who volunteer in those kinds of places cherry-pick all the best stuff. As if they’d give it up.’

      Oh man, she was right. This is really what I needed tonight. To let off some steam and have a little fun.

      ‘Heather, I’m so glad—’

      ‘Anyway,’ she says, brushing away my sentiments before they’re even formed. ‘If you hadn’t insisted on talking to me for the whole journey, you wouldn’t still be on the phone, and cigarette or not, the cat would probably still be in the house.’

      ‘And if you hadn’t decided to traipse all the way to the other side of London, we wouldn’t still be on the phone because I wouldn’t need to know you’re okay. Okay?’

      ‘Mir, how is talking to you all the way going to stop me from getting abducted?’

      ‘You could take a photo of your attacker. I’d send it to the police.’

      ‘So, I record my murder?’

      ‘Don’t be so morbid. I can’t help worrying about you.’

      ‘Same,’ she answers with a sigh, though thankfully, she doesn’t elaborate because we agreed, no more talking about recent heartbreaks. ‘No sign of Marilyn Meow-row yet?’

      ‘It’s David Meowie, and no. I’m just going to look in the neighbour’s garden next.’

      ‘The hot neighbour’s garden?’ I smile wryly at her change of tone.

      ‘You mean the neighbour you spent Saturday afternoon perving over?’

      I miss the beginning of her response as the line cuts out for a minute, the train she’s on presumably hitting a dead spot.

      ‘ . . . is fine.’

      ‘Yeah, I am. Thanks.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Ohhh. I thought you were asking if I was okay.’

      ‘Ha. No,’ she says with a giggle. ‘Why do cocktails make everything funnier?’

      ‘For the same reason they take the sting out of grazed knees, I suppose.’

      ‘Not applied topically,’ she answers with a snort. ‘Maybe what I should be asking is why they make a girl horny.’

      ‘Or why they make a girl tell her parents she’s staying with her cousin when really, she’s off to the other side of London on the promise of a quick shag, hmm?’

      ‘I have it on good authority that Brent’s not quick,’ she says with a dirty chuckle. ‘That he’s very, very thorough.’

      I groan in protest as I unhook the gate between the two houses, making my way into next door’s back garden. We might be working together, even hanging out together, but she’s my little cousin. Sometimes it’s hard not to think of her as anything but young. I definitely don’t need to know about her sex life. Ignorance is bliss? I don’t think that counts, considering I’m her reluctant alibi.

      I’m not jealous, by the way. Except for cuddling. I do miss cuddling.

      ‘I was thinking I might come over again this weekend.’

      ‘To perve on my hot, temporary neighbour again?’ The gate squeaks as I close it behind me, the noise somehow much louder in the dark evening.

      ‘Nah, though he is a very welcome bonus. I thought we could watch a movie, eat carbs, and bond a bit.’

      ‘If we bond any more, you’ll be grafted to my hip.’

      Heather sets off laughing again, making me smile but then my smile falls when I realise how much I’ll miss her when she starts university in a couple of months. It might seem odd to some that we’re still talking despite having spent the whole day working together and then the evening together, but the fact is, we could probably carry on a conversation underwater. Also, I don’t like the idea of her travelling alone at this time of night.

      ‘You still there?’

      ‘Yep.’ I carefully step over the next plant pot, this one overflowing with geraniums.

      ‘You should totally do something about him while you’re there.’

      ‘Do something? Like what?’

      ‘I dunno. Flirt. Let him catch you putting out the rubbish in your jammies or something.’

      ‘Ha! You want him to run away?’

      ‘Not the pyjamas you sleep in, obviously. You must have sexier ones than those.’

      ‘You are funny.’

      ‘I wasn’t trying to be. I mean it—it’s not like you haven’t been drooling over that delicious piece of man bod yourself.’

      ‘I have not,’ I retort. ‘Well, maybe just a little,’ I amend. ‘But he isn’t really my type.’

      ‘Tall, bronzed, and hung like a donkey is everyone’s type, silly. Is he home?’ she adds a little excitedly. I already know he’s not but glance at the bank of darkened bi-fold glass doors on the back of the Victorian-era villa anyway. ‘What if he mistakes you for a cat burglar creeping around his garden and dashes out to tackle you to the ground?’

      ‘Then I’ll probably need a few days off work to recover,’ I murmur, peering under a small topiary hedge.

      ‘I’d say you would by the size of him. Remember when he was working out on the lawn the other day in nothing more than those blue shorts? Lawdy, lawdy!’ I can almost see her fanning her face.

      ‘You mean when you insisted on drinking your coffee upstairs, and I found you in the window seat with your tongue almost plastered to the windowpane?’

      ‘I seem to remember I wasn’t the only one.’ Her sardonic tone turns a little salacious as she adds, ‘God, those abs. And those shorts, remember?’ She makes an inarticulate noise as I swallow a little thickly myself because yes, I remember. How could I not? Particularly as the soft fabric clung to a very particular part of him. ‘That thing was like a Coke can! And so . . . bouncy. I’m surprised he didn’t injure himself.’

      ‘I can’t believe we’re having this conversation while you’re on public transport.’

      ‘Chill, the carriage is empty. But you should totally introduce yourself to him,’ she adds animatedly.

      ‘Yeah, right.’ I stick the toe of my shoe in the flowerbeds, dispersing the flora and fauna as I scan for tell-tale signs of pink kitty skin, but no luck.

      ‘I mean it, he’d be perfect rebound material. He’s obviously single—’

      ‘Not obviously.’

      ‘If he’s not single, he must have a very understanding partner given the trail of women you’ve seen go in and out of his place.’

      ‘I didn’t say I’d seen a trail of women come out of his place. I said he just looked like someone who would.’

      ‘Oh, Judgey McJudgerson,’ she taunts.

      ‘You never know what goes on behind closed doors,’ I reply a little loftily. ‘Besides, I’m surprised you’d suggest I sleep with a possible man whore given I’ve recently spent several months engaged to one.’

      ‘Ah-ah. No slut shaming. Besides, Cameron wasn’t a slut. He was a snake. And if you ask me, a man who’s free with his favours without expectation is exactly the rebound type.’

      ‘In theory, maybe.’

      ‘And speaking of theories, here’s one for you. Do you think the boss lady would accept deliciously sore as grounds for sick leave?’

      ‘I’m going to hang up if you say one more thing about your planned evening.’

      ‘I was talking about you. Say hot neighbour dude finds you wandering around his garden tonight? A damsel in distress with her pussy in need of rescuing.’

      I groan as though in pain. And not from my scraped knees.

      ‘What? It’s a valid concept and one worthy of investigating.’

      ‘The only pussy I’m interested in rescuing is this evening’s escaped feline. Besides, I’m more likely to need time off to recover from a concussion and a couple of cracked ribs.’ And cracking is exactly what my knee does as I straighten from looking under the very modern table of his patio furniture setting. ‘Because if he finds me wandering around his garden in the dark, I expect he’ll take me for a thief and tackle me to the ground.’ And the Coke can in his shorts isn’t the only large part of him; the man has to be six foot at least. And built. ‘Anyway, for all we know, he might be butt ugly or have heinous facial hair.’ Neither of us has seen his face, which has either been shaded by the maple tree that towers over his lawn, or his back was facing us. I didn’t know a back could be so muscly.

      ‘Personally, I like a bit of stubble.’

      ‘What’s your stance on porn star moustaches or bushy ones like Yosemite Sam?’

      ‘Don’t knock it until you’ve tried it.’

      Ha! Most boys her age haven’t gotten past the bum-fluff beard stage.

      ‘Mir, he was doing yoga in the garden. Think of how bendy he’ll be.’

      ‘This is such an inappropriate conversation to be having,’ I mutter, stabbing the toe of my shoe in the ornamental grass next.

      ‘Yeah, but a fun one. What do you care if he’s ugly or fuzzy faced as long as he makes your eyes cross in ecstasy?’

      ‘Just because he’s well-endowed doesn’t mean he’ll be an expert. It sometimes makes them lazy. So I’ve heard.’

      ‘Not Brent.’

      ‘I will hang up,’ I threaten.

      ‘Un-wedge your knickers,’ she says on a cackle. ‘I’d totally risk a concussion for a roll across the lawn with him.’

      ‘What has gotten into you?’ Heather is ordinarily very sweet if not a tiny bit socially awkward sometimes.

      ‘What can I say? Cocktails and sexting bring naughty Heather out to play.’

      ‘Well, feel free to bring back my sweet cousin Heather-feather anytime you’d like,’ I reply, using her childhood nickname.

      ‘I’ve heard Brent does this thing with a feather that—’

      ‘Lalalalalaa!’

      ‘Maybe hot neighbour dude could bring out naughty Miranda?’

      ‘Maybe you can ask him when you visit next.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘No, not really,’ I answer, sliding my hand low into a wall of tall bamboo, silently praying there’s nothing hiding in there—other than the cat, that is—as I squint into the thick, dark greenery. ‘For one, I don’t want to become just another woman traipsing in and out of his front door. God knows he doesn’t need one more. And two—’

      ‘You’re a big scaredy-cat?’

      ‘I am not. I’m more like an average-sized one.’

      Heather laughs, then adds, ‘And for two, you’re not into the Adonis type because you like your men blond and slightly pudgy.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Come on. Cameron was hardly a catch.’

      ‘He isn’t pudgy! He’s just . . . large. Solid and manly.’ As I make my way over to a huge stainless-steel barbecue which shines eerily in the moonlight, I wonder briefly if I’m defending him or my taste in men. My tastes, definitely. ‘Here, pussy, pussy,’ I call, peering into the darkness.

      ‘Fat. Squat. And not yours.’

      ‘I’m aware.’ I stand quickly, bumping my head on the corner of the thing. Ouch!

      ‘Come on, Mir. You’ve got to move on.’

      ‘I am—I have!’ I press my hand over the smarting area as my nose begins to prickle with the onset of tears, the cause of which is hard to tell. Physical pain or drunkenly emotional?

      ‘One more thing, then I’ll shut up. This cat-sitting gig is over soon, right? If you get a chance, at least have a conversation with the man. I mean a proper adult conversation.’

      ‘I’m not having an adult conversation with him in my underwear, Heather.’

      ‘I’m not asking you to molest him. Just talk to him.’

      ‘You don’t let up, do you?’

      ‘Nope. Anyway, the train is pulling into the station now, but I have one more thing to say.’

      ‘Go on, then.’ My sigh is the song of the long-suffering.

      ‘I bet Cameron’s got moobs. Pudgy little ones with pasty pink nipples.’

      ‘He does not.’ Much.

      ‘And you know who doesn’t have moobs? Hot neighbour dude.’

      I’m distracted from answering by the sight of a disconcerting streak of pink shooting across the tiny lawn.

      ‘There you are, you furry felon! He’s here—David Meowie. Hang on.’ I stick my phone into the breast pocket of my shirt, my heels sinking into the earth as I follow the cat back across the grass and patio, over the table—at least, that’s the way the cat goes, but I stick to going around. Following her, I duck around the corner of the house just in time to see his snake-like tail disappear into the house via a medium-sized doggy door.

      ‘Ah, hell,’ I mutter, pulling my phone from my pocket again. ‘Heth, you’re sure he’s there waiting for you?’

      ‘He’s standing on the platform, on the other side of the doors, with a smile the size of half a bike wheel.’

      ‘And he’s a decent human?’

      ‘Well, he’s male,’ she answers, ‘some would consider that sort of human.’

      ‘Okay. Have fun. Use condoms. And call me if you need anything,’ I mutter, getting down on my knees on the patio. ‘I’ve got to go. The cat has just disappeared into hot neighbour dude’s house.’

      ‘What are you going to do?’

      ‘Go in after him,’ I answer as though obvious. Though it would only be obvious if she was looking at what I am; the sight of a partially open doggy door.

      ‘Don’t be stupid. That’s breaking and entering.’

      ‘I can’t let him run free in someone else’s house. Besides, he’s a prize-winning Sphynx. If I lose him, I’ll never get a gig again. I’ll see you tomorrow.’

      ‘Wait—this is drunk Miranda talking, not sensible, regular—’

      ‘No, this is desperate Miranda speaking. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.’ I hang up, deciding I might still be a little tipsy after all.’ Tipsy and desperate, but the only thing that matters right now is: can I pretend to be a golden retriever?

      I push the flap upwards with my palm, then wiggle my head and shoulders inside sort of sideways. And there in the middle of the kitchen table, in a beam of moonlight, sits David Meowie with one leg in the air as he inelegantly grooms himself.

      ‘Come on, David. We both know you don’t have the testicles for it.’ I twist forward, my palms on the cool kitchen tile, then wiggle in a little farther, forward momentum stopping as I reach my hips. ‘Get off the nice, hot neighbour dude’s glass table.’

      One thing I won’t miss about living in the homes of London’s wealthy—in addition to cleaning kitty litter and dishing up smelly food—is cleaning cat butt puckers off glossy furniture. Sphynx cats are strange, strange creatures.

      There’s nothing for it. I’m going to have to twist back onto my side and slide in that way. But as I try, the waistband of my skirt snags on something.

      ‘Damn.’

      And as I try to rotate my upper body a little to see what, the snag becomes a tearing sound. Not only am I stuck, but now I can also feel the evening air where I shouldn’t.

      ‘Give me a break.’ I stare down at the light-coloured tiles, my shoulders wilting along with my utterance.

      Until I hear footsteps from somewhere farther inside the vast house—masculine footsteps, thankfully unaccompanied by the tap-tap of heels. From defeated to frantic, I begin to twist and thrust myself backwards, ignoring the rending sound of fabric in my haste. And if there’s anything guaranteed to make you sober up quickly, it’s the prospect of being caught doing something illegal. And stupid. Stupidly illegal? Maybe these are the reasons I close my eyes as the room floods with light, indulging in the toddler version of plausible deniability.

      Maybe I’m not so sober after all.

      ‘Escaped again, have you?’

      His voice is deep and smoky and a little amused. I screw my eyes tighter. I don’t need to look—really, I don’t—and not for fear of seeing a porn star moustache. Is being half in and half out of a stranger’s home, uninvited, only half a break and entering charge?

      Footsteps sound, then falter, the soles of his shoes making a shuffling sound against the tile.

      ‘What do we have here?’ Deep, smoky, amused, and a little bit posh.

      I brace myself as I raise my head. ‘Hello. You appear to have your hands on my pussy.’
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      As far as titles go, hot neighbour dude doesn’t do him justice.

      He’s so not a dude, even if he does look a little amusedly perplexed.

      Fair-haired, tanned, and tall, he doesn’t have a moustache of any kind—though he’s more than old enough to grow one—and he’s handsome in a delicious sort of urbane way. And judging by the sexy half smile he’s currently raining down on me, he’s thoroughly aware of just how good looking he is. Black pants and a white shirt open at the neck, the silken strips of a bow tie lie on either side, giving him the air of a gift someone couldn’t wait to unwrap.

      ‘I don’t believe I’ve had that pleasure,’ he almost purrs, readjusting David Meowie against his chest, who looks perfectly at ease there. This from the cat that’s done nothing but hiss and bare his teeth at me since I arrived ten days ago.

      That pleasure or the pleasure? It’s a strange kind of introduction, and one that sends my mind to review my previous statement.

      You appear to have your hands on my pussy.

      No. I couldn’t have said that because life isn’t that cruel.

      ‘I’m sure I would’ve remembered.’

      Oh.

      Damn.

      ‘Hang on a minute.’ I hold up my hand, though I’m not sure it adds any dignity to my current position. ‘Let me get this straight. You find a strange woman half in and half out of your house, and that’s your response?’

      ‘Hm. You’re right. Half measures are never any fun. Are you in, or are you out?’ He issues his response like a dare.

      ‘What I am is stuck.’ His burst of deep laugher is startling, his head thrown back, the light in the room highlighting the rasp of sandy stubble on his chin. At least until he looks at me again, all faux seriousness.

      ‘I’m to believe this is the pussy you’re referring to?’

      ‘Obviously,’ I answer haughtily. Though I’m not sure I can carry it off, given my current position and circumstances.

      ‘You’re sure this cat belongs to you?’

      ‘Positive.’

      ‘Then I must take you for a cat burglar.’ The flash of his smile is almost disconcerting. His teeth are white and even and not a bit shark-like, yet . . . ‘Should I alert the authorities?’

      As he slides his hand into his pocket, I splutter a panicked, ‘What? No!’

      ‘Ah, but you see, I know this cat doesn’t belong to you.’

      ‘He doesn’t belong to you, either,’ I retort, suddenly annoyed and no longer concerned about being on my hands and knees, stuck half in and half out of his doorway. If I’m a thief, I must be the worst in metropolitan London.

      ‘No, but it is in my house.’

      ‘Then by that marker, so am I.’

      ‘Perhaps you belong to me, too.’

      ‘Erm, no.’ Or maybe yes please. Partially. ‘But as neither of us were invited, are you going to call the police on him, too?’ I point a finger at David Meowie.

      ‘I think it might be better if we continue this conversation face to face.’

      ‘Well, that would be wonderful but for the small matter of my being stuck.’

      He seems to ponder this for a moment, obviously still entertained by our exchange, before setting the cat down on the glass tabletop, who proceeds to curl himself up in a ball on top of an abandoned newspaper. The kitchen, now that the light is on and I get a moment to take it all in, consists of walnut cabinetry, dated beige tiles, and antique-looking accents. An old-fashioned kettle, the kind that whistles, sits on the stovetop, and a cookery book lies open on a stand.

      It sounds weird, but he really doesn’t look like he belongs here. It’s like that song from Sesame Street, the one about things not looking like the other.

      ‘Now, let’s see what’s to be done.’ Before I can answer, he drops to his haunches in front of me. ‘May I?’

      I nod, not able to find words because his eyes are a brilliant peacock blue this close. I can’t say I’ve ever seen eyes this shade before, and it’s absolutely unfair that God would give this man such ultra-thick lashes when I have to resort to an expensive mascara to get a similar effect. It’s hard to guess his age, but he’s definitely older, though not old. Early thirties, maybe? His lips quirk in something that isn’t quite a smile, the skin around his eyes is creased in the outer corners as though he finds amusement in everything. Though I suppose there is plenty to find comical in my current predicament. Only I could get myself into—

      The thought goes unfinished as his hand brushes the side of my ribs, crossing my waistband. I inhale a sharp breath, rolling my lips inwards to contain the consequent sighing exhale. Don’t judge, I can’t help I’m tactile and a little touch starved.

      ‘Hm. I see what the issue is,’ his deep voice rumbles from above. ‘The zipper of your skirt seems to be caught on the hinge.’

      ‘Can you pull it out?’

      ‘That’s not the first time I’ve been asked that.’ His tone is so low and rumbly, I’m not sure this was meant for my ears. I find myself answering anyway.

      ‘I’m not going to ask why.’

      ‘Sensible girl.’

      I’m not going to ask because I can guess as I recall the cock can in his shorts. Coke can, I mean Coke can!

      ‘I’m afraid it’s rather stuck. If I pull, I’ll have to pull hard.’

      ‘Go hard or go home, I always say.’

      If I no longer feel tipsy, then why do I keep saying stupid things?

      ‘That answers a lot of questions.’

      ‘Such as?’ My reply is little more than a squeak as he swaps one foot for his knee, effectively thrusting his can of cock into my face.

      ‘Almost . . . there. Got it! Ah.’ The latter accompanies the sound of tearing fabric and the sensation of cool air on skin not often exposed. ‘How fond are you of this skirt?’ he asks carefully.

      ‘It’s Michael Kors. And it’s only the second time I’ve worn it.’

      ‘Oh dear.’ Funny how he doesn’t sound sorry at all.

      ‘But I suppose it’s not like I can stay here forever.’

      ‘No. I imagine you’d have a boyfriend somewhere who’d eventually wonder what happened to you.’

      ‘Exactly.’ A lie by insinuation. Should I ask myself why? ‘He might even come looking for me.’ More lies. The only person who’d miss me for at least a week would be Heather, who’ll probably laugh herself to death when I tell her about this.

      ‘And what a position he’d find you in.’ Also, why do I feel disappointed that he doesn’t seem at all upset at the prospects of me having a boyfriend? ‘Actually, that might be an idea.’

      ‘What?’ I splutter as he straightens. I’m suddenly extremely aware of the cool evening breeze and my preference for cartoon undies. ‘Where are you going?’

      ‘I’ll be back in a tick.’

      ‘Don’t you go out there!’ I almost shriek as he makes his way across the kitchen to the glass doors on the other side of the room.

      ‘I don’t think I need to point out that you’re in no position to stop me.’ As the lock clicks open, David Meowie’s paws hit the tiled floor. ‘That is, unless you’re planning on living out the rest of your days on all fours.’

      There’s so much suggestion in that statement, but I’m not biting.

      ‘Just . . . don’t let the cat out.’ But he’s right. I can’t stay here, even if that does mean he’s about to get a flash of Garfield, the Care Bears, Betty Boop, or whatever other cartoon is decorating my knickers today. But it’s not like I haven’t been embarrassed to within an inch of my life already.

      ‘The cat?’

      ‘He’s what got me into this mess in the first place.’

      He pauses with his hand on the handle. ‘I don’t doubt it.’ His smile is a wicked gleam of teeth from across the room. ‘Pussy definitely has a way of making you do things you wouldn’t do ordinarily.’

      Erm . . . What?

      The soles of his shoes sound against the paving, shuffling a little as they come to a stop. Did he just chuckle?

      I try to drop my waist, hoping my weight will pull the zipper from the hinge again. No luck. ‘If I’m flashing my knickers at you, I should at least know your name.’

      ‘James. I’m very pleased to meet the bottom of . . . ?’

      ‘Miranda, and you can stop laughing now. This isn’t very funny.’

      ‘I think that depends on the perspective you’re viewing from.’

      ‘What?’ I ask, turning my head over my shoulder as though I could see through the hardwood door. ‘You’re saying I have a funny bottom?’ Has that word ever sounded so prim before? If it has, it wasn’t falling from my lips. But my tone isn’t in response to any kind of vulnerability I feel but rather from a sense of mortification. What kind of idiot goes chasing a cat into a stranger’s house?

      ‘On the contrary. You have a delightful—’ I don’t hear the rest of his compliment as I groan loudly, my humiliation complete. ‘And such charming underwear, too.’

      But that I heard, along with his deep chuckle.

      ‘They’re not charming. They’re boy shorts, which yes, sort of do look like granny undies. But they’re fun. And I needed cheering up, so I bought a dozen pairs of novelty knickers, all right?’

      ‘Perfectly. I’m usually inclined to prefer briefs that are a little more, how can I put this? Brief. But your choice is perfectly . . . charming.’

      ‘You’re enjoying this way too much.’

      ‘What was that?’

      ‘I said if you could just help me with this stupid zipper, I would be most grateful.’

      ‘I think I can manage that. If you’ll allow me to . . . there.’

      The zipper is dislodged, and with the sudden forward momentum, the only thing preventing me from shooting through the square hole is my hips.

      ‘Ooff!’

      Of course, my mortification isn’t complete because now I’ve got to wriggle out. I choose to do so by crawling backwards a little before rolling onto my side. Then I wriggle into the kitchen because the prospect of him watching my wriggle out like a worm is slightly more embarrassing. Only, as I stand, I realise I’ve left a couple of important articles of clothing on the outside. My shoes and, more importantly, my skirt. But there isn’t anything else for me to do but grab the cat, open the back door, and run away as fast as my bare feet will carry me.

      ‘Sorry for the whole, erm . . .’ I wave my hand in the direction of the dog door. ‘And thanks for your help again.’ Niceties dealt, I pull the door wide and turn sideways a little to angle my way past him. I’d absolutely underestimated how tall he is, but I suppose it’s hard to tell when your face is pressed up against a bedroom window, or you’re on your knees looking up at him. ‘I’m sorry for, well, everything. And thank you.’ I go to reach for the remains of my skirt from his hand when he pulls it away.

      ‘Not so fast. We haven’t established what you were doing there in the first place.’

      ‘Yes, we have. I was chasing this!’ Less than pleased to be used as a prop, David Meowie begins his bid for escape, digging his claws into my forearm.

      ‘Ouch! You little—’

      ‘Allow me.’ He takes the bag of skin and claws from my outstretched arms as I attempt to stop further injury and tucks him firmly against his chest.

      ‘You were saying?’

      ‘I don’t believe I was saying anything. I believe I’d said all that was to be said.’ I also don’t believe I’m having this conversation standing in the moonlight in nothing more than a pair of lurid green and black Batman knickers and my shirt.

      But it might’ve been worse. Yesterday, I wore Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle ones, I think.

      ‘You were about to tell me why you aren’t a cat burglar, and why you seem to think my neighbour’s much-loved cat belongs to you.’

      ‘You got me. I was stealing him—stealing him in order for an underground cat fighting ring.’ I bend forward and sweep up my shoes. ‘I’m the cat-sitter, for goodness’ sakes. I was on my phone, the cat escaped, and I chased him into your kitchen, mostly, and got stuck. You arrived and saved the day. Huzzah!’ I wave my shoes in the air as though they’re pompoms. ‘So are you going to give me the cat back or what?’

      ‘I think . . . or what.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Forgive my caution, but I’d like to be sure you are who you say you are. Also, I think it might be prudent to escort you back, given your current state of dress.’ My gaze follows his down my bare legs. ‘You’ve grazed your knees.’

      ‘No. Well yes, but earlier. I fell over a plant pot.’

      ‘You’ve had quite the evening,’ he answers, amused. ‘Shall we?’ He moves sideways, allowing me to pass.

      Oh well, I guess I’m getting an escort. Or a carer. It’s hard to tell.

      We don’t speak as I open his garden gate, cross the cobblestoned lane, then repeat the open the gate to the place I’m calling home this week. At the back door, I press on the handle but don’t open it.

      ‘This is me going inside now, through the back door. Almost like I live here, right?’

      His hand covers mine, the resultant sensation of his skin against mine sweeping across my skin like wildfire. ‘Come on,’ he says, pushing the door wide. He reaches for the light switch, confident of its positioning. ‘I’ll show you where the first-aid kit is.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘You say that an awful lot.’ His words float behind him as he walks confidently into the kitchen, placing Davie Meowie on a kitchen chair before exiting the other side of the room. ‘Close the door, would you? You don’t want to have to chase him down again.’

      ‘Hey!’ Belatedly, I begin to follow him, my movements not quite as fluid as the cuts on my knees begin to stiffen. ‘Come back here—you can’t just wander through a stranger’s—Oh. I didn’t know there was another room there.’ Through a slender panelled door, I spot him in a brightly lit room of small proportions. Cabinets to match those in the kitchen line one wall, a deep sink under the window, the adjacent wall filled from the floor to ceiling with shelves.

      ‘It’s a butler’s pantry. A throwback to the days when one had to remove the family silver from the temptation of the help.’ Before I can answer that little insult, he carries on. ‘Marjorie always kept the first-aid kit on one of the shelves. Ah, here it is.’

      ‘You know this house? And the owners?’

      ‘Considering I spent as much time in it growing up as I did next door, yes. Come on. Let’s get those knees seen to.’

      ‘Honestly, they’re fine,’ I protest as he passes me, making his way back into the kitchen again. And honestly, I don’t much care to wander around in my knickers in front of him. Yet I find myself following. What else am I supposed to do?

      In the kitchen, his back to me, he unpacks the contents of a large first-aid kit onto the kitchen table as I stand on the other side of the kitchen, my bare legs now shielded by the cupboards.

      ‘It looks like she’s had some of this since Eamon and I were haring about on skateboards,’ he says, holding up a familiar brown bottle as though examining it for an expiration date. ‘I’m sure this stuff doesn’t expire.’

      ‘I’m sure it doesn’t matter because you’re not using that on me.’ I point at the bottle of antiseptic liquid my granny used to use on cuts and scrapes. ‘TCP stinks. And stings like buggery.’

      He barks out a laugh as I consider going back to the butler’s pantry to give myself a time out. ‘I’d suggest you haven’t been doing it right.’

      ‘Not actually buggery,’ I counter carefully, rounding the counter to take the offending bottle out of his hand. ‘And stop laughing. It’s just a phrase.’

      ‘A woman who’d risk being charged with breaking and entering wouldn’t be afraid of a little sting.’

      ‘Shows what you know.’

      He doesn’t answer but pulls out a kitchen chair with a flourish, indicating I should take a seat.

      ‘Did you go to the same school of bullying as my grandmother?’ I fold my arms and stay where I am. ‘It never worked for her, either.’ Actually, I used to cry quite a bit as a child. Especially when I was visiting that vicious old bat.

      The child should never need the lavatory, she’d complain volubly, because she’s always crying.

      It took me years to work out what she meant. It’s not like I could help having a very fine emotional trigger. It took me years to learn not to cry at the smallest thing. And you know what makes a child cry harder? Being made to feel like an idiot for crying.

      ‘I suppose you could just wait for the scratch to get infected, your knee to become inflamed, your body to be overcome by a fever, and for your leg to eventually fall off. That’s one way to treat it, I suppose.’

      ‘Sounds good to me.’

      ‘Whisky?’

      ‘I’m not sure that kind of alcohol is supposed to be applied topically.’

      ‘I meant to drink. You said you needed cheering up.’

      ‘No, I didn’t,’ I retort, my brows pulling in.

      ‘Maybe I should try novelty underwear.’ He suddenly drops quite heavily to the chair he’d pulled out for me. ‘Do they usually do the trick?’

      ‘God.’ I cover my face with my hands. ‘Can we stop talking about my choice of underwear? They’re not called unmentionables for nothing, you know.’

      ‘That was a serious question, actually. If they cheer you up, I might give them a shot.’ He stretches out his long legs, crossing them at the ankles, then folds his hands behind his head like the picture of masculine ease and confidence. Somehow, I can’t see him in Care Bear undies. ‘And whether you’re happy or not, I could do with a drink after the evening I’ve had.’

      ‘Look, I said I was sorry. It’s not like I planned to get stuck there.’

      ‘Your appearance was an improvement on the evening. It’s not every day I come home to find a beautiful girl trapped in my kitchen.’ He sits forward quite suddenly and rubs a hand down his face as though to stifle a sigh. ‘I could do with a drink and some company. Your earlier predicament is the only reason I haven’t already hit the bottle.’

      ‘I can’t offer you a drink.’ I shrug lightly. ‘This isn’t my house.’

      ‘The truth always comes out,’ he answers quite slyly. ‘Just as I thought.’

      ‘What? That I’m squatting? Just because it’s not my house doesn’t mean I don’t live here. I told you, I’m the cat-sitter,’ I add with a shrug. A shrug to cover my discomfort in front of this incredibly sexy man. ‘So I can’t offer you a drink. Sorry.’

      ‘Got it.’ He rubs his hands down his thighs and back again, the movement almost hypnotic. ‘I see what you mean.’ He jumps to his feet, and I’m immediately, and maybe inexplicably, a little frantic. This is it—he’s going to leave, and we’ll never meet again. Is this a chance I should be taking? The perfect rebound? In a heartbeat, he’s at the back door. ‘I’ll go home and grab a bottle,’ he says as he turns back, his gaze falling over me in an appraisal that’s anything but cool. ‘I’d suggest it might give you a few moments to slip into something a little more comfortable, but . . .’

      My gaze flicks down my bare legs.

      Ah, hell.
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      I can’t believe I’m currently rummaging through my suitcase, looking for something suitable to wear for a drink with a stranger. A stranger in a stranger’s house, no less.

      Actually, that’s not right. I can’t believe I’ve just been talking to a stranger while wearing little more than my underwear.

      ‘I must be losing my marbles,’ I mumble, gingerly pushing my legs into a pair of yoga pants that have been discarded on an armchair next to the very Victorian looking fireplace. I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror hanging in the middle of the wardrobe, this room having last been decorated sometime back in the ’70s, by the looks of things. ‘I can’t wear a work shirt and yoga pants.’ Separate, each item is perfectly functional. Together, they make me look like I have issues dressing. But why I care is a subject I don’t care to address. Because, yes, I can admit that the man is total rebound material, but if I examine beyond this, I might pee myself.

      Whether from excitement or fright is anyone’s guess.

      Go on, do it, whispers the devilish little Miranda sitting on my shoulder. Though she looks like me, this little devil sounds suspiciously like Heather. Meanwhile, little angel Miranda is deluding herself. A drink is the least you can do when the man rescued you from baring your bum to the urban wilderness.

      A drink as thanks.

      Yes, let’s go with that.

      Let’s ignore the fact that it’s gone ten on a Tuesday night and I’m about to entertain a gentleman caller in a house that doesn’t belong to me—a fact that will no doubt get me fired if it comes to light. As my granny would’ve probably said; you may as well be hung for a sheep as a lamb. Heather has already slept over, so what’s one more sleepover, should it come to that?

      I’m still contemplating that when his deep voice calls up the stairs.

      ‘You didn’t lock me out, then.’

      I can’t imagine he gets locked out of many places unless by chastity belts fitted at the insistence of anxious fathers. Not that my father takes that level of interest, thank God. Actually, since last year, he doesn’t take much of an interest in my life at all. But that’s a story for contemplation sometime never.

      ‘I’ll be down in a minute,’ I yell back, grabbing a T-shirt from the top of the pile. Pulling the shirt up over my head, I swap it for the T-shirt, then pull my hair back up into an artfully messy bun rather than my current scary bench-dwelling homeless lady one. I swipe my fingers under my eyes, straightening out the current slutty panda effect before I notice a hole in the knee of the pants.

      ‘F—fiddlesticks!’ I almost fall whipping them off again, then grab the first semi-sensible thing that comes to hand; a floral cotton skirt I’d picked up at a stall at  Camden Market a few weeks ago. It has pockets! Then I begin to make my way gingerly down the stairs, sort of alternatively stepping and hopping, depending on which knee I’m bending.

      As I enter the kitchen, he turns with a bottle of whisky in his hand, the label declaring the brand Macallan. ‘Water or ice?’

      ‘Ice, please, I guess. I’m no connoisseur, but as I can’t imagine watering down vodka or tequila, let’s go with ice. Although there was that one time when I was fifteen, and I had a few friends over when my parents were away from home once.. I had to add water to their vodka and cold tea to the brandy bottle after my so-called friends left.’

      Oh, God. Shut up! Shut up!

      ‘Enterprising.’ As he hands me my glass, his eyes make a quick sweep of my body, his eyebrows retracting before his expression is quickly schooled again.

      ‘What? I have clothes on now.’ I look down, half expecting that I’ve somehow forgotten to actually pull on my skirt, or for there to be a heinous stain on my T-shirt.

      ‘I couldn’t agree more. Let me know if you need any help,’ he adds as, at the same time, I whisper a quiet curse.

      This isn’t my T-shirt I’m wearing but one of Heather’s. She must have left it here when she stayed over last weekend. Heather has . . . quite radical views when it comes to the differences between women and men. She also has a build slightly smaller than my own. Say an A cup to my C? Basically, I’m bursting out of a T-shirt that proclaims

      

      
        
        Free the nipple

      

      

      

      And if that wasn’t bad enough, it’s accompanied by an embroidered motif of two Band-Aid-style tan crosses, currently stretched over my nipples. A little off centre, or off nipple, but still.

      ‘It’s not mine.’ I place the glass on the countertop to free up my hands to stretch the cotton as much as I can. ‘And these nipples are going nowhere.’

      ‘You’re sure? Tonight seems to be the night of wardrobe malfunctions.’

      ‘Not for you.’ Though he has ditched the tie and folded his sleeves to his elbows, he still looks like he’s stepped from a GQ ad for some expensive aftershave. Totally delish. I turn away because not only is staring impolite, but it’s also nowhere near the vicinity of playing it cool. Picking up my drink and bringing it to my lips for a tentative sip, I’m determined not to add to the uncool factor by spluttering over the peppery liquor. ‘Not bad.’ Surprisingly, I mean it. It’s quite nice once the burn dissipates from my tongue, leaving me with a warm, smoky taste in its wake.

      ‘I defy anyone not to enjoy a single malt.’ As I take my position pressing my back against the wall oven, or ovens I’ve yet to master, he leans forward, one forearm on the worktop with his glass clasped in his other hand. ‘Is this what you do for a living? Look after pets?’ I’m pleased to report there isn’t a trace of condescension in his delivery.

      ‘No. I work for a start-up during the day. In marketing. What about you?’ And why didn’t anyone ever tell me about whisky? How it warms not only your tongue and throat but also all of your internal organs. And your limbs. Even on just my third sip, my muscles are feeling sort of liquid-y.

      ‘I’m in acquisitions.’ As he answers, I slide my bottom along the counter, bracing my palms on it before hoisting myself to sit on top.

      ‘Ow.’ I wince and press my hand over the graze, hoping pressure will ease the sting.

      ‘You’d feel much better if you’d let me clean it.’

      ‘I think I’d feel much better if I let you top up my glass.’ As I answer, I find myself holding out my glass.

      ‘You’re supposed to savour it,’ his low voice rumbles as he picks up the bottle and makes his way to my side of the kitchen.

      It’s no wonder my heart does a little skip as he reaches me, pulling off the corked bottle top with aplomb. I bet there isn’t anything he isn’t good at. He’s probably one of the lucky few blessed with good looks and good fortune. Never been cheated on in the worst of ways or betrayed by his best friend. Never had to play piggy in the middle between divorced parents who, while living in the same house, veer from arctic indifference to blinding rage.

      Charmed. That’s what he looks like with his hair golden in the light. Like some bloody mythical deity.

      ‘You look deep in thought.’

      ‘You ditched the bow tie.’

      ‘Ah, yes. The monkey suit.’

      ‘Black tie suits you.’ He quirks an eyebrow as I realise my mistake. It wouldn’t do to admit to having spied on him working out in his own garden. ‘Or whatever. Most men look good in evening wear.’ That’s not much better, but I find myself ducking my head sideways for confirmation of the satin stripe at the seam. Though I don’t really need to after getting up close and personal earlier, when a good eyeful was had if you know what I mean.

      His agreement is more sigh than confirmation.

      ‘A bad night?’

      ‘A long one. And one that cost me quite a lot of money.’

      ‘Too bad.’ I bring my glass to my mouth again as he leans over me ostensibly to put the bottle down, but I’m not even that naïve. He smells as good as he looks, like bergamot and wood with a hint of rich leather.

      ‘It has improved immeasurably since.’

      ‘You must be easily entertained.’

      ‘Far from it.’ He sends me a sly glance, and there’s a kind of darkness to his next words. ‘I’m actually rather demanding.’

      This is so out of my comfort zone—so far from fiancés who lie and boys who play silly games, and though my voice may be cool and my demeanour very calm, as he lifts the glass from my hand to take a sip from it himself, my heart feels like it’s beating out of my chest. Only, instead of drinking from my glass, he does something much more shocking as he hooks his hand under my knee. My heart skips a beat as he lifts it, bringing it almost in line with his hip before he splashes a little of the amber coloured liquid over the abrasion.

      I try not to cry out, pushing out a long and hard breath.

      ‘You okay?’ His tone is even, but there’s a glint of something wicked in his gaze.

      ‘Sadist.’

      ‘Perhaps I just know better what’s good for you.’ Before I can form a retort, his lips gently purse as he blows a soft breath against my skin.

      I inhale sharply as something inside blooms warm and tight.

      ‘Is that okay?’ His gaze meets mine, blue and electric and shining with such challenge as his lips purse once more, warm breath blowing against my heated skin.

      In the absence of words, I nod, then wet my lips, my whole existence suddenly parched and screaming with a thirst for him. Never in my life have I been so turned on as, still holding the glass, he hooks his little finger under my skirt, pulling the hem a bare inch up my leg, his warm breath following the movement.

      ‘Still okay?’

      I nod again as he readjusts his grip, widening the gap between my legs, his breath trailing my inner thigh now. Everything inside me draws tight as I begin to pant with tiny sucking sounds. If I had a thought in my head, I might wonder how the edge of the kitchen counter hasn’t cracked under the pressure of my grip.

      More pale thigh is revealed, the trail of his breath reaching higher and higher until I forget I’m supposed to be breathing, too. It’s like each of his exhalations steals the air from the room, and each inch caressed is like a new experience.

      ‘Good?’ I nod even though I know his next breath will be cold as it hits my wet underwear. I roll my lips inward, muting an anticipatory whimper. ‘I agree,’ he murmurs, lowering my leg. Wait, what? ‘A little sugar always eases the pain.’

      He leans over me again, pulling the cork free before splashing more whisky into the glass. As he straightens, he doesn’t move away. Instead, he twists the glass in his hand, almost as though to examine the contents.

      ‘This is a twenty-five-year-old single malt. But do you know,’ he adds rather conversationally, ‘that it’s a poor substitute for what I want to taste?’ A pause. Does he mean what I think he means? ‘You should tell me if I’m reading this wrong.’ As he returns the glass to my hand, lashes lowered, he looks almost contrite, but I bet he’s never been sorry a day in his life.

      ‘I’d say that all depends on what you’re planning.’

      ‘And I’d counter, that would be telling.’ Wicked. He looks as wicked as the day is long. ‘What about this boyfriend of yours?’

      ‘What about him?’ I’m surprised my response sounds so unaffected, considering how close he is, and considering I have my hand on his chest. How did that get there? He braces his hands either side of my thighs, sending me a look so intense I can literally feel my blush.

      I’ve had boyfriends. Been engaged. Slept with more than one man. But less than five. Done things under the cover of darkness that I’d chosen never to think of again. But right here, with his lashes lowered and his pulse thrumming steadily against my fingertips, my reaction is visceral. My own pulse pounds in a place it has no business to, my nipples strain against my bra, and I think my cheeks are redder than they’ve ever been.

      ‘Do you sneak him in like a naughty babysitter when your little charges are asleep?’

      Do I tell him the truth, or do I lie? Does it make a difference? Keep on channelling this sophisticated and very grown-up femme fatale, or speak the words that stick in my throat, the words that make me feel weak and like an idiot? Because I’m not that girl anymore, the girl who will be taken in by love and by men.

      ‘The boyfriend, or current lack thereof, may be the reason for my shopping spree.’

      ‘Don’t tell me. He has a thing for novelty underwear.’

      ‘More like he was the reason I needed cheering up. And the reason we’re no longer together.’ There. That didn’t sound so loser-ish.

      ‘My commiserations,’ he murmurs as I allow him to take the glass from my hand a second time. ‘He must be very stupid.’

      ‘Or very unfaithful. But I don’t want to talk about him anymore.’

      ‘You don’t want to talk about him?’ he asks carefully. ‘Or you don’t want to talk anymore?’

      My grandmother believed in the restorative powers of whisky, often likening it to magic. And maybe she was right. Maybe whisky is its own kind of magic as I find myself gripping the front of his shirt to pull him closer. His lashes cast dark shadows against his cheekbones before his mouth meets mine. His lips are so full and soft, but his kiss isn’t tentative, even if it’s occurring at my instigation. One hand slides to the back of my neck, his fingers tangling in my hair as he holds me in place. Our kiss deepens at that moment, and the idea of been held by him for him ignites something deep inside me. A primal urge to fight him. To mark him. To make him mine. For the moment at least, as I sink my teeth into the lush flesh of his bottom lip.

      My hot neighbour—I can’t call him James because we’re not friends, and after tonight, I somehow know I won’t see him again—releases a masculine groan, pulling back, his fingers reaching to touch the sting. In an instant, his hand tightens in my hair, his mouth a husky rasp at my ear.

      ‘You’ll pay for that.’

      ‘Promise?’ My answer sounds rough with need, and I’ve no idea where it came from as he draws my earlobe into his mouth, testing it with his teeth. My breath hitches as he flicks his tongue over the sting, my exhalation stuttering as he wraps his arm around me, banding my back.

      ‘Where’s your bedroom.’ It’s not a question but more like a demand.

      ‘Upstairs.’ As I answer, I’m pushing my butt from the worktop.

      ‘Not so fast. I haven’t finished kissing you.’ And he holds me there, just taking his time, kissing me. And kissing me. Glorious lips and sensuous tongue until I’m aching and desperate like I never ever have been before.

      It’s not the whisky but him that’s making me lightheaded. Drunk on his kisses. Who would’ve thought that was even a thing?

      My first one-night stand, the little devil whispers. Better make it count.

      ‘The things I’m going to do to you.’

      ‘I respond much better to kinaesthetic learning over aural.’

      ‘You want me to show you, not tell?’ His amusement is in his velvety chuckle. ‘Or perhaps that was your way of telling me I’m not allowed to eat you out?’

      Such coarse words in that refined accent.

      I splutter and maybe even choke a little. I’ve never had any man say that kind of thing to me. I mean, I’ve had vulgarities hurled at me from passing cars and been leered at by drunks in clubs, but never . . . not up close and personal.

      Worse, I think I might like it.

      Do all boys grow to be men like him? Men with the power to tease a woman to the brink? Because it’s clear I haven’t been held by such power before.

      ‘You didn’t answer the question.’ His deep voice rumbles against my cheek, his face pressed against mine. ‘I believe I can feel you blushing.’

      ‘Am not.’ His chuckle is a puff of warm air against my ear, and he wraps his arms around my waist, my feet suddenly touching the cold floor and leaving me staring at his broad chest. I know from his workout sessions that the man is ripped, and that he’s tall and so very well put together. But right here, standing next to me? Crowding me in? He’s like some kind of bronzed god.

      He reaches for my hand. ‘Let me take you to bed.’

      ‘I think you have that the wrong way around,’ I reply, leading him from the room.

      The hallway is dark and full of shadows, but I don’t go looking for the light, not as his strong arm bands around my waist, bringing my back flush with his chest. His free hand gently gathers my hair to one side, his fingers light against the nape of my neck already making me quiver. I close my eyes and stifle a moan as he presses a small, sucking kiss against my neck.

      My kryptonite

      ‘I thought we were going upstairs.’ Any further protest I might have disintegrates as his hand feeds from my waist to my breast, his thumb and forefinger pinching my nipple. My stuttering moan hits the air, my body reacting as though struck by electricity.

      ‘You like that, do you?’

      ‘If you have to ask, you’re not doing it right.’

      His answer is a sharp pinch that almost makes my knees buckle.

      ‘You’re going to be fun. I can tell.’ His words may be cool, but his kisses are gentle and hot. So hot. ‘I take it that worked better for you.’ In the absence of words, I nod. Then his hands are sliding down my body, long fingers slipping into the elastic waistband of my skirt. ‘Let’s get you out of this.’

      ‘A little premature, don’t you think?’ God help me, I don’t know where these words are coming from. Whisky magic still?

      ‘Hasty really isn’t my thing. I prefer to take my time.’ Neck kisses and raspy whispers delivered like threats. Is this what magazines mean when they talk about men with game? I certainly feel like I’m being played with. And what’s more, I’m enjoying it as I step from the pool of flowery cotton. ‘Up you go.’ With his hands on my bum cheeks, he gently pushes me towards the stairs.

      The thought of him behind me causes me to approach the first couple of treads at a jog. I imagine this is what an impala feels like with a lion on its heels.

      ‘Slowly.’ His hands on my hips cause me to start. I turn my head over my shoulder, my mind trying to form a retort. ‘This is much too nice of a view to rush.’ In the darkened stairwell, I hold his gaze for a beat, then blink. And as I don’t have an answer that doesn’t include a little whimper or moan, I turn back and make my way more decorously up the staircase.

      He wants to watch.

      Watch my backside as I walk up the stairs.

      While wearing Batman under—

      My head whips around as I reach the landing, and his teeth press against my skin. I don’t have time to ponder the action—respond to the action—as with a feral kind of speed he’s behind me, turning me and pressing me against the wall in front of us.

      ‘You’re too much of a temptation.’ The way he’s looking at me makes my skin hum as he lowers his head and slides his lips across mine with a groan. It’s a kiss that steals my breath and feeds me his. A kiss that turns fevered almost immediately, my hands feeding into his hair as though I’m worried he might not be real. ‘Let’s take this into the bedroom.’

      I nod and lick my lips as his mouth pulls away, turning mindlessly in the direction of my room—I hope—as he takes my hand again.

      The bedroom is dark, and I pull my hand from his so I can turn on the bedside lamp. After stumbling over a pair of abandoned shoes, I eventually achieve my goal. Thank goodness for energy saving lightbulbs and salmon-pink lampshades filling the room with rosy glow at a snail’s pace.

      I might hide my idiocy.

      ‘Are you going to remember this in the morning?’ His arms wrap around my middle, his mouth on the back of my neck, causing me to fight a whole-body shiver.

      ‘I suppose that depends on how memorable you make it.’

      ‘A challenge from the girl with the messy bedroom.’ I can hear the smirk in his voice, but if he knew me better, he’d know that I’d ordinarily take offence.

      ‘I wasn’t expecting guests.’ The words are delivered on a breath of a sigh as I tilt my head to give him better access. ‘And I’m not drunk, by the way.’

      ‘Not yet, you aren’t.’

      ‘And I don’t keep a quart of vodka stashed in my nightstand as part of my bedtime ritual.’

      ‘Fuck drunk. The kind that makes you lose control of your mind and your legs.’

      ‘Hah.’ Rather than divisive, my answer is little more than a squeak as his hands grasp the hem of Heather’s too-tight T-shirt before he pulls it over my head. In a gentle contrast, he then trails the back of his fingers against the soft swell of my breast. And the noise I make as he slips one hand inside my bra isn’t one of disapproval as my body arches on instinct, chasing his touch.

      ‘I can’t wait to get my mouth on you.’ The words pound deep inside as the pads of his fingers stroke and tease. ‘You like the sound of that. Lady’s choice, how should we begin? Standing? Kneeling on the bed? Or should we take the traditional route?’

      ‘You talk a good game.’

      ‘I never promise things I can’t deliver, lovely Miranda.’ My name on his lips is a distraction as my bra is suddenly loose, the blush pink straps a whisper down my arms. ‘Let’s just get rid of this pretty little thing.’

      ‘If you like it so much, I might let you borrow it.’ Sheer with embroidered polka dots, I drop the frivolous thing to the floor.

      ‘It’s very lovely, like its owner. Like her Batman underwear.’ As though I need proof, he presses a very large and a very hard something against my backside where the large bat signal logo is displayed.

      ‘If you make a joke about visiting the Batcave, I’ll throw you out.’

      ‘I wouldn’t dream of it,’ he drawls suggestively, which makes me think he means the exact opposite.

      ‘Not that I’d—I’ve never.’ I roll my lips inward as my mind screams abort! Abort! ‘You know what they say.’ More words in the air, unhindered by thought. ‘If she’s wearing matching underwear, you’re getting inside her knickers because she planned it.’

      ‘I’m not sure what that says about these circumstances.’

      ‘Maybe you’re my happy accident tonight.’ One bright light in an evening of clusterfucks—months of them, even.

      ‘You’re the best thing that’s happened to me all year.’

      I don’t have an opportunity to dwell on his sweet words as he takes my breasts in his hands, his fingers drawing my nipples into tight, aching points. My every fibre sings as he teases and kneads, my breath hitching as the long fingers of his other hand begin inching my skirt up my legs—another layer of delicious torment.

      I moan softly as he cups between my legs.

      ‘Sweetheart, you’re so warm.’ His rough whisper is all praise as he hooks a finger under the elastic of my knickers and sweeps it through my slickness. ‘So wet for me.’

      Under his hands and his attentions, I whimper a small, desperate sound as he begins to tease and pet my clit, his kisses laying claim to my neck until my whole body is trembling. Just as I think I can’t take it anymore, that I need more than teasing, he twists me sharply and pushes me down against the bed. My body bounces against the awful mattress, his eyes avid as he watches my body react. Or as two particular parts of me bounce.

      ‘Such a boy,’ I taunt, pushing myself up onto my elbows as I unhook the strands of hair from my mouth and cheeks.

      ‘Boys. Men. Infants. We’re all obsessed with the same thing.’ With a smile that’s pure wickedness, he falls on top of me, caging me in with his limbs. ‘And who could resist these?’

      My back arches from the bed as he frames my breasts with his hands, sucking my nipple into his mouth as he teases with his fingers, echoing the pull of his lips as I push my hands through his hair and press my body against him. This feels so good—the solid weight of him over me, the light in his eyes as I’d lain in nothing but my knickers on the bed. I’d almost forgotten what it felt like to be desired and the sole focus of another’s attention. Forgotten the desperation of how it feels to be so close yet not close enough.

      ‘Yes, hurry.’ I release his head, my demands needy as he begins to pull away, his hands reaching for his shirt. ‘Are you . . . are you humming?’ I find myself asking suddenly.

      ‘Hmm?’ On his knees above me, he loosens a couple of buttons of his shirt, then pulls it up and over his head in one liquid movement. I can’t resist running my hand over the ladder of his abdominals, delighting in the way they contract under my fingertips. ‘I might be.’

      I’d almost forgotten I’d asked him a question as mesmerised, I follow the shelf of muscle that dips beneath his waistband in a prominent V. I think this is what the muscle heads in the gym mean when they talk about being shredded. He growls as I gently rake my nails there, not quite shredding perhaps, but teasing.

      Growls and then starts humming again.

      ‘What is that noise?’ I actually giggle because the man may be beautiful, built, and very obviously well-endowed, but he couldn’t carry a tune if someone gave him a bucket to carry it in. I try to place the low, repetitive sound as he slides his wallet from his back pocket, dropping it to the mattress but not before pulling a foil square free.

      ‘Are you casting aspersions on my singing prowess?’

      ‘Oh, you are singing. I’m so sorry.’ I try to school my features. ‘It’s not nice to laugh at other people’s downfalls, is it?’

      ‘Not nice at all. In fact, it’s very, very bad.’ I shiver, though whether a result of his teasing words or the edge of the foil he traces down my body, I can’t be sure. He flicks the condom to the bed, stripping from the rest of his clothing and insinuating himself between my legs. Still humming.

      ‘Seriously.’ I push myself up onto my elbows. His eyes travel up my body as his mouth presses low on my stomach. ‘What is that noise?’

      The sharp angles of his face seem more pronounced as he shoots me a swift but wicked smile before hooking his fingers in my novelty Batman knickers, abandoning his tuneless hum in favour of words now.

      ‘Dinner, dinner, dinner, dinner . . . Batman!’

      ‘I’m sure that isn’t the theme tune to Batman.’

      But it might be the key to my knickers as I find myself bouncing against the bed again, my giggles to blame this time. But I’m not amused for long, not as my comic underwear is slid down my legs. Not as he slides his tongue through my wetness, stealing my breath and my sense as he presses a long, rumbling hum right there.

      ‘I’m sorry. You were saying?’

      ‘Yes, like that. Please don’t stop.’

      ‘You’re a bossy little thing.’ I squirm as he places a teasing bite to my inner thigh, then licks the sting. But I am bossy, and a little desperate as I writhe under him. My orgasms for the past few months have been by my own hand, and I realise while inevitable the way I feel, the timing of this really isn’t up to me.

      I want this so badly.

      But then his big hands spread my thighs, his gaze is pure liquid heat before he draws his tongue the length of my pussy with a velvety groan.

      Oh my God, yes . . .

      I cry out as he slides two fingers deep inside, the intrusion so slick and sublime, and such a relief. My hands fist the sheets as though to hang on to the sensation, to the moment, as his lips envelop my clit. His tongue, and his lips, and his fingers drive me to the brink of ecstasy as he whispers the filthiest of things.

      ‘You’re so pink and so . . . wet . . . and so fucking perfect.’

      ‘I’m so hard for you. Can you feel it?’

      I’m not sure if one-night stands are supposed to be this intense, or how his dirty whispers and guttural moans are as unravelling and as necessary as his touch, but one thing I do know is that he was right. I’m drunk on the experience as he licks and tastes and absolutely savours me.

      Until he stops, moving the magic slide of his tongue and the tantalising bristle of his stubble from between my legs. I’m close—so close—and I almost sob as he pulls back. His lips and chin shine with my wetness, his fingers no longer deep inside me, but trailing wetly down my leg.

      ‘Nobody likes a tease,’ I counter, rewarded by his dark chuckle.

      ‘Maybe I don’t want you to like me. Maybe I just want you to beg.’ His words are delivered with a deliciously dark edge.

      ‘Maybe I want you to beg.’ His body bows forward as I wrap my hand around the thick length of him. His groan is the sexiest sound. With his head buried against my neck, I explore his silken head with my fingertips. The thick ridge of his crown, his weight and girth, the satin feel of him. Satin over steel.

      ‘I need to be inside you.’ I taste myself in his kisses as, in the dim light, I press my hand on his shoulder; an invitation for him to roll onto his back.

      What man would say no to that?

      ‘Fuck.’ The muscles in his thighs tighten as I take his shaft in my hand and swipe my tongue across the head. Then I press my lips together at the tip in a kiss before enveloping his crown.

      ‘That’s good. That’s so fucking good.’ His hands gather my hair to the side, his gaze hooded as he watches me work him farther into my mouth.

      This—this act—it’s never been my favourite. But his taut breaths and tight moans, and the way he reacts to the slightest brush makes me want to torture him a little. Makes me want to drive him to the edge, to the point he’s unable to take anymore.

      ‘Jesus.’ I begin to work him in earnest now, my moaning around the length of him as I bob my head, fingers gripping and twisting at the root. His head falls back, and for a moment, I think I win. But if I win, maybe I also lose?

      I don’t have time to process the thought as he hooks his hand under my arm, my mouth moving off him with a wet sucking sound.

      ‘Get up here.’

      In an instant, I’m flat on my back with my heels digging into the creaky mattress, positioned so by James. I’ve never felt so exposed or been spread so shamelessly, but I don’t have a moment to protest or process as his tongue swipes between my legs.

      ‘My turn,’ he growls against my flesh as he begins to flick my clit with the very end of his tongue, honed to a point. ‘Your pussy tastes so good.’

      The contrast of his accent against the coarseness of his words is like a layer of pleasure too much, a layer resulting in my arching against his mouth.

      ‘That’s right, darling, feed me your pussy. Cover me in your cream.’

      ‘Don’t tease,’ I whimper, arching under him.

      ‘I’m just returning the favour.’

      ‘Please, I need—’ Need something. Need it all.

      ‘All you need to do is ask,’ he responds in a quiet growl, his gaze crawling up my body from where he lies between my legs. ‘Ask like a good girl, and I’ll make it so good for you.’ His accent, the way he looks at me. I want to keep it—bottle it like a genie to experience it again and again. I close my eyes as I drop my head back against the hard bed.

      ‘Please,’ I whisper, my eyes on the ceiling, my fingers clenched and my toes curled. ‘Please make me come with your mouth.’

      ‘Such a good girl.’ His groan is pure masculinity. ‘Such beautiful manners.’  His fingers spread me open as his tongue works me like I wouldn’t have thought possible. The man should teach a class to share his gift with the world. Who knew it could be like this? And then I’m coming, coming hard, pushing myself into his face, my hands on his head, my orgasm crawls upwards from my thighs, exploding like a grenade with a pulled pin.

      I don’t have the wherewithal to protest as he moves, his body slick against mine. In fact, I’m not sure I’ll ever move again as he rises above me, tearing open the condom wrapper with his teeth before sheathing himself rather expertly in latex.

      Another sight I want to capture for replay.

      ‘You’re staring.’

      ‘You’re not complaining,’ I counter, causing his mouth to quirk before his gaze falls to where I’m wet and spread. His fingers reach out to swipe through my wetness, but the sensation is too much, causing me to hiss—a hiss that counters his masculine grunt as he falls forward, catching himself on his palm next to my head. In his other hand, he holds his hard cock, deliberately pressing himself against my wet flesh.

      ‘That feels . . . so good.’ The muscle in his bicep trembles above my head before he dips down, pressing his forehead against mine. Maybe this tease is taking a toll on him, too?

      I wrap my hands around his neck, pressing my mouth to his ear. ‘I said you had sadistic leanings.’

      ‘You don’t know the half of it.’ His mouth hitches in a sinful, wicked half smile, a dark pulse beginning to beat deep inside me. ‘But you could find out.’

      ‘And just how do I get you to corrupt me?’

      ‘You could start by saying my name.’ And as though to prompt me, he nudges my clit with his fat crown.

      ‘James,’ I almost purr, wrapping my hands around his neck as I pull him down for a kiss. ‘Stop torturing me. Please, just fuck me.’ Because I don’t think I can beg.

      His cocky grin falters, his eyes turning dark as he glides the head of his cock against me once more. Then we both watch as he breaches my wetness.

      ‘Sweet Jesus. That is a sight to behold.’ He grunts, watching my body accept his as my back bows in a silent urge for him to thrust.

      But I don’t answer, can’t, unless you count my cry as, with one long drive, he fills me to his hilt. I tighten my hands on his biceps as though I could keep him there, keep him still. To hold the sensation of being so very full.

      ‘I don’t—’ The penises I’ve known are few, but none of them has made me feel like this. Like if I hiccup, I’ll do myself an injury. ‘You’re so big.’

      ‘But not too big.’ His response is accompanied by a wicked smile. And as though to prove the point, he begins to move, slowly at first, but as my whimpers turn to cries, and those cries become louder and a little more desperate, he picks up the pace. With a masculine grunt, he slides from base to tip, switching to shallow movements; small jabs and punches of his hips. 

      And I love it. Love it all. And though I’ve no experience with dirty talk, I’m so very turned on by his hungered words.

      ‘You’re so tight. You feel like velvet. Every inch of you.’ His eyes are so dark, and his expression fierce as he pulls back to flick the tip of his tongue across both nipples in turn. Then, sliding his hands under me, he lifts me from the bed for better positioning, bringing me onto his lap. And ohhh.

      Oh. My. God.

      His arms wrapped around me, our mouths meet on the up thrust, all jagged breath and sliding tongue.

      ‘You’re so fucking delicious,’ he whispers, burying his face in my neck. ‘I want to bury myself inside you.’

      My orgasm springs to life at his powerful thrusts. Everything inside me draws tight, my spine an impossible arch as I throw my head back. I want to watch, want to see the thick slide of him, but content myself with his movements, his possession of me. He fucks like he kisses—with command and assurance—and I’m just along for the ride. Quite literally. It’s all so much, almost too much, as I give in to him—give in to the needs of my body.

      ‘God. Oh, God. I’m-I’m—’

      I’m unable to process the waves of pleasure pulsing through me, the rush of sensation and heat overwhelming. I see stars. Whole universes created. The Big Bang? Again, quite literally.

      ‘I can feel you,’ he grunts. ‘I can feel you coming around my cock.’

      And with those dirty sentiments, he follows me.
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      I dream that I’m burning, that my skin is literally on fire. Which is odd but not for the fact that I’m dreaming, but for the fact that I’d fallen asleep at all. I know as I stir, I’m not at home. The air is different. And it smells like perfume. And though I’m not on fire, I’m sweating, and I soon discover why.

      A swathe of blonde hair is plastered to my chest and neck, a hand rests across my waist, and a thigh is drawn high across my legs. The woman is like a limpet and burning at a thousand degrees. I’m not sure which part of her I should move in order to keep from cooking internally. I settle initially for gathering her hair and pushing it away from my face.

      There.

      Apart from feeling like Satan’s about to poke me in the arse with his fork, the sensation isn’t entirely unpleasant. It’s been some time since I woke to a woman in my bed. Or woke in a woman’s bed, as the case may be. Or woke in my childhood friend’s grandmother’s bed, long since deceased. I yawn and rub a hand across my jaw as I decide that’s probably where I am right now.

      I lift my head from the pillow and examine the space, deciding this room once belonged to Eamon’s grandmother’s, and that it probably hasn’t been redecorated since then. Not that I’ve ever been in here before, but I did spend almost as much time in this house as I did my parents’ house next door while growing up. Flowery wallpaper and a vintage wardrobe and dresser, a fireside chair in a Liberty print, and a three-quarter sized bed with a terribly squeaky mattress furnish this room.

      I wonder if she died in this bed?

      Whether she did or not is immaterial because I guarantee this bed has never had a workout like it did last night. I’m surprised it’s still on four legs given the noises of protest it made as the springs groaned and the headboard banged against the wall.

      I stifle another yawn which twists into a smile, not because the thought of fucking in a bed someone died in appeals to any morbid side of me but because I’m surprised. Surprised to be waking up in this room. Surprised about last night.

      I hadn’t expected anything but an inconvenience when my elderly father asked me to look after his beloved and equally elderly Labrador while he took a short holiday. Rufus is too old for a stay in kennels, and Dad wouldn’t countenance someone, other than me, staying in the house. “It might be suitable for Marjorie next door and her awful hairless cats, but not for an old soldier like Rufus,” he’d said, and regardless of the fact that I have more work right now than my company can comfortably cope with, I said yes. He’s my dad and the only relative I have left, so I’d wear the fucking dog like a scarf while I work if I needed to. But as it is, he spends twenty-three hours a day sleeping in his basket and is as deaf as a post these days.

      So I’d expected inconvenience, not the delightful interlude lying next to me. I push the blond strands from her forehead and stroke my finger down the elegant slope of her nose. After last night, she might sleep for a week. I might’ve myself, but for the fact that I’m still on Japanese time after having just returned from Tokyo a few days ago.

      I consider waking her to keep me company—okay, to fuck—but decide not everyone likes to be awake at first light. She might be more amenable to morning sex if it’s definitively morning.

      Never look a gift horse in the mouth, as they say.

      Not that gifts or horses, or whatever is meant to represent women in that analogy are strangers to me. I’m just not very spontaneous, and the female company I keep is usually one of a couple of types and almost always in the business. An artist looking to gain representation; a situation I’m never sure who is using whom, or else one of a number of women who seem to move in the same circles. Socialites and minor celebrities, those wishing to see and be seen. And then the newly divorced seeking investment opportunities for their settlements, sometimes along with a little sexual validation.

      I can’t say I’ve ever found a woman stuck in a dog door, mores the pity. If I’d known what treats were in store, I might have looked after Rufus before.

      Come to think of it, it’s rather odd that both my eighty-year-old widower father and Eamon’s sixty-something widowed mother are on holiday at the same time.

      Good for him, if that’s what it is, I decide.

      With a smile, I reach for my phone on the nightstand, a habit I should be broken of at this point in my life. But being out of contact means I lose business, and losing business means a loss of money, and that just doesn’t interest me. But I suppose if I hadn’t been in possession of my phone last night, I wouldn’t have spent an hour talking an Icelandic conceptual artist down from the ledge, and then possibly I wouldn’t have arrived home in need of a distraction. Honestly, this business is a little like herding cats or psychoanalysing high-strung toddlers, at least when it comes to dealing with artists. God save me from artistic temperaments. And may he never save me from women in Batman underwear.

      Spending a week dog sitting definitely does have its—

      Fuck, the dog!

      I look at the time—it’s just gone five.

      I’m not sure a dutiful son would abandon his charge in favour of a fuck, but I’m sure Dad would understand, even if Rufus won’t. The decrepit thing sleeps through the night, but like an old man with prostate problems, he’s up at the arse crack of dawn. He’ll need feeding and his morning medication, so I slide out from under sleeping Bat Girl and grab my pants from where I’d abandoned them on the floor. When she turns onto her back, her arms raised over her head, she looks like the blonde version of Modigliani’s Sleeping Nude.

      With less pubic hair.

      Ten minutes, I decide. A quick sniff around the garden, his meds and his breakfast, and I’ll be back into bed before she’s even realised I’ve gone.

      Because a view like that needs appreciating. I’m not an artist. I can’t paint or sculpt her likeness. But I can sure as hell show this beauty some devotion.
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      ‘I haven’t moved in, Heather. It’s just a job, and a part-time one at that, on top of my regular full-time one.’ And somewhere to stay where I feel like I’m not in the middle of the War of the Roses, take II.

      I look down at my desk, my keyboard clear of both dust and crumbs, papers in neat stacks, books with their spines facing out. Pens and pencils neatly deposited to my For Fox Sake cup, and a pump dispenser of strawberry hand sanitiser standing next to it. Work is my little oasis of calm and control. The one place I can define outside the chaos of my everyday existence.

      ‘Cat-sitting is hardly working, Mir.’

      ‘Yeah, that’s what I thought,’ I reply, examining my pale painted nails before I lean my elbow against my desk, my chin on my fist. ‘But, as it turns out, cat-sitting pampered hellcats, hell-bent on escape is, well, a job and a half.’

      ‘Some of them have such ridiculous names. Kizzy Stardust was one of them, right?’

      ‘David Meowie and Pawdry Hepburn, but that was weeks ago.’

      I’m now looking after five cantankerous entitled Persians who all require individual diets and exactly fifteen minutes of “me” time in the evening. At least, that’s what the folder decrees, the instruction manual each owner leaves with directives for their beloved pet or pets care. I’m pretty diligent as a rule, and I try my best to stick to it, but there’s no way I’m spending my evenings getting covered in cat hair. They get a quick brush and ought to be thankful I’m not giving them the once-over with the vacuum hose.

      But caring for those two hairless cats seems now like a distant memory. Though in reality, it was only last month that their hot neighbour rearranged my internal organs more than once that evening before proving himself to be no gentleman and all dude. It was a night of revelations, an experience I’ll never get to repeat again. After my fifth orgasm, I’d fallen back on the mattress exhausted and sated in ways I didn’t understand I could ever be, tucking the most secret of smiles into my pillow even overwhelmed as I was with the sense of something bittersweet. It was almost like the last night of a holiday when you’re reluctant to let go and travel home. But that’s not to say I’d anticipated waking to a pink bottom on the pillow next to me.

      Newsflash: it wasn’t his.

      So a dude. And we all know the dude is about the hit and split. I mean, that’s fine, I get it. But it might’ve been nice if he’d made his intentions clear before I went to sleep. It might’ve been nicer still if he’d closed the bedroom door behind him. Waking to a cat’s bum in your face isn’t the nicest experience.

      It was probably for the best that the agency had called early to tell me the house owner was returning unexpectedly that day. Sure, it left me hurrying around the house to tidy away the evidence of previous night in a panic, as well as packing my suitcase and getting ready for work, but at least I hadn’t had time to dwell. By the time the cleaning lady arrived at seven thirty, the only proof he’d been in the house at all was the bottle of single malt he’d left behind.

      And the ache between my legs.

      Still, I’ve chosen to think of the good aspects of the evening. Those broad shoulders and honed abs, and the way his body moved over mine. I might have chosen not to dwell on his swift and callous departure, but there are some things I haven’t been able to stop myself from thinking about. From recreating in my mind’s eyes in the dark.

      It’s a question of reframing the evening, I think.

      We had sex, the kind of mind-bending, thigh-shaking sex you only read about in books. Or maybe watch. Porn has its place, let me tell you. And can I recommend a female-centric subscription called Fast Girls. Beautifully curated stuff—stuff that makes you feel like you need a cigarette after just watching. In a manner of speaking, at least.

      ‘At least you’re cat-sitting in movie style.’

      ‘What?’ Heather’s voice pulls me from my musing, smutty and otherwise.

      ‘Notting Hill, darling. Home of William Thacker and Anna Scott.’ She affects an RP accent, a bit like the Queen. Maybe even posher.

      ‘Who?’

      ‘You know, Hugh Grant and Julia Roberts? Starring as? The eponymous movie and all that?’

      ‘Oh. Yeah. That.’ I cross my legs and wince, the graze on my knee still causing me a few twinges. But I refuse to think about whisky for medicinal purposes or soft breath on my skin.

      ‘Are you cold?’

      ‘No. Why?’

      ‘You just shivered. Anyway, I was talking about Notting Hill. That vibrant London hamlet, the place of greenery and space. Of grand porticoed terraced houses and streets painted the pastel colours of macarons.’

      ‘Notting Hill. The place ordinary people can’t afford to live.’ At least, not people like me. It’s not like I come from an impoverished background; my dad is a dentist and my mum a teacher. But there are very few twenty-two-year-olds living in their own homes in the city of London. Rentals and flat shares are my immediate destiny unless I decide I can offload this ring.

      ‘But at least you get to live there for a little while. Well, at least until your little pussies get their real mummy back.’

      ‘Never ever say that word again.’

      She laughs as I scrunch up a page of my notebook and throw it across the office in the direction of her desk. Unfortunately, Jorge gets in the way as he makes his tenth pilgrimage to the tiny communal kitchen. But when the boss lady is away, the drones will play, I suppose. Though according to Heather, Jorge barely even looks at his computer since Olivia, our boss, got hitched. Jealousy, we both guess.

      As far as marriages go, Olivia and Beckett’s was sudden, and if I’m honest, a little strange.

      ‘Meanwhile,’ Heather continues, ‘I’m stuck living at the arse end of nowhere, waking at the butt-crack of dawn just to get into the office.’

      ‘I can’t help that I’m miles away.’ I try my best to drive her into work—and home—but it’s just not possible at the minute. ‘You know I go where the agency sends me.’ Honestly? I think I’d go to Timbuktu to get away from my parents as they prepare for an acrimonious divorce. ‘At least you’re getting paid for going into the office.’ She was supposed to be interning this summer just for the experience, but somehow, she’s wrangled an hourly wage from Olivia. ‘Better cold hard cash than being paid in praise.’

      ‘Yeah, money does make the coffee runs easier to deal with.’ She slides a disgusted sort of look in the direction of Jorge, her office nemesis. Actually, as far as opponents go, he’s not a very challenging one. More a stroppy, flouncy, big girl’s blouse of an adversary.

      Ah, the tricky tasks of the intern. Actually, that’s not fair. Heather’s understanding of social media and the algorithms that drive them is pretty astounding.

      ‘No, that doesn’t suit me.’ Both our heads turn to the echoey sound of Olivia’s voice, and the click of her heels in the stairwell. As she arrives in the open-plan, warehouse-style office, her brows are pinched in a frown. ‘I’m not particularly interested in that right now.’ Brows aside, there’s little need to guess who she’s talking to by both her tone and the flush in her cheeks ‘Yes, well, you know where you can ram that suggestion. You don’t? Where the sun doesn’t shine, darling.’ And with that, she hangs up the phone, her expression like Pawdry Hepburn with the cream.

      She is literally the strangest newlywed person ever. Anyone would think she doesn’t like her hot AF husband.

      ‘What are you smiling about?

      ‘Me?’ she replies innocently, pushing a stray lock of hair from her cheek. ‘Why, nothing.’

      ‘Sell that somewhere else.’ I return my attention to my keyboard. ‘I’m not buying it.’

      ‘Yeah, we’ve seen that evil villain smile somewhere before, haven’t we?’

      ‘Probably on my husband,’ Olivia mutters as she looks down at her phone. She pauses suddenly, one hand on her cheek. ‘Maybe I’m turning into him?’

      ‘No, boss babe. That’s dogs.’

      We both turn to Heather’s pronouncement, who doesn’t have much of a filter, and though she often seems to say the first thing that comes into her head, there’s usually sense behind it. Sort of.

      ‘People who get pets; the pets turn into them or vice versa. I’m sure I read something in the newspaper about that. But not really, because people pick their animals based on a sense of familiarity. Same with cars and stuff. A man with a square jaw is more likely to choose a car with a brute fender. A girl with long curly hair will probably choose poodle or a Portuguese waterdog or something.’

      ‘Interesting.’ Or just plain off the wall.

      ‘Actually, come to think of it,’ Heather adds, tapping her pencil against her cheek, ‘I’m pretty sure the article drew parallels between how humans choose mates.’

      ‘It takes an evil smirk to know an evil smirk, then?’ I shoot Olivia a wink.

      ‘You’re saying I’m turning into Beckett?’

      ‘Maybe you saw the same qualities in him that you saw in yourself,’ suggests Heather.

      ‘I’m not morally bankrupt,’ she says with a snort. By her expression, she immediately regrets her response. But whether from calling him out, outing him as an evil villain, or the snort, it’s hard to tell. Maybe I have too much time on my hands today.

      ‘One man’s ruthlessness is what another woman calls commitment and drive. And as for choosing a mate solely on looks, you match him there, boss babe.’ As I make to move past her, I lick my index finger and mime a sizzle as I press it to her arm. ‘Smokin’!’

      She’s gorgeous herself, but Beckett, her Richie-rich venture capitalist husband, is like the second hottest man I’ve ever met. Hot neighbour dude being the first.

      I wonder what he does for a living? I banish the thought immediately because the office is not the place for thoughts of him.

      ‘Olivia?’

      ‘Yes, Jorge?’ Her back to him, she rolls her eyes but fixes on a smile as she turns.

      ‘I’d like to have a word with you about the state of the staff fridge, if I may.’

      Jorge stands at the other side of the office in his unironic grandad cardigan and suede beetle crushers. Hasn’t anyone told him men over thirty shouldn’t wear skinny jeans? Especially when they make him look like he’s left his butt at home? A Star Wars mug clasped to his chest, it’s almost as though he expects that the owner and director of our company is about to accompany him to the tiny kitchenette.

      Honestly, he’s been a pain since I started here, the biggest sourpuss, but since Olivia came back from the US and announced she’d married the man she’d previously tried to tell us she disliked, it’s like he’s sucked all the pleasure out of the office.

      ‘Maybe you can email me your concerns,’ she answers breezily. ‘I’ve got quite a full schedule today.’ Before he can answer, she whips back around to me, propping her hip against my desk. ‘Where are we at with the speed dating evening?’

      ‘Well, three of last year’s Lust Island contestants have confirmed.’

      ‘I’m really not sold on their attendance.’ Her expression twists. ‘I know we’ve had this conversation before, but I really don’t think reality TV contestants bring the right feel.’

      We’ve been going back and forth over this for weeks. I know what the problem is; she sees them as representative of all that’s wrong in the dating world. And maybe she’s right on some level. Lust Island is a TV show where the contestants live in a bubble basically, isolated from the outside world. They arrive as couples but don’t always leave the island with the same person, often swapping or changing as partners are dumped and contestants are eliminated. But what Olivia seems to be missing is the fact that they then become public figures, and that our demographic is sort of obsessed with these semi-celebs. When the show is running, the ratings are huge. The world and his wife have a couple they’re rooting for and the contestant we love to hate. We become invested in their lives afterwards, and that’s why the application list to attend this event is huge.

      ‘But they’re all single and ready to mingle,’ I sing in response.

      ‘That’s not helping.’ Her brows draw in as she taps her phone against her chin. ‘We’re selling meaningful connections, not hook-ups and partner swaps they sell on the show.’

      ‘And as I’ve said, casual often leads to more, and sometimes very quickly.’

      ‘Don’t say it.’ She holds up a forestalling hand. ‘I know what you’re going to say, but my marriage isn’t anyone’s business but mine.’

      ‘And Beckett’s,’ I add. ‘And like it or not, the fact that you married him has been good for business. People are invested in your relationship, too.’

      ‘I just don’t get why.’

      ‘Does it matter? You’re not selling your soul. It’s just good business sense.’

      ‘Personally, I think Lust Island is a valid exploration of humanity.’

      Olivia and I both turn to Heather, who raises her head from the study of her laptop.

      ‘I thought you enjoyed it because of all the hard, tanned, naked man chest?’

      ‘That’s just a bonus.’ Heather waves away my words. ‘And payback for centuries of sexual objectification of the female form.’

      ‘So it’s your duty as a feminist to perv, is it?’

      ‘I’m going for my lunch,’ Jorge announces loudly, flouncing out of the office like he’s in need of a chromosomal top up of the Y variety.

      ‘What’s up with him?’ Heather huffs, folding her arms.

      ‘He just wants to get boss babe here in a confined space.’ My tone might be a touch salacious. Just for fun.

      ‘That’s not funny,’ Olivia replies with just a hint of censure in her tone.

      ‘You’re right. It’s not. But there’s no escaping the fact that the man is mourning what could have been. He’s totally still got the hots for you, but now his unrequited love has taken on a touch of the tragic.’

      ‘It will be tragic if Beckett finds out,’ Heather adds with a snort.

      ‘Beckett won’t care an ounce.’ Olivia’s delivery is careless as she slides her phone into the pocket of her pants.

      ‘It’s not like he’ll be threatened, true, but he still won’t be very pleased with the thought of one of your staff mooning after you.’

      ‘He doesn’t moon. Now back to the matter in hand. The Lust Island guys.’

      ‘Look, they’re bringing a decent amount of publicity, and like it or not, they’ve certainly helped create a buzz. I’ve had to close the applications. More people want to attend than we have space for.’

      ‘Really?’ Her brow furrows. ‘Why? What’s so attractive about hanging out with a bunch of self-aggrandising bleached and buffed assholes?’

      ‘Harsh, boss babe, harsh. Besides,’ I add, ‘we don’t know if they bleach their bum holes.’

      ‘And I, for one, have no intention of finding out,’ sniggers Heather.

      ‘Don’t even.’ Olivia grimaces. In fact, she looks a little green around the gills. ‘How can anyone who signs up live under the scrutiny of constant filming be normal?’

      ‘The public doesn’t want them to be normal. They can get normal from the person sitting on the sofa next to them, picking their noses, farting, and worse.’

      ‘I didn’t know you were such a romantic,’ she deadpans.

      I smile, a sort of closed-mouth deal, mainly to make sure my lips remain sealed. She married a man following a whirlwind romance, and though he’s pretty bloody gorgeous, he’s still a man. I give him another month. Everyone farts.

      Except for the people on TV.

      And only because that’s edited out from the around-the-clock filming.

      ‘Normal is overrated. Besides, who’s to say what’s normal in this tangled and chaotic glory that is the world.’

      Heather’s response results in Olivia looking disconcerted.

      ‘I’m not denigrating anyone’s choices. I’m just saying I have concerns. But if the event is sold out . . . ’

      ‘We have a waiting list. And the Evening News is sending a features journalist and a photographer along. It’s a winning idea, I’m telling you.’

      ‘From a winning employee?’

      ‘Well, if there are any competitions—’

      ‘We’d probably tie,’ interjects Heather, her attention still on her laptop.

      ‘Ha, in your dreams, part-timer. But if you’re a good little cousin, I’ll let you carry my trophy. There is a trophy, right?’

      ‘Absolutely,’ Olivia drawls. ‘It’s the size and shape of a bottle of prosecco.’

      ‘Is the size of a bottle of prosecco and the shape of a bottle of prosecco.’ I narrow my eyes and bring my hand to my chin in a look of consideration before my gaze cuts to Olivia’s again. ‘It’s champagne, right?’

      ‘Maybe. But only if this night goes off without a hitch.’

      ‘Relax. It absolutely will. Their publicists say they’re super buzzed about attending.’

      Olivia harrumphs. It’s her only response.

      ‘We’re the hottest new app in the marketplace. They want to be seen with our brand.’ Something else I’ve found myself repeating.

      ‘My aim is for E-Volve to be champagne. But Lust Island contestants seem more . . . cheap beer.’

      ‘Harsh. They’re more like prosecco. A decent compromise on the top-shelf stuff.’

      ‘There are one hundred and five calories in a banana and only eighty in a glass of prosecco,’ Heather chimes in, swinging her chair to face us.

      ‘The problem is,’ Olivia says, ‘you’re not going to peel one banana and end up eating six. And then decide you’ve just gotten a taste for them before tearing open another bunch.’

      ‘There is that, I suppose.’ And while I wouldn’t say it aloud, that’s a pretty good analogy of the last season of Lust Island.

      

      Life moves along in its familiar rhythms, and I barely think of that night. Okay, I sometimes think of that night. Mostly, I just think about him. James. He’s like the only lady wank-bank material I’ll ever need.

      Lust Island boys are just that. Boys.

      Today, Heather and I are holed up at a window table at the café next door, avoiding the unseasonable wind pushing shoppers along the precinct while we eat lunch. We’re not really talking, but the silence is a comfortable one. Until her displeasure is aired for all to hear.

      ‘What do you suppose crawled up his arse and died?’

      ‘What?’ I stop tapping my toes to the song that’s playing on the radio and look up from the email I’m reading on my phone, instinctively glancing behind me. Jorge stands at the counter. I might smile or wave except for the fact that he’s deliberately ignoring us. ‘Maybe he didn’t see us.’ Or maybe he’s just a tit.

      ‘Oh, he saw us, all right. Honestly, his attitude is getting worse.’

      ‘Maybe you should consider halting the cookie war.’ Jorge has a tendency to stuff his face with other people’s biscuits while hoarding his own in his desk drawer. A desk drawer that Heather has liberated them from, placing them in the communal cookie jar and discarding the evidentiary packaging.

      ‘Maybe he should stop being such a greedy grouch,’ she retorts. ‘He’s never been particularly pleasant, as far as I can tell, but he’s had a face like a smacked arse since Olivia got back from the US.’ Slouching in her chair, she folds her arms across her chest. ‘Anyway, I may have one or two plans up my sleeve.’

      ‘Dare I ask?’

      ‘Did I tell you I taped a piece of tape over the bottom of his computer mouse last week?’

      ‘No.’ The word hit the air in a gurgling giggle. ‘Why?’

      ‘Just to piss him off. It doesn’t stop his mouse from working. Just makes it really unresponsive and slow.’

      ‘Oh, mind fuckery, you evil not-quite genius.’

      ‘You know who else isn’t a genius?’ In answer, she nods her head in the direction of the counter. ‘For someone in software development, he’s not very tech-savvy. He just kept shaking the thing and eventually threw it across the room.’

      ‘Bad-tempered Jorge,’ I answer censoriously.

      ‘I think I’m going to try a glitter bomb next.’

      ‘Ah, glitter, the herpes of the arts and crafts world.’

      ‘And impossible to get rid of.’

      ‘I’m not sure it’ll make him any nicer to be around. And if your glitter bomb ends up anywhere near my desk, I’m not going to be happy.’ I suppress a shiver, thoughts of the sparkling, shimmery mess giving me the heebie-jeebies.

      ‘You’re such a neat freak. What’s a little glittery pathogen between cousins?’

      ‘I’m serious, evil not-so genius. Maybe we should be a bit nicer to him. He’s obviously upset that Olivia got married.’

      ‘Oh, come on! In what universe would he have ever had a chance with her? Not only is she pretty and pretty awesome, but she’s also his boss.’

      ‘It happens,’ I answer with a light shrug. ‘People get off with their bosses.’

      ‘Stupid people.’

      ‘You can’t help who you fall in love with.’

      ‘I wouldn’t know,’ she answers indifferently.

      ‘Your time will come.’ Did that make me sound ancient? It sounds like the sort of things old ladies tell you whether you want them to or not when you’re on the bus.

      Your time will come.

      Youth is wasted on the young.

      Find a nice young man.

      Bad boys grow up to be bad men.

      Don’t sit on cold walls or you’ll get haemorrhoids.

      I’m so pleased I drive these days.

      ‘I’m in no hurry,’ she says with a snort. ‘After what love did to you, love can jog on!’ To demonstrate, she hooks her thumb over her shoulder.

      I smile tightly. You can’t explain love and loss to someone who’s never experienced it. Not that I’m saying I’m still grieving because I’m not. I’m just saying love bloody hurts, and I’m beginning to think it’s not worth it at all. I mean, look at my parents. Twenty-eight years of marriage and now they’re circling like dogs ready to tear out the other’s throat.

      I flip away from the social media app I’ve been scrolling and open up my emails. Then close them again as I notice Cameron’s latest missive which, judging by the subject line, is

      URGENT!!!

      Not.

      I delete without opening, and for once, I don’t feel that familiar twinge of panic, especially following his last missive when he had the nerve to complain about Heather’s charity shop prank. Apparently, he’d called Oxfam’s head office. Like I give a flying flip. Anyway, I’d blocked his number so there are no more threatening calls or texts to ignore.

      Bliss!

      ‘Where will you be this weekend?’

      I look up at her question, my expression twisting. ‘Home. The agency doesn’t have anything for me.’ And summer is coming to an end, and I’m concerned for the availability of gigs as fewer and fewer people jet off on holiday, which could mean more and more time spent at home for me.

      Urgh!

      ‘Babe, just sell the ring. I love your parental units, I really do. But separately. Like when there’s a mile between them or something.’

      ‘Agreed. They take the fun out of dysfunctional.’

      ‘They used to be so sweet. Together, I mean.’

      ‘Yeah, and not that long ago. But now it’s all about who can hurt the other the most. I think he’s had an affair. My dad, I mean.’ My gaze slides to the window where a singular droplet of rain splats. ‘Not now, but maybe in the past. No one’s saying anything, but something’s tearing Mum apart. Maybe she just found out?’ I turn back to Heather. ‘Whatever, it’s like she won’t let it out.’ Except in virulent bouts of explosive hate directed at my father. ‘I wish they could just sell the house and be done with it. I can’t stay with them for more than a night or two. The atmosphere is just so toxic.’

      ‘You know you can crash at mine. My parentals love to have you there.’

      I nod, trying for a small smile because while Heather’s parents are great, I just don’t have the mental fortitude to play “happy older cousin” to her three younger siblings right now.

      ‘Just sell it. Be done with it. Move on. Screw him and his unfaithful penis. Actually, scratch that last part.’

      ‘I wouldn’t touch his unfaithful penis with rubber gloves and a hazmat suit.’

      ‘Are there any hot neighbour dudes in Notting Hill?’ she asks, swirling the last of her coffee in her cup.

      ‘If there are, I haven’t seen any.’ I’d have to be looking to see. And I haven’t. Purposely.

      ‘I suppose you’ll just have to look forward to meeting the Lust Island cast up close and personal.’

      ‘Former cast,’ I correct. ‘And what’s this “me” business? You’re working that night, too. Aren’t you looking forward to meeting them?’

      ‘Nah.’ Her eyes return to her plate where she presses her forefinger to the edge, collecting breadcrumbs only to sprinkle them on the other side of the plate.

      ‘But you love that show.’

      ‘Yeah, but I’ve got uni coming up soon. Lot’s to concentrate on. I haven’t got time to be thinking about boys or men. Not in that sense.’

      ‘Is everything okay, Heth?’ She’s not normally so reticent.

      ‘Yeah, fine.’ One of her shoulders lifts, then falls, and she moves her attention to tracing the grain of the wooden tabletop. But she still won’t hold my gaze.

      ‘That guy you went to see in Acton that night.’ Hot neighbour dude night. The night she doesn’t know about. ‘Have you not seen him again?’ I try not to wince; I’m not sure what the booty call rule book would call these kinds of meetings. Hookups?

      She huffs. ‘I didn’t stay.’

      ‘You didn’t stay where?’

      ‘That night. I didn’t stay.’

      ‘Heth, did something happen?’ My heartrate suddenly elevates. ‘It’s been weeks—why haven’t we had this conversation?’ Because I’m a bad human. A bad cousin. Because I’ve been full of my own tales of woe. I find myself repeating, only my voice is much higher than hers as my heartrate elevates. ‘I swear, if something happened, I’ll need those rubber gloves and the hazmat suit. Along with a pair of bolt cutters.

      ‘No. I just changed my mind, that’s all.’

      ‘And you never thought to say?’ I knew I shouldn’t have let her go. I should’ve said something to stop her and ignored her protests that she’s old enough to make her own decisions. I don’t think age has the monopoly on being hurt. ‘Heth, he didn’t . . .’ I find I can’t bring myself to finish the question. I shouldn’t have hung up on her so quickly—I should’ve checked in on her the next day. I just got so caught up packing before the cleaner arrived, and then the weekend came, and it was awful, and then work and then—

      ‘Nothing happened,’ she says quietly. ‘I just couldn’t go through with it.’

      ‘But he didn’t . . . He didn’t give you a hard time or anything, did he?’

      A range of emotions flitter across her face. ‘No. Well, once it became clear he wasn’t going to be able to give me any kind of hard, he gave up. Stopped.’

      ‘Stopped what?’

      ‘Stopped trying. Stopped caring. Went back to killing shit on his PlayStation.’

      ‘God, you should’ve called me,’ I say, reaching out and covering her hand with mine.

      ‘Why? You’d had just as much to drink as I had. You were just much more sensible. Besides, you were probably tucked up in bed, fast asleep. Or passed out on top of it.’ She shoots me a teasing smile.

      ‘I hadn’t had that much to drink.’ I was drunk on other things. ‘But yeah, I went to bed pretty soon after I got the cat back.’ I press my lips together because I’m not going to tell her I didn’t get into bed alone. But whether due to bad timing or the prospect of being a bad influence, I’m not sure.

      ‘I can’t believe you crawled in through a dog door.’

      ‘I didn’t.’ I got stuck. ‘Need to. I just grabbed him.’ Grabbed him. Rolled on top of him. Rode him. Oh, the fun that was had . . .

      Obviously, not with the cat. Though I did have to chase one of the haughty voyeurs out of the bedroom at one point. It was a bit off-putting to be watched, especially by something that was so uninterested, it broke off watching halfway to clean its own bum hole.

      I put a hand to my heating cheek as Heather carries on.

      ‘Well, you were definitely more sensible than me because I ended up spending almost my whole week’s wage on a taxi back home. And I had to give Danny twenty quid not to tell Mum I was home the next day.’

      ‘What? Why?’

      ‘The little rat caught me creeping out to creep back in. I was supposed to be going home with you, so I had to sneak in to sleep in my own bed, then sneak out in order to make my official entrance. You know what they’re like. They would’ve had a million questions, and I’d have had to throw you under the bus and said we’d had an argument or something. And then they would’ve called you, and they would’ve been all “hey man, let’s all be groovy friends” thing.’ She affects an accent and makes the air quotes.

      ‘They’re not that bad,’ I say with a giggle.

      ‘You don’t have to live with them. They’re too young to be hippies, but it doesn’t stop them with that whole free love thing. It wouldn’t be too bad if they just confined their loving to their bedroom.’

      ‘Free? Oh my God, Heather. Your parents are not swingers, are they?’

      ‘No. Ew, no! They screw like bunnies, though. And they don’t hide it. It’s no wonder they have seven kids.’

      ‘I think it’s lovely that they’re still in love.’

      ‘Yes, agreed. If only they’d just stop expressing it so freely in the communal parts of the home. Anyway, I’m still broke because of that useless little scrotal component. He’s blackmailing me.’

      ‘Is he? Still?’

      ‘It’s not funny. He’s a little wanker.’

      ‘That’s no way to speak about your little brother.’ Sometimes, I forget she’s only nineteen. ‘You could’ve told them the truth.’

      ‘I would rather take a vow of silence than discuss my sex life with either of them,’ she answers gravely. ‘And you know I do love to talk. Besides, they’d ask questions they wouldn’t like the answers to. So I snuck out to sneak back in. If only I could’ve remembered the address of the place where you’re staying.’

      Her turning up that night would’ve been awkward—for all three of us.

      ‘I’m pleased Louisa had left home before I was sneaking around to hang out with boys.’ My older sister, Louisa, lives in the permanently sunny city of Sydney on the other side of the world. It’s funny, but Heather has three older brothers too. None of them lives at home, but I can’t imagine they’d have been happy to stay silent for the sake of a few pounds. Big brothers are supposed to be very protective, so I understand.

      She snorts unhappily. ‘It doesn’t matter. You and Louisa get on far too well to extort money out of each other. Besides, you’re too sensible to go traipsing to the other side of London full of cocktails.’

      If only she knew. Scratch that, I’m glad she doesn’t. I know she was all for it, making hot neighbour dude my rebound, but she’s too young to understand. Although she seems to have a handle on regret. Not that I regret that night. I regret how it ended, but that isn’t on me. It was good while it lasted, even if it has reawakened that need in me for human contact. Christ, how can it be I miss that skank Tamara more than I miss Cameron? The weirdest thing is, she’d understand how I feel. She’d probably throw her arm around me and say fuck him—fuck the dude for skipping out on me while I was asleep and fuck Cameron for being a lying prick.

      But then again, she took care of the last one for me.

      I realise Heather is still complaining about her little brother. ‘He’s such a little shit.’

      ‘To be fair, he’s only thirteen. Let’s hope he grows out of it.’

      ‘And some little dicks just grow to be bigger dicks. Bigger dicks who think about nothing but their dicks.’

      ‘Are we talking about that night?’ I ask carefully.

      ‘Nope. There’s nothing to talk about. I went. I changed my mind. I left. End of story. And if he wants to talk shit about me, he can.’

      ‘But you’re okay?’

      ‘Except I’m skint now until payday. Twenty pounds a week he’s charging me. Thanks for paying for lunch, by the way.’

      ‘That’s okay.’ I pull my purse onto my lap and pull my emergency twenty-pound note from the inside pocket. ‘You can give it back to me when you get paid.’

      ‘Thanks, Mir. You’re a lifesaver.’ She pockets the cash quickly, almost as though I might change my mind. ‘Can give me a lift home after work?’

      ‘Yeah, sure. I suppose I better have a little chat with Danny. Make him see the error of his ways. And threaten to tell on him.’

      ‘Ha. Good luck. ‘I’m going to get a bottle of water,’ she says, pushing her chair back. ‘Want anything?’ I shake my head, pulling the local newspaper abandoned on the table next to ours. I flip it open, going straight to the entertainment and lifestyle sections. It doesn’t harm to keep an eye on what’s happening in London, and it was reading the local rag that gave me the idea to contact the one or two publicists for the Lust Island crew. It might’ve been nice if I could’ve gotten a couple of the girls to come along too, but they all seemed to have conflicts in their schedule.

      Yeah, right.

      ‘You ready?’ I lift my gaze from the newspaper, my fingers already preparing to close it when something catches my attention.

      Tall, blond, and handsome, pap’d coming out of a charity gala last night.

      And is that . . . Giselle Hampton?

      ‘Ready?’

      ‘I’ll follow you.’ I don’t look up from the paper, spreading it out against the table to read the tiny caption and accompanying column under a double-page spread of celebrity shenanigans. Two Twits reads the byline under photographs of a pair of female columnists who seem more like two party girls than serious journalists.

      ‘Suit yourself.’ Heather unscrews the cap on her water as she turns away.

      So I read.

      

      
        
        Giselle Hampton looks radiant in pink florals as she leaves the RFW Charity ball with an unnamed date.

      

      

      

      
        
        Giselle looked every inch the soon-to-be millionaire as she left the event at the prestigious Fortnum Club looking pretty in pink Gucci.

        The thirty-seven-year-old former model-turned-actress, who recently split from her billionaire textiles magnate husband, Johnno Hampton, is expected to receive a record settlement when the pair head to court later this year.

        When asked for the name of her arm candy for the evening, Giselle, who’s rumoured to be starring in the upcoming film about Madonna’s life, just smiled enigmatically.

        We don’t know about you, but she doesn’t look like she’s crying into her cocoa to us!

        Who’s That Girl? More like who’s that hunk!

        Tweet a twit if you know, and you could win yourself fifty quid!

      

      

      

      I think I know that blond. I know those cheekbones. And I know that wicked half smile. I can’t be one hundred percent sure, not that I’d be tweeting the newspaper for the chance of a quick fifty quid, but it does look awfully like hot neighbour dude.

      Like James.

      And I don’t know how I feel about the article. Or maybe I just care not to examine how I feel because to feel anything would be weird, right? I mean, they don’t call it a one-night stand for nothing, do they? So I slept with a man who normally sleeps with women who look like Giselle; five-foot-nine stunners with shiny chestnut hair and legs up to their armpits. Women who move in celebrity circles, swear by juice cleanses, and holiday in St Barts.

      Maybe he was slumming it that night.

      I halt the thought right there before it spirals. We might not have been hanging out at the Fortnum Club, black tie and canapes, but it’s not like he didn’t enjoy himself in that odd little bedroom that would’ve looked at home in a museum.

      You’re so tight. You feel like velvet. Every inch of you.

      His hand on my breast and his wicked whispers in my ear.

      I might not be Giselle, but I wouldn’t swap that night for anything.
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            Miranda

          

        

      

    

    
      Life moves along in its familiar rhythms, and I barely think of that night. Okay, I sometimes think of that night. Mostly, I just think about him. James. He’s like the only lady wank-bank material I’ll ever need.

      Lust Island boys are just that. Boys.

      Today, Heather and I are holed up at a window table at the café next door, avoiding the unseasonable wind pushing shoppers along the precinct while we eat lunch. We’re not really talking, but the silence is a comfortable one. Until her displeasure is aired for all to hear.

      ‘What do you suppose crawled up his arse and died?’

      ‘What?’ I stop tapping my toes to the song that’s playing on the radio and look up from the email I’m reading on my phone, instinctively glancing behind me. Jorge stands at the counter. I might smile or wave except for the fact that he’s deliberately ignoring us. ‘Maybe he didn’t see us.’ Or maybe he’s just a tit.

      ‘Oh, he saw us, all right. Honestly, his attitude is getting worse.’

      ‘Maybe you should consider halting the cookie war.’ Jorge has a tendency to stuff his face with other people’s biscuits while hoarding his own in his desk drawer. A desk drawer that Heather has liberated them from, placing them in the communal cookie jar and discarding the evidentiary packaging.

      ‘Maybe he should stop being such a greedy grouch,’ she retorts. ‘He’s never been particularly pleasant, as far as I can tell, but he’s had a face like a smacked arse since Olivia got back from the US.’ Slouching in her chair, she folds her arms across her chest. ‘Anyway, I may have one or two plans up my sleeve.’

      ‘Dare I ask?’

      ‘Did I tell you I taped a piece of tape over the bottom of his computer mouse last week?’

      ‘No.’ The word hit the air in a gurgling giggle. ‘Why?’

      ‘Just to piss him off. It doesn’t stop his mouse from working. Just makes it really unresponsive and slow.’

      ‘Oh, mind fuckery, you evil not-quite genius.’

      ‘You know who else isn’t a genius?’ In answer, she nods her head in the direction of the counter. ‘For someone in software development, he’s not very tech-savvy. He just kept shaking the thing and eventually threw it across the room.’

      ‘Bad-tempered Jorge,’ I answer censoriously.

      ‘I think I’m going to try a glitter bomb next.’

      ‘Ah, glitter, the herpes of the arts and crafts world.’

      ‘And impossible to get rid of.’

      ‘I’m not sure it’ll make him any nicer to be around. And if your glitter bomb ends up anywhere near my desk, I’m not going to be happy.’ I suppress a shiver, thoughts of the sparkling, shimmery mess giving me the heebie-jeebies.

      ‘You’re such a neat freak. What’s a little glittery pathogen between cousins?’

      ‘I’m serious, evil not-so genius. Maybe we should be a bit nicer to him. He’s obviously upset that Olivia got married.’

      ‘Oh, come on! In what universe would he have ever had a chance with her? Not only is she pretty and pretty awesome, but she’s also his boss.’

      ‘It happens,’ I answer with a light shrug. ‘People get off with their bosses.’

      ‘Stupid people.’

      ‘You can’t help who you fall in love with.’

      ‘I wouldn’t know,’ she answers indifferently.

      ‘Your time will come.’ Did that make me sound ancient? It sounds like the sort of things old ladies tell you whether you want them to or not when you’re on the bus.

      Your time will come.

      Youth is wasted on the young.

      Find a nice young man.

      Bad boys grow up to be bad men.

      Don’t sit on cold walls or you’ll get haemorrhoids.

      I’m so pleased I drive these days.

      ‘I’m in no hurry,’ she says with a snort. ‘After what love did to you, love can jog on!’ To demonstrate, she hooks her thumb over her shoulder.

      I smile tightly. You can’t explain love and loss to someone who’s never experienced it. Not that I’m saying I’m still grieving because I’m not. I’m just saying love bloody hurts, and I’m beginning to think it’s not worth it at all. I mean, look at my parents. Twenty-eight years of marriage and now they’re circling like dogs ready to tear out the other’s throat.

      I flip away from the social media app I’ve been scrolling and open up my emails. Then close them again as I notice Cameron’s latest missive which, judging by the subject line, is

      URGENT!!!

      Not.

      I delete without opening, and for once, I don’t feel that familiar twinge of panic, especially following his last missive when he had the nerve to complain about Heather’s charity shop prank. Apparently, he’d called Oxfam’s head office. Like I give a flying flip. Anyway, I’d blocked his number so there are no more threatening calls or texts to ignore.

      Bliss!

      ‘Where will you be this weekend?’

      I look up at her question, my expression twisting. ‘Home. The agency doesn’t have anything for me.’ And summer is coming to an end, and I’m concerned for the availability of gigs as fewer and fewer people jet off on holiday, which could mean more and more time spent at home for me.

      Urgh!

      ‘Babe, just sell the ring. I love your parental units, I really do. But separately. Like when there’s a mile between them or something.’

      ‘Agreed. They take the fun out of dysfunctional.’

      ‘They used to be so sweet. Together, I mean.’

      ‘Yeah, and not that long ago. But now it’s all about who can hurt the other the most. I think he’s had an affair. My dad, I mean.’ My gaze slides to the window where a singular droplet of rain splats. ‘Not now, but maybe in the past. No one’s saying anything, but something’s tearing Mum apart. Maybe she just found out?’ I turn back to Heather. ‘Whatever, it’s like she won’t let it out.’ Except in virulent bouts of explosive hate directed at my father. ‘I wish they could just sell the house and be done with it. I can’t stay with them for more than a night or two. The atmosphere is just so toxic.’

      ‘You know you can crash at mine. My parentals love to have you there.’

      I nod, trying for a small smile because while Heather’s parents are great, I just don’t have the mental fortitude to play “happy older cousin” to her three younger siblings right now.

      ‘Just sell it. Be done with it. Move on. Screw him and his unfaithful penis. Actually, scratch that last part.’

      ‘I wouldn’t touch his unfaithful penis with rubber gloves and a hazmat suit.’

      ‘Are there any hot neighbour dudes in Notting Hill?’ she asks, swirling the last of her coffee in her cup.

      ‘If there are, I haven’t seen any.’ I’d have to be looking to see. And I haven’t. Purposely.

      ‘I suppose you’ll just have to look forward to meeting the Lust Island cast up close and personal.’

      ‘Former cast,’ I correct. ‘And what’s this “me” business? You’re working that night, too. Aren’t you looking forward to meeting them?’

      ‘Nah.’ Her eyes return to her plate where she presses her forefinger to the edge, collecting breadcrumbs only to sprinkle them on the other side of the plate.

      ‘But you love that show.’

      ‘Yeah, but I’ve got uni coming up soon. Lot’s to concentrate on. I haven’t got time to be thinking about boys or men. Not in that sense.’

      ‘Is everything okay, Heth?’ She’s not normally so reticent.

      ‘Yeah, fine.’ One of her shoulders lifts, then falls, and she moves her attention to tracing the grain of the wooden tabletop. But she still won’t hold my gaze.

      ‘That guy you went to see in Acton that night.’ Hot neighbour dude night. The night she doesn’t know about. ‘Have you not seen him again?’ I try not to wince; I’m not sure what the booty call rule book would call these kinds of meetings. Hookups?

      She huffs. ‘I didn’t stay.’

      ‘You didn’t stay where?’

      ‘That night. I didn’t stay.’

      ‘Heth, did something happen?’ My heartrate suddenly elevates. ‘It’s been weeks—why haven’t we had this conversation?’ Because I’m a bad human. A bad cousin. Because I’ve been full of my own tales of woe. I find myself repeating, only my voice is much higher than hers as my heartrate elevates. ‘I swear, if something happened, I’ll need those rubber gloves and the hazmat suit. Along with a pair of bolt cutters.

      ‘No. I just changed my mind, that’s all.’

      ‘And you never thought to say?’ I knew I shouldn’t have let her go. I should’ve said something to stop her and ignored her protests that she’s old enough to make her own decisions. I don’t think age has the monopoly on being hurt. ‘Heth, he didn’t . . .’ I find I can’t bring myself to finish the question. I shouldn’t have hung up on her so quickly—I should’ve checked in on her the next day. I just got so caught up packing before the cleaner arrived, and then the weekend came, and it was awful, and then work and then—

      ‘Nothing happened,’ she says quietly. ‘I just couldn’t go through with it.’

      ‘But he didn’t . . . He didn’t give you a hard time or anything, did he?’

      A range of emotions flitter across her face. ‘No. Well, once it became clear he wasn’t going to be able to give me any kind of hard, he gave up. Stopped.’

      ‘Stopped what?’

      ‘Stopped trying. Stopped caring. Went back to killing shit on his PlayStation.’

      ‘God, you should’ve called me,’ I say, reaching out and covering her hand with mine.

      ‘Why? You’d had just as much to drink as I had. You were just much more sensible. Besides, you were probably tucked up in bed, fast asleep. Or passed out on top of it.’ She shoots me a teasing smile.

      ‘I hadn’t had that much to drink.’ I was drunk on other things. ‘But yeah, I went to bed pretty soon after I got the cat back.’ I press my lips together because I’m not going to tell her I didn’t get into bed alone. But whether due to bad timing or the prospect of being a bad influence, I’m not sure.

      ‘I can’t believe you crawled in through a dog door.’

      ‘I didn’t.’ I got stuck. ‘Need to. I just grabbed him.’ Grabbed him. Rolled on top of him. Rode him. Oh, the fun that was had . . .

      Obviously, not with the cat. Though I did have to chase one of the haughty voyeurs out of the bedroom at one point. It was a bit off-putting to be watched, especially by something that was so uninterested, it broke off watching halfway to clean its own bum hole.

      I put a hand to my heating cheek as Heather carries on.

      ‘Well, you were definitely more sensible than me because I ended up spending almost my whole week’s wage on a taxi back home. And I had to give Danny twenty quid not to tell Mum I was home the next day.’

      ‘What? Why?’

      ‘The little rat caught me creeping out to creep back in. I was supposed to be going home with you, so I had to sneak in to sleep in my own bed, then sneak out in order to make my official entrance. You know what they’re like. They would’ve had a million questions, and I’d have had to throw you under the bus and said we’d had an argument or something. And then they would’ve called you, and they would’ve been all “hey man, let’s all be groovy friends” thing.’ She affects an accent and makes the air quotes.

      ‘They’re not that bad,’ I say with a giggle.

      ‘You don’t have to live with them. They’re too young to be hippies, but it doesn’t stop them with that whole free love thing. It wouldn’t be too bad if they just confined their loving to their bedroom.’

      ‘Free? Oh my God, Heather. Your parents are not swingers, are they?’

      ‘No. Ew, no! They screw like bunnies, though. And they don’t hide it. It’s no wonder they have seven kids.’

      ‘I think it’s lovely that they’re still in love.’

      ‘Yes, agreed. If only they’d just stop expressing it so freely in the communal parts of the home. Anyway, I’m still broke because of that useless little scrotal component. He’s blackmailing me.’

      ‘Is he? Still?’

      ‘It’s not funny. He’s a little wanker.’

      ‘That’s no way to speak about your little brother.’ Sometimes, I forget she’s only nineteen. ‘You could’ve told them the truth.’

      ‘I would rather take a vow of silence than discuss my sex life with either of them,’ she answers gravely. ‘And you know I do love to talk. Besides, they’d ask questions they wouldn’t like the answers to. So I snuck out to sneak back in. If only I could’ve remembered the address of the place where you’re staying.’

      Her turning up that night would’ve been awkward—for all three of us.

      ‘I’m pleased Louisa had left home before I was sneaking around to hang out with boys.’ My older sister, Louisa, lives in the permanently sunny city of Sydney on the other side of the world. It’s funny, but Heather has three older brothers too. None of them lives at home, but I can’t imagine they’d have been happy to stay silent for the sake of a few pounds. Big brothers are supposed to be very protective, so I understand.

      She snorts unhappily. ‘It doesn’t matter. You and Louisa get on far too well to extort money out of each other. Besides, you’re too sensible to go traipsing to the other side of London full of cocktails.’

      If only she knew. Scratch that, I’m glad she doesn’t. I know she was all for it, making hot neighbour dude my rebound, but she’s too young to understand. Although she seems to have a handle on regret. Not that I regret that night. I regret how it ended, but that isn’t on me. It was good while it lasted, even if it has reawakened that need in me for human contact. Christ, how can it be I miss that skank Tamara more than I miss Cameron? The weirdest thing is, she’d understand how I feel. She’d probably throw her arm around me and say fuck him—fuck the dude for skipping out on me while I was asleep and fuck Cameron for being a lying prick.

      But then again, she took care of the last one for me.

      I realise Heather is still complaining about her little brother. ‘He’s such a little shit.’

      ‘To be fair, he’s only thirteen. Let’s hope he grows out of it.’

      ‘And some little dicks just grow to be bigger dicks. Bigger dicks who think about nothing but their dicks.’

      ‘Are we talking about that night?’ I ask carefully.

      ‘Nope. There’s nothing to talk about. I went. I changed my mind. I left. End of story. And if he wants to talk shit about me, he can.’

      ‘But you’re okay?’

      ‘Except I’m skint now until payday. Twenty pounds a week he’s charging me. Thanks for paying for lunch, by the way.’

      ‘That’s okay.’ I pull my purse onto my lap and pull my emergency twenty-pound note from the inside pocket. ‘You can give it back to me when you get paid.’

      ‘Thanks, Mir. You’re a lifesaver.’ She pockets the cash quickly, almost as though I might change my mind. ‘Can give me a lift home after work?’

      ‘Yeah, sure. I suppose I better have a little chat with Danny. Make him see the error of his ways. And threaten to tell on him.’

      ‘Ha. Good luck. ‘I’m going to get a bottle of water,’ she says, pushing her chair back. ‘Want anything?’ I shake my head, pulling the local newspaper abandoned on the table next to ours. I flip it open, going straight to the entertainment and lifestyle sections. It doesn’t harm to keep an eye on what’s happening in London, and it was reading the local rag that gave me the idea to contact the one or two publicists for the Lust Island crew. It might’ve been nice if I could’ve gotten a couple of the girls to come along too, but they all seemed to have conflicts in their schedule.

      Yeah, right.

      ‘You ready?’ I lift my gaze from the newspaper, my fingers already preparing to close it when something catches my attention.

      Tall, blond, and handsome, pap’d coming out of a charity gala last night.

      And is that . . . Giselle Hampton?

      ‘Ready?’

      ‘I’ll follow you.’ I don’t look up from the paper, spreading it out against the table to read the tiny caption and accompanying column under a double-page spread of celebrity shenanigans. Two Twits reads the byline under photographs of a pair of female columnists who seem more like two party girls than serious journalists.

      ‘Suit yourself.’ Heather unscrews the cap on her water as she turns away.

      So I read.

      

      
        
        Giselle Hampton looks radiant in pink florals as she leaves the RFW Charity ball with an unnamed date.

      

      

      

      
        
        Giselle looked every inch the soon-to-be millionaire as she left the event at the prestigious Fortnum Club looking pretty in pink Gucci.

        The thirty-seven-year-old former model-turned-actress, who recently split from her billionaire textiles magnate husband, Johnno Hampton, is expected to receive a record settlement when the pair head to court later this year.

        When asked for the name of her arm candy for the evening, Giselle, who’s rumoured to be starring in the upcoming film about Madonna’s life, just smiled enigmatically.

        We don’t know about you, but she doesn’t look like she’s crying into her cocoa to us!

        Who’s That Girl? More like who’s that hunk!

        Tweet a twit if you know, and you could win yourself fifty quid!

      

      

      

      I think I know that blond. I know those cheekbones. And I know that wicked half smile. I can’t be one hundred percent sure, not that I’d be tweeting the newspaper for the chance of a quick fifty quid, but it does look awfully like hot neighbour dude.

      Like James.

      And I don’t know how I feel about the article. Or maybe I just care not to examine how I feel because to feel anything would be weird, right? I mean, they don’t call it a one-night stand for nothing, do they? So I slept with a man who normally sleeps with women who look like Giselle; five-foot-nine stunners with shiny chestnut hair and legs up to their armpits. Women who move in celebrity circles, swear by juice cleanses, and holiday in St Barts.

      Maybe he was slumming it that night.

      I halt the thought right there before it spirals. We might not have been hanging out at the Fortnum Club, black tie and canapes, but it’s not like he didn’t enjoy himself in that odd little bedroom that would’ve looked at home in a museum.

      You’re so tight. You feel like velvet. Every inch of you.

      His hand on my breast and his wicked whispers in my ear.

      I might not be Giselle, but I wouldn’t swap that night for anything.
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      If I were to arrange a show, using the last week as the central topic, I would entitle it My Life: The Shitshow.

      Ordinarily at this time of the year, business slows. The big spenders have their minds on Mustique, Monaco, Morocco, and any number of foreign climates, the artists themselves recovering from their big day, or evening as the case usually is, at the all-important show. There have been months of pre and post parties, exhibitions attended, much schmoozing, and the shaking of many hands. The preceding months can be exhausting time but also very lucrative, but by August, things are supposed to be winding down.

      Art dealers will tell you they’re in the business for the love of art. That they want to nurture new talent and allow it to flourish, to help cultivate and develop it. This, in my experience, is bullshit. Art dealers are mere commodities brokers for the super-rich, and the super-rich aren’t interested in the talent of an artist or the aesthetic value of how the piece will look on their office or their dining room wall. They’re interested in the money aspect. The value of art as an investment.

      In a lot of ways, what I do is no different to how a financier works, the focus on the deal and providing assurance and estimates for accrued value looking forward.

      It’s not about the art. Not these days.

      In essence, this is also how I make my money. My gallery may facilitate the transaction between creator and investor—for a heavy commission, of course—but I also invest in art. Buying today what I know I can sell at a considerable markup tomorrow. And why shouldn’t I? I represent new artists. Finance their work. Provide them with studios and support. I court them, talk shop—themes and concepts, the all-important process, composition and oeuvre. Blah, blah, fucking blah.

      I appreciate art, both aesthetically and financially, but apparently, I don’t have an artistic soul. Some would argue—particularly those who either don’t want to sell out to the man, the man being me, or who would give a limb to have me represent them but don’t have what it takes—that I don’t have a soul at all.

      To those in my cadre, I’m somewhat of a trinity. The god, a benevolent ruler, the father, the nurturer, and the holy fucking ghost that will rain down such terror should you should it be required. But I’m not all bad. I’ve been known to encourage and fund rehab stints. I spend a considerable amount of time talking individual personalities up when they’re feeling down and talking them down when they’re feeling manic, often preventing them from destroying months of work when the monster under the bed—fear—shows its head.

      Which is where My Life: The Shitshow kicks in.

      On a Tuesday. The Monday-est Tuesday ever where I’d spent much of the evening reasoning with a high-strung twentysomething from Iceland who, if he possessed no talent, wouldn’t be preparing for an exhibition in London in a few short months. That I had every confidence in him—confidence enough for us both. So imagine my surprise the following week when I found he’d defected to one of my rivals.

      The fucking ingrate.

      Worse, I can’t seem to bring myself to become truly angry about it. Am I losing my edge? I don’t think so. I may be losing my mind, however. Losing my mind over a girl with messy blonde hair and long pale legs. A girl called Miranda.

      My concentration is entirely shot, my mind on those decidedly un-fucking brief Batman briefs and the girl wearing them, my thoughts occupied by snapshots of that evening and what could have been if I hadn’t returned home to care for an elderly mutt, then been roped into a call to remind a client in Tokyo that there were consequences for reneging on a deal. A multi-million-pound deal.

      Because when I went back to the house later that morning and she wasn’t there, the effect was like a bucket of cold water to the head. And crotch. I fully intended on watching the house for her return when Marjorie reappeared later the same day.

      As a consequence, I’ve been a bastard to deal with since, and at a time my staff should be breathing a sigh of relief and looking forward to a break in the madness. So far this week, I’ve bawled out my exhibition manager for failing to elicit the whereabouts of a crate coming in from New York, misplaced by the staff of Heathrow Airport—if it is indeed lost, heads will roll as the artist is already suffering pangs of regret for commercialising his form of street art. I may have also implied the gallery receptionist is a halfwit for not preparing a set of customs declarations in time and also reduced one of the gallery assistants to tears for splashing a little coffee on the floor. Anyone who insists on being referred to as Minty deserves a good bollocking now and again. She’s not a mouthwash, for fuck’s sake, not that Araminta is much of an improvement.

      ‘Trust fund babies,’ I find myself muttering as I hammer away on my laptop, then hit send. I spread my fingers out on the smooth surface of my Jugendstil desk following the grain in the wood, almost as though the action might ground me as my mind begins to drift again.

      The muscles in my abs tense with the memory of her fingers sliding down my chest. Her soft moan plays on a loop in my memory, along with the hitch of her breath as I’d spread her legs. And my God, the taste of her. The way she’d rocked against me. The sound of her fevered cries. It drove me wild, and the fact that I can’t work out how to see her again is making me a nightmare to be around.

      Like I care what other people think.

      If they have an issue, they can call Maryam in HR.

      But there’s an idea, I decide as I pick up my phone. I’m not calling Maryam. I can’t think how she’d help my predicament.

      ‘Hey, Dad. How are you?’

      ‘Just the same as I was when you called me at the weekend,’ my father replies mildly.

      ‘Calling twice in one week is once too much.’ I recite this into the phone slowly as though I’m noting it in my diary. ‘Right. Got it. Good to know.’

      ‘Ha. Very good,’ he blusters. ‘Anymore and I’ll think I’m heading for God’s waiting room. I have no intentions to pop my clogs just yet—I’ve too much to do.’

      ‘You know Rufus will just eat you when you go.’

      ‘Nonsense. He doesn’t have enough teeth. What do you want, son? The Chase is about to come on.’ My father, former brigadier general. A leader of men. A commander or the masses. A devotee of quiz shows and daytime TV.

      ‘I was just wondering—’

      ‘Ho, ho.’ He huffs out a laugh. ‘I haven’t heard that tone in a long time. What are you after, hmm?’

      ‘Just the usual. Money. Power. Domination of my corner of the Brit art world. Dominion over the next crop of wildly successful YBAs.’

      ‘What’s that?’ he asks a little louder. ‘Speak up, would you?’

      ‘Young British Artists,’ I repeat. ‘Power. Success. The usual.’

      ‘You don’t need my help for that, my boy,’ he answers quite cheerily. ‘And to think I was against you going into art.’

      For fear I’d become effete, as I recall. But I won’t remind him.

      ‘What the ancients called a clever fighter is one who not only wins, but excels in winning with ease.’ He’s also a fan of quoting Sun Tzu and The Art of War. ‘That passage is you. And you get that from your mother, not me. An iron fist in a velvet glove, that woman.’ There’s a pause where he doesn’t need to say how much he misses her. We both do. ‘If she’d been in the Cabinet right now, there’d be none of this Brexit rubbish going on. She’d have ’em sorted. Pull them out of Parliament by the ear. Bloody politicians. What is it you wanted, anyway?’

      Conversations with my father are often circuitous.

      ‘I noticed while you were away, Marjorie next door was on holiday.’

      ‘Away when?’

      ‘June, no, early July. When I looked after the mutt. Come on, it was only a few weeks ago.’

      ‘Ah, yes,’ he answers entirely innocently. ‘Yes, of course. She was on holiday, too. She mentioned it to me a while ago.’

      ‘Go anywhere nice, did she?’

      ‘No idea. Not a walking holiday in the Fells, I can tell you.’ I suppose I can’t see her donning walking boots and trudging around the Lake District with my father. ‘Probably Spain or somewhere sunny, I should imagine, but you’re not calling for holiday recommendations, are you?’

      ‘No. Another kind or recommendation. I saw she had someone living there to look after her cats.’

      ‘Bloody ugly things. They look like the last chickens left on the shelf in Waitrose. What do you want to know?’ he adds brusquely.

      ‘One of the staff needs the name of a reputable cat-sitter.’ One of the staff being me, though I’m quite keen for this particular cat-sitter to behave entirely disreputably. ‘I thought you could ask her for the name of the company for me. If you don’t mind.’

      ‘I’ll catch her in the morning. I’ll call you back tomorrow. My program is about to start.’

      And with that, he hangs up.

      I lean back in my chair as I contemplate my ridiculous plan. I wonder if I can call and book a sitter by name? Maybe I can persuade one of the gallery assistants to call to make the enquiry on my behalf. It might sound a little less suspect.

      I must be mad. Even if I get that far, I can’t imagine the lovely Miranda would appreciate her services being reserved, only to turn up at the address to find it isn’t a cat or a dog looking forward to a little petting and a few strokes.

      I wonder what the offence would read on any possible charge sheet. Soliciting or stalking? You know, once she’d called the police. I can almost see the headlines.

      

      
        
        Belgravia Art Dealer Holds Young Girl Hostage.

        Man Protests He Only Wanted A Belly Rub.

      

      

      

      ‘Fuck it,’ I mutter, pushing back from the desk. I need to ponder this some more.
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      ‘This place isn’t exactly subtle, is it?’

      I follow Olivia’s gaze as she watches as one of the bar staff pass, unsure quite what she means. The theme? I mean, sure, the men are dressed like they’ve stepped off the set of Peaky Blinders and the women are sort of old-world glam, but this is way better than some of the places we’d looked at. Dayglo nylon, experimental cocktails served in a bar like a high school chemistry lab, and even a ’70s themed place in Hampstead that was cheesier than the square of cheddar served on a cocktail stick along with a lump of pineapple.

      ‘I like it.’ This is my jam. It’s also my night. It might be Olivia’s company, but I’ve been planning this event for weeks; sourcing possible venues and chasing publicity. ‘And you liked it when we came here for dinner last week.’

      ‘I know. It’s just.’ One hand on her hip, she presses the other against her forehead.

      ‘It’s cool. Sort of intimate.’ It’s got a naughty, sensual vibe with velvet-lined booths, wingback chairs, and a wall filled with old photographs. The bar is huge and richly polished, an aged mirror behind it reflecting the glamour of the room. And the cocktail menu, while kind of kitsch, is also extensive, offering liquor-laced cordials and tinctures. Some are even served in old-fashioned apothecary bottles.

      ‘I’m not sure,’ she replies with a frown. ‘I’m not sure it’s the right place.’

      Too late now, not that it would help to point that out.

      ‘It doesn’t look like a knocking shop if that’s what you mean. Besides, you chose the place. And we’ve hung out here twice since.’

      ‘Tell me I’m panicking over nothing,’ she says, swinging to face me as she exhales a long, nervous breath.

      ‘You totally are. This place is the bomb. It’s got exactly the look we’re going for. It’s vibey, and the punters are going to love it.’

      ‘Vibey?’ she repeats, glancing around the place again. ‘Not more of a kind of refined depravity?’

      ‘Retro chic,’ I maintain. ‘Someplace you’d expect to find gangsters and their molls hanging out. Pinstriped pants and jackets with wide lapels, feather boas, and red-painted fingernails holding thin cigarette holders.’

      ‘Underworld charm.’

      ‘It’s a bar, for goodness’ sake. It’s sexy. The exact kind of place you want to be associated with. We’re selling romance here, are we not?’ She smiles at me as I add, ‘Just think of how the photographs will look.’

      ‘You’re right, I’m just stressing.’

      Halleluiah. My God, stressing doesn’t even cover it. The woman could do with a Valium!

      ‘What do you want me to do with these?’ Heather suddenly appears with a dozen small silver buckets dangling from her hands. I frown at her T-shirt that declares:

      

      
        
        Brains are the new tits.

      

      

      

      The manifesto is strong in this one.

      ‘Put one on each table,’ I say. ‘Then put the cards inside each.’

      Heather has spent the week printing out fancy prompts that are to go in the buckets, so our guests have somewhere to start. Icebreaker questions, I suppose.

      What do you do for fun?

      What do you do to relax?

      Tell me something fascinating about yourself.

      I suppose it might save shy couples from spending four minutes just staring at each other.

      ‘So, when they come in, I give them one of these little scoring cards, right?’

      ‘It’s maybe better we don’t call them scoring cards,’ Ols replies, even though that’s what we’ve been calling them in the office all week. ‘This isn’t a game of mini golf.’

      Nope, it’s way more painful than that.

      ‘But we’re giving them each a mini pencil, aren’t we?’

      ‘Yeah, one of the branded ones.’ My idea. God, I hate mini golf, but it’s something they can take away, along with their memories of a fabulous evening. You know what else I hate? Waiting. And I’m currently waiting for a call back from the jewellers. Yesterday, I’d ducked out of the office on the spur of the moment and taken the ring to the nearest jewellers, Joseph & Sons, to ask for a valuation. Apparently, it’ll cost me thirty-five pounds, and I can pick the ring up sometime this afternoon, along with a certificate with a value I can insure it for. See, that’s what I told the girl at the counter. No need to tell her the whole sordid story.

      I’m not quite sure what I’ll do once I have it. But what I do know is I can’t stay with my parents much longer, not if I’m to maintain my sanity. I really can’t take the explosive anger, muted silences, and bursts of abuse anymore.

      ‘Let’s call them feedback cards,’ Oliva suggests.

      ‘So they get a little pencil—’

      ‘And as much free booze as they need to loosen them up,’ I add with a manic-sounding cackle. Oh, God. I need this call, and then I need this day to be over.

      ‘No, they get a glass of some drink they’re making in honour of the evening.’ Olivia points at the bar. ‘And there’s some prosecco after that, and a few bottles of wine; red and white. The last thing we need is a bunch of drunk, horny singles on our hands.’

      ‘That sounds like some of my best work.’ The words are out in the air before I can moderate them, the image of hot neighbour dude’s wicked smile flashing in my head.

      ‘Heather, it’s your job to collect the scorecards—’

      ‘Feedback cards,’ she corrects.

      ‘Yes, those. You collect them at the end of the evening. Then we’ll collate the scores, I mean, the information, and get back to the participants through their membership email.’

      ‘And then one or two of the couples will see each other again, they’ll have a date at the cinema, then he’ll take her for a nice meal, they’ll date for a couple of weeks, then shag, and fall in love. And then E-Volve gets in the newspapers again. Bish, bosh, bash!’

      Both women look at me as though I’m losing my mind. And I think they might be on to something there.

      ‘Yeah, we’ll see,’ Oliva says stiffly.

      ‘You still don’t seem very excited about tonight. Come on, chill out.’ I take her elbow in my hand. ‘It’s going to be a grand success. People don’t take speed dating too seriously. It’s just a way to have a laugh and a few drinks, maybe meet some cool people, or get back into the saddle after a breakup.’

      Already checked that somewhat off my list. By some bloke who was probably yucking it up with his plummy mates about that time he banged the pet-sitter.

      ‘It’s just for shits and giggles. That’s all.’

      ‘We’re not in business for shits and giggles, though, are we?’

      ‘You’re just feeling the pressure. First, the article in Hiya magazine and now the Evening News. But that’s what happens when you become half of the hottest power couple in London.’ She groans as though in pain. ‘Bolivia.’ Heavy emphasis on the B because she loves it so much. Beckett + Olivia = Bolivia.

      ‘Wipe that grin off your face. It’s such a terrible portmanteau.’

      ‘Port man what?’

      ‘Bolivia is a portmanteau of Beckett and Olivia, don’t you know?’

      ‘You mean like a name mashup?’

      ‘Yeah.’ She sighs. ‘Exactly like that.’

      So say that then!

      ‘Bolivia isn’t that bad,’ I counter. ‘After all, it might’ve been Olecket.’

      ‘All done,’ Heather announces, coming to stand by my side with a big smile on her face. ‘Name badges are by the door, profiles and pencils are on the table, and ice breakers are in the buckets. What’s next?’

      ‘I know,’ I answer. ‘Let’s make an early start on that prosecco.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I only intended to have one glass; I am working, after all. After greeting the three Lust Island guys, who all seem very nice, polite Home Counties boys and not the loud, boorish lads Olivia had feared they would be, I facilitate introductions all around.

      Olivia, Our Lady of Romance.

      Reality TV totty.

      The Evening News crew.

      I offer drinks, show the latter where they could set up, then head off to help Heather with her duties as door bitch when my phone rings.

      ‘Give me two minutes,’ I tell her, making my way to the back of the bar where it’s a little quieter. ‘Hello?’

      ‘Miss Jennings?’ The voice on the other end of the line is one I don’t know. Male and, judging by the slightly reedy tone, quite elderly. ‘I’m calling about the ring you left with my colleague earlier today.’

      ‘Yes. The diamond solitaire. Is it ready to be picked up?’ Would it be bad to ask what it’s worth over the phone?

      ‘Yes.’ He draws the word out over several syllables with a hesitation that’s worrying.

      ‘Is there something wrong? You haven’t been robbed, have you?’ You hear about this sometimes—jewel heists or smash and grab robberies. The store didn’t seem to have a lot of security. Plus, the sales assistant said it might need to go to the branch in the city to be valued, because—

      ‘No, nothing like that. It’s just, well, I’m afraid this ring doesn’t possess a diamond.’

      ‘Have you lost it?’ I squeak.

      ‘No, the ring is in the same condition as when you left it.’

      ‘Then I’m not sure what you mean. There must be some kind of mistake.’ Maybe there were two customers named Jennings today?

      ‘This is the antique solitaire left under the name of Miranda Jennings, and this is the correct phone number left as the point of contact, yes?’

      ‘Yes, I suppose. It’s an antique ring, right? A family heirloom.’

      ‘The ring itself is around seventy years old, but I’m afraid it looks like whatever stone was in the mount was replaced with moissanite. Probably quite recently.’

      The noise from the speed dating room suddenly makes it a little difficult to hear. I turn, holding my phone closer to the wall as I push my index finger into my other ear before asking him to repeat himself.

      ‘My dear, this ring isn’t a diamond. As I said, it’s moissanite.’

      No. That can’t be. Is this some kind of scam? I take in a diamond, and they try to palm me off with lies, or worse, I get something different back?

      ‘I’m not sure what that is, or what it is you’re trying to tell me.’ Only, I think I probably do. What is it they say? Something about denial and rivers in Egypt.

      ‘We can offer you money for the weight of the gold, but—’

      ‘I’m not interested in what the gold is worth,’ I almost shriek. ‘What the bloody hell is moissanite?’

      There’s a pause, which suddenly makes me worry that he’ll hang up, but before I can apologise for my tone, the old man speaks again.

      ‘Diamonds are found naturally, formed of the hardest material, and they possess such extraordinary beauty and worth. Moissanites are almost always manufactured in a lab, formed from silicon carbide. To the untrained eye, moissanites may look like diamonds, but they are not.’

      ‘You’re telling me the ring is worthless.’ My heart feels like it’s been dropped from a great height. I don’t know why I’m even asking when I know what the answer is. And I know why Cameron has been so desperate to get the fucking thing back.

      ‘Not worthless exactly. Just the price of gold, you understand.’

      ‘But there isn’t a market for used moissanites.’

      ‘No, not like there is for diamonds. I’m sorry,’ he adds kindly. ‘This has obviously come as a great shock to you.’

      ‘You might say that, but it probably shouldn’t.’ Not after what he did to me. ‘Thank you for your call. And your explanation. I-I’ll be in to pick it up tomorrow.’

      ‘Take care, my dear.’

      My hands drop to my sides, and I find I have to press my back up against the wall because it feels like my knees are about to give out.

      That bastard. That absolute fucking toad. But why am I surprised? He loved me so much he slept with my best friend, so of course he’s not going to think twice about giving me a dud ring. I meant nothing to him—I couldn’t have—because you don’t treat your enemies this way, never mind the people you profess to love.

      But then a little voice at the back of my head pipes up. It’s a tiny voice, weak and one that I could do without.

      You’re not shaking because the dickwad screwed you over. You’re shaking because he just took away your survival plan.

      I am over this week, this month—hell, this year! And as one of the bar staff breezes by with a tray of the E-Volve signature cocktails, I find myself whipping a glass from his tray.

      ‘Cheers.’ But he’s already gone as I throw the contents down my throat without even tasting it. Then I go looking for another.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      ‘If at first you don’t succeed, get another drink and try another table. You’ll be amazed how much less you care.’ Glass in one hand, I snatch the note from the woman in front of me, twirling it high above my head. ‘Off you trot.’ I make a shooing motion with the fingers still wrapped around the glass, almost dropping it in the process.

      ‘The men are the ones who move tables,’ Olivia grumbles. ‘How much prosecco have you had?’

      ‘Just a couple.’ A couple of prosecco and more than a couple of cocktails. Along with my answer, I shrug, undeterred and unconcerned. It’s all right for her to be living in her big house with her handsome husband. She doesn’t understand what it’s like to be shat on from a great height by the man who professed to love you—shat on twice—and she doesn’t know what it feels like to have your life slipping through your fingertips and not be able to do a thing about it.

      ‘Give it to me,’ she demands, taking the note from my hand.

      ‘Where’s your favourite place to have sex?’ Heather reads over my shoulder.

      ‘That would be telling,’ I think I say. Or think I think? It’s hard to tell as I find myself squinting to make the two Heathers merge into one.

      ‘It’s not as bad as the last one,’ she says to the boss babe.

      ‘Except she said his answer was in the bum.’ I snigger, rolling my lips together to mute the sound. ‘His favourite place to have sex is up the bum! Geddit?’

      Olivia glares, and Heather looks like she wants to shake me.

      Fuck it, I don’t care and display my lack of concern with another careless shrug. And possibly a little stumble.

      ‘I bet it was one of the Lust Island guys,’ Ols says.

      ‘They did seem to have the sense of humour of fourteen-year-olds,’ Heather adds.

      Ah, Heather-feather. Don’t you know men don’t evolve? They get older, but they don’t grow up. They get crueller, but they never really . . . fuck, I can’t remember the word I was looking for. Not that it matters because neither of the pair is paying me any attention.

      Little boys. The little big little Lust Island boys. ‘They’re hot.’

      ‘Ew, Mir! One of them is wearing a pair of pink pants that don’t touch his ankles. ‘And white shoes. He looks like a Club Tropicana reject.’

      ‘Pssht!’ I wave a hand and accidentally slap Olivia’s shoulder. ‘They’re fashionable.’

      For some reason, Heather bleats at me like a sheep.

      ‘Miranda, go and sit down, please.’ Olivia’s expression is firm and just a teensy-weensy pissed off as she points to an empty booth at the other end of the room.

      Fine. These shoes are killing me anyway.

      I weave my way in and out of the tables, stopping to peek now and again at the things the attendees have written on their little scoring cards even though the words are mostly blurry.

      ‘Oh, dear.’ I pause at a table, a girl with blue hair and her four-minute date who’s wearing a lumberjack shirt with a big sticker on one side which reads “Chris”.

      ‘Hey, Chris. Four minutes are nearly up.’ I pluck the card from in front of him and close one eye to read it. ‘That’s cool. He likes you.’ I point my finger at the blue-haired woman on the other side of the table before bending and bringing my mouth level with Chris’s ear. ‘Sorry, mate. It doesn’t look like you’re scoring tonight,’ I might whisper. Or possibly hiss at regular volume. ‘Not after what she’s written on her card.’ Along with this, I hitch a thumb at his tablemate. ‘Never mind. She looks like a raspberry Slurpee, anyway.’ I snigger as I straighten before pressing a lipstick-y kiss to the top of his head. ‘And I don’t think you look like a boiled egg. Oops!’ I stagger a little, one shoe tripping over the other. Chairs scrape, and hands reach out to prevent my fall, but strangely, I don’t meet their pals, lurching backwards as arms bring my back into contact with a very firm something that feels a bit like a chest.

      I twist my head, bringing my ear in contact with a soft pair of lips.

      ‘Hello, Batgirl. Fancy meeting you here.’
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      The stars have aligned!

      No need to buy a hamster or goldfish as a ruse, or risk a charge of stalking, because she’s here! And drunk. Somewhere between I’ve had one too many glasses of champagne tipsy and I’m off my face thanks to a bottle of Belvedere. But I don’t really care. Drunkenness is temporary. And because she’s here. The girl who’s been taunting me in my dreams.

      The lovely Miranda.

      ‘James!’

      From across the room, her sleeveless and mostly demure blue dress shimmers in the light like an aura, the hem fluttering flirtatiously around her knees. Up close, the fabric is slippery under my fingertips as she wraps her wrists at the back of my neck. How idiotic would it be to say my body seems to remember the shape of hers? Fuck it, I don’t care because it does.

      ‘Hello, Miranda.’ I’d forgotten how lovely she is, how wide those bee-stung lips stretched as she smiled. How heavenly they’d felt wrapped around my cock.

      ‘Why are you so pretty?’ she asks with a contented sigh. ‘Your eyes are the same colour as those disco chickens.’ Her nose scrunches as she frowns. ‘I forget the name of those things.’

      Disco chickens? I find myself chuckling even though it’s now apparent she’s nearer to Belvedere smashed than a little tipsy.

      ‘You mean peacocks?’

      ‘You’re so clever. Come here. I need to tell you something.’ She presses my head closer to hers, her lush lips now at my ear. ‘Guess what? I’ve seen your peacock-cock-cock.’ Her words are part song, part gurgling giggle. ‘I’ve seen it.’

      ‘You have, have you?’ So she’s one of those cute, entertaining drunks, rather than the crying or belligerent kind. Excellent.

      She nods. ‘And it was the biggest I’ve seen.’ Her eyes widen to roughly the size of dinnerplates. ‘So big.’

      ‘If you’re a very good girl, I might show it to you again.’

      ‘Nope. No repeats. It’s not allowed.’ We’ll see. I just need to sober her up a little first. ‘How did you know I’d be here?’

      ‘Magic,’ I reply reasonably. But then her smile falls as she huffs, her hands sliding from my neck only to push against my chest. It’s as though my presence suddenly offends her.

      ‘Now I remember why no repeats. I’m not happy with you.’

      ‘Oh? I’m sure we can fix that,’ I answer suggestively and without thought. Not that it matters. She doesn’t rise to the bait. But even with her happy expression turned to disgust, she’s still utterly enchanting.

      ‘You left me in bed without saying goodbye.’

      Ah.

      ‘That’s not exactly what happened.’

      ‘Pfft! I’m not that drunk.’ She pokes me in the chest with one pale pink fingernail. ‘Pumped and dumped.’ Three more punctuating pokes. ‘Hit and split. That’s what you lot call it, right?’

      ‘My lot?’

      ‘Men,’ she spits.

      ‘Perhaps you’ve been hanging out with the wrong kind of men.’ I wrap her index finger in mine, lowering it to her side as I glance back at Beckett as I contemplate just how much he can hear from where he and Olivia stand. Beckett and his opinions can get fucked, but overhearing this conversation wouldn’t be the finest of first impressions to leave his new wife with. Defiling her employee before we’ve even had time to chat. Thankfully, both parties seem far too engrossed in each other to notice what’s going on around them. I find myself smiling. Marriage and Beckett were two words I’d never have put together before now.

      ‘It’s not funny.’ Did she just stomp her foot? ‘It was a total dick move.’

      ‘I’m sorry, lovely Miranda.’

      ‘You should be. You really, really should be because it was totally your loss.’ Pulling away, she shakes her head like a flighty thoroughbred.

      ‘And one I felt deeply.’

      While we might not have drawn the attention of our friends with our somewhat lively conversation, we do seem to have caught the attention of those around us. The speed dating attendees watch avidly for the next instalment.

      ‘Come and sit down.’ I slide my hand around her hip when her hands rise above her head as she begins flailing like a caught fish.

      ‘Get off me. You’re too late,’ she retorts, one hand on her hip, the other gesturing to the cheap seats. ‘You’ll have to find your kicks someplace else.’

      ‘I’m not here for speed dating, Miranda. I’m here for you.’ So she might not be the root cause, but she’s certainly the focus right now as I try to take her hand. ‘Let’s go and sit down.’

      ‘I can get there without your help.’ Chin tilted high, she pivots on her toes, then does a sort of drunken glide to a booth on the other side of the room. I stop a passing waiter and place an order. Then, a few moments later, I slip into the booth opposite where Miranda sits with her forehead resting against the back of her hands. Elbows wide across the tabletop, she doesn’t raise her head.

      ‘Are you awake?’

      ‘I’m ignoring you,’ comes her muffled response.

      ‘There really is no need. It was all just a rather unfortunate accident.’

      Her shoulders shake with a bout of laughter that doesn’t sound very joyous. ‘Great. Just fab. A mistake . . . I’m a mistake.’

      ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ I find myself snapping. ‘And sit up. I refuse to talk to your ponytail.’

      ‘It’s a bun.’

      ‘It’s a mess.’ A mess that spilled like sunshine across the pillows. A mess I want to wrap my hands in still.

      ‘It’s supposed to be.’ She draws herself upright with a scowl, her hands dropping from the table to her lap in the manner of a truculent teen. ‘It’s called a messy bun.’

      ‘That’s much better,’ I murmur, straightening my cuffs. ‘And stop looking at me like I ran over your dog.’ I might’ve killed her pussy that night, but I sense now is not the time for that conversation.

      ‘What are you doing here?’

      Before I can answer, a waiter dressed like a nineteen twenties era barrow boy sidles up to the booth with a laden tray.

      ‘You ordered coffee?’ It’s not really a question as he begins to lift the coffeepot from the tray.

      ‘God no,’ Miranda utters with a voluble shiver. ‘I’ll have an E-Volve cocktail if there are any more.’ She waves a languid hand in the direction of the bar. ‘Or a—’

      The waiter pauses in his actions, his gaze flicking back and forth between hers and mine.

      ‘Coffee will be just fine.’

      Her scowl turns to a glower as the waiter places the large, flowery pot onto the table, followed by the accoutrements of cups, cream, and sugar

      ‘And was the panini for you?’

      A rectangle of pallid bread sits on an equally flowery plate. I asked for toast, but this is near enough, I suppose. I nod but don’t look at him as I answer because as my gaze lifts to Miranda’s, she appears to engage me in some kind of staring competition.

      ‘And a bottle of water.’ The waiter straightens, tray clasped to his side like a shield.

      ‘Was there anything else?’

      ‘Thank you, no.’

      ‘Have you got the munchies?’ Her mutinous words run together, and she hiccups as he withdraws. ‘Coming down?’

      ‘Only one of us is intoxicated. Do you make a habit of it?’

      ‘That’s got nothing to do with you,’ she replies, her words dripping with asperity.

      ‘It has when your employer asks me to step in.’ Was it impolitic to mention it? Probably, and what Griffin, my friend, would call a dick move. But had she turned up to my office drunk, she’d be sacked immediately for gross misconduct. No matter how pretty she is. ‘Eat,’ I murmur, hoping I sound a little kinder as I push the plate toward her, then splash the San Pellegrino over the ice in the glass. ‘And drink some water, too.’

      ‘I’m not hungry.’

      ‘I don’t recall asking.’ Her retort drains away at my quelling look, and she drops her gaze.

      ‘And I don’t recall you being so bossy,’ she mumbles.

      ‘Perhaps you didn’t pay enough attention.’ My jaw flexes, my gaze narrowed. I held back because not everyone wants the darkness. Especially not the first time. ‘How’s your knee?’ And the skin of your inner thigh. And while we’re on the topic of your delectable self, how is your sweet, sweet pussy? Fine, you say? Perhaps you’d like a second opinion. Up on the table now and spread those legs for me.

      Don’t begrudge a man his daydreams.

      ‘You’d better not be a feeder,’ she mutters, pulling the plate closer. I close my mouth against the madness of telling her exactly what I’d like to feed her. ‘And this is just a plain panini,’ she complains, her expression thoroughly disgusted as she raises her head from examining the opened halves.

      ‘God, give me strength,’ I mutter, folding my arms.

      ‘If he’s listening, I’d prefer him to smote you for being a bossy prick.’

      ‘Just eat a little. It will soak up some of the alcohol.’

      ‘Maybe I want to stay drunk.’

      ‘I don’t apologise to the inebriated.’

      ‘So you’re sorry?’ She folds her arms across her chest, pushing her breasts together with the action. God give me strength.

      ‘I’m sorry for a lot of things. But mostly, I’m sorry I wasn’t there when you woke up. Because the plans I had for you would’ve kept you there all day.’

      ‘Oh, yeah?’ She quirks a brow. ‘What plans? And what kept you from them?’

      ‘Eat and I might tell you.’

      ‘God, you’re so bloody bossy.’

      Something else to ignore as I pour us both a coffee because she has no idea just how big a pain in the arse I could really become, but with the way she’s going, she could certainly end up finding out.

      I add a dash of cream to her cup and push it towards her.

      ‘I only drink skinny lattes.’ She tears at the toasted bread, mostly just making crumbs on the plate. ‘I’m basic like that.’

      ‘There’s nothing basic about you,’ I find myself sniping. ‘You’re the very antithesis of uncomplicated.’ Unless she is just a drunk, but I sense not.

      ‘You’re just trying to butter me up.’

      ‘Yes, because drunk girls are always such fun.’ I suddenly feel weary. What happened to the girl from the kitchen? I don’t recall her being such a brat. ‘Drink the coffee. It’ll make you feel a little more alert.’

      ‘I’m suddenly plenty alert finding you here. What are you doing here?’ She presses her elbow to the tabletop and props her cheek on her fist.

      ‘Have some coffee, and I might tell you.’

      ‘God, how can you be so pretty yet have such a stinking attitude?’

      ‘How strange, I was just thinking the same. About you.’

      ‘You can’t flatter me, not a second time. Fool me once, shame on you,’ she says, waving a finger back and forth between us. ‘Fool me twice, and I’m the dummy.’

      I raise my own coffee cup to my lips as though her words barely register.

      ‘Oh, I’m sorry. Am I boring you?’

      ‘Immensely.’ The word is delivered with a hard edge.

      ‘Fine, I’ll drink your god-awful bloody drink.’ The dark liquid spills over the rim as she grabs it. She swallows and is still grimacing as the cup meets the dainty saucer again. ‘That’s foul.’ A shiver wracks her whole body. ‘I told you I only drink lattes.’

      ‘Good medicine always tastes bitter.’

      ‘Is that what you think you’re doing here? Making me feel better? Newsflash—I feel like shit.’

      ‘I’m not here to remedy anything, but it appears there’s no one better qualified to babysit you right now.’ I push the dainty jug of cream and matching sugar bowl her way.

      ‘Fine,’ she mutters, grasping it. ‘A splash of “I don’t give a flying flip”.’ She adds so much cream that the colour no longer resembles coffee. ‘A cube or three of get stuffed,’ she mutters, dropping in three squares of raw sugar next. ‘Stir and . . . There.’ She pushes the concoction my way. ‘You choke on it.’

      Pulling her cup closer, I replace it with mine.

      ‘You want to have a conversation about why I wasn’t there in the morning, and I have better things to do than deal with silly drunken girls. I’ll be back when you’ve eaten a little of that.’ I point at the plate. ‘And have drunk both of those. Perhaps then we can discuss this like adults.’

      I slide out from the booth and walk away without a backward glance.
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        * * *

      

      I weave through the tables once more coming to a stop where Beckett and Olivia stand. We make small talk basically, waiting for the evening to wrap up. But all the while, half my attention is focused on the girl across the room. Despite her earlier attitude, she looks so forlorn sitting there all alone. Something about her makes me want to go to her, to take her in my arms and tell her that whatever it is, I can make it better because something is obviously going on.

      But that’s not me—I don’t do complicated—so I stay where I am.

      And I watch.

      The crowds of would-be daters begin to dissipate, taking their drinks and their further introductions elsewhere as three men nearer her age slide themselves into the booth, one next to her and two opposite. She smiles and is polite enough to answer their questions, but they don’t seem to pick up on the fact that she’s not in the mood for company. Not acquaintances. Not friends. Not lovers. She’s not flirting at all, and her body language isn’t at all relaxed. The most they’re getting are small, forced smiles. But at least they’re getting her smiles.

      ‘I’m sorry, what was that?’ I turn to Olivia with what I hope is a blank expression. ‘I was miles away.’

      ‘I said I don’t know what’s gotten into her tonight.’ She gestures in the direction of Miranda. ‘She looks like she’s sobered up a little.’

      ‘Carbs, coffee, and water in that order.’

      ‘Harry, you sound like a man who knows his stuff.’ That she uses the moniker that Beckett introduced me with is entirely normal. No one calls me James unless I’m in trouble. Or your name happens to be Miranda.

      ‘I’m sure we’ve all been there,’ I answer evenly.

      ‘She’s usually so together. It’s just not like her to be so careless.’

      ‘You don’t think someone could’ve spiked her drink?’ My gaze slides back to the booth, my hands suddenly balled as tight as the fist that’s clutching my innards.

      ‘What? You mean the Lust Island guys? I don’t see how. It wouldn’t be good for their image in the first place.’

      ‘I take it they’re some kind of celebrities?’

      ‘Reality TV,’ she says with an apologetic shrug.

      ‘In my experience, the accolade tends to make them feel above such things as good. But on second thought, she’s too lucid to have been drugged.’

      ‘I agree. She’s been drinking, but she’s not wasted.’ Her expression twists. ‘Heather, our intern, said she had a phone call earlier in the evening and that she hadn’t been the same since then.’

      ‘Interesting.’ Even though it shouldn’t be. Why should I give a fuck?

      She’s just some girl I . . . I haven’t been able to stop thinking about.

      ‘There’ll be a disciplinary, of course.’ Beckett’s arm sliding around his wife’s waist.

      ‘Maybe there would be if you were in charge,’ she says, placing her hand on his chest as she sends him a withering look. ‘But as it’s my company, I think the answer is not. Oh, save your glowers for someone they work on,’ she adds, her hand now in the air between them like a stop sign. ‘Quit while you’re ahead.’

      ‘Never.’ He pulls her closer to his chest, her face tilting in anticipation of his kiss. ‘I’m wise enough to know I’m never ahead when you’re around.’

      It appears the beast is tamed.

      And, as I glance back at Miranda, it’s time for me to leave.

      ‘It was lovely to meet you, Olivia.’ And even lovelier to hear where I can find the girl with the Batman underwear Monday through Friday. There’s obviously little point in talking to her this evening, so I’ll bide my time. And I don’t think I’ll say goodbye, not while she has an audience.

      ‘Thank you so much for Miranda-sitting.’ Her gaze slides from where Miranda sits, warm and sincere.

      ‘It was my pleasure.’ And dammit, I can’t seem to help it as I take one more look.

      Was that Olivia’s way of telling me she’s too young for me? She can’t be much older than Miranda herself. And she married Beckett, of all people.

      Talk about making your life difficult.

      ‘She’s really quite sweet,’ I murmur, unable to help myself. It’s a generic compliment, but I mean it. Maybe not tonight, but that first night . . . she tasted like silk and honey, and I didn’t get my fill. As I walk away, my tongue darts out to wet my bottom lip. It’s almost as though I can still taste her.
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        * * *

      

      My car is parked outside, but I don’t leave immediately, preferring, or perhaps needing, to make sure all is well with Miranda.

      It would serve me right, of course, if she did leave with one of the minor celebs. And if she does leave with one of the celebs, I’ll probably be arrested for breaking his nose. Drunk girls are easy quarry, and yes, while she’d been drinking that night—our night—she was in full possession of her faculties. At least until I was between her legs.

      I tilt my head back against the headrest, indulging myself for a moment in one of a hundred snapshots of the evening that seem to lurk in my head, just waiting for the most inopportune moment to flood my memory, robbing me of my senses.

      I was above her, my knees balanced either side of her thighs as she’d whimpered, the sound caught somewhere between desperation and need. I’d paused in the action of rolling on the condom, realising she was watching me from under her lashes, enjoying the sight of my cock balanced in my own hand. The feel of her fingertips trailing through the coarse hair of my thighs still makes the muscles twitch there today.

      Reaching down, I adjust my stiffening cock against the confines of my pants when movement up ahead catches my attention. Miranda and the younger girl step out from the pub, alone thankfully. Arms linked until one of them reaches out, opening the door of a black cab. They climb in, and I watch as the cab’s lights grow smaller and smaller as it travels farther away. When the cab pauses at a traffic signal, I start my own ignition, the Vanquish’s engine springing to life with a throaty purr. But what I don’t expect is to see Miranda’s companion come running down the street, her movements hampered by her tight skirt.

      I climb from the car, meeting her before she can reach the entrance to the pub.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ The girl’s gaze sweeps the street, her eyes as wide as saucers. ‘Heather, wasn’t it? I’m Harry, Beckett’s friend.’

      Recognition lightens her expression immediately.

      ‘Oh, thank goodness. I didn’t want to go inside. Beckett’s already so cross with her, and she can’t lose her job.’ Her hand rubs her forehead, the other clasping a large backpack.

      ‘Miranda, you mean? I thought you both got a cab.’ Why aren’t you on your way home? What happened? I want to add.

      ‘We did, we got in a cab. But at a red light, she just got out. Got out in the middle of the road!’ Heather flings out her arm in the direction the taxi travelled. ‘She said she wasn’t going home, that she wanted to go dancing and forget about all the shit that’s gone on tonight. I tried to pull her back in the car—really, I did—but she just hauled her arm out of my grasp and hailed another cab on the other side of the street.’ My hand rasps against the stubble on my chin as the young girl continues her verbal meltdown. ‘I can’t follow her; I don’t have my ID with me. They won’t let me in. And I can’t tell Olivia because Beckett is already in a strop. But she shouldn’t be by herself, not with the mood she’s in. I don’t know what the fuck to do!’

      ‘First of all, calm down.’ I take the girl’s shoulders in my hands as she tips her head with a sniff. Her eyes are glassy, and she’s clearly overwhelmed.

      ‘I’m calm. I am calm.’ She rubs the back of her hand under her nose. ‘But she’s just not herself tonight. Really, she’s not. If you knew her, you’d know she’s always calm and level-headed. She never does crazy shit—not ever.’

      ‘I believe you.’ If it’s crazy to have sex with a stranger, I’d better order a pair of padded white jackets, the ones with the lovely buckles at the back. ‘I’m going to help you. First, we need to work out where she’s heading to.’

      ‘I know where she’s going,’ she answers simply. ‘She said she was sick of being in her own head, that she was going to go dance her cares away.’

      ‘Dance?’ I repeat a little sceptically.

      ‘Yeah. She’s gone to Tissu.’
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        * * *

      

      After reassuring Heather I’d take care of Miranda, I hail her a cab and send her on her way before making my way to a club I’m familiar with. Though admittedly, I haven’t been there in a very long while.

      I’m more likely to be found hanging out at somewhere staid like Whites than this type of club these days.

      I abandon the car nearby Smithfield market, throwing my suit jacket onto the back seat and folding up the sleeves of my white shirt. Ignoring the snaking line, I stride confidently to the front of the club. The key to getting away with most things in life is confidence, I’ve always found. A smile doesn’t hurt. It’s also quite fortunate that there’s a woman at the door this evening.

      Heaven forbid I should lose these boyish good looks.

      Last time I was here, there wasn’t an airport-style security checkpoint, but times change, I suppose. As I put my wallet and phone in the small grey tray I’m handed, the vibration of the music seems to make the walls and floor shake, the techno bass pulses through the soles of my feet as I stand on the threshold.

      Jesus Christ, I forgot this place was so huge.

      There are what? Two, three floors? Two for live acts and one, the main floor, for the house or visiting DJ.

      It’s going to be like looking for a needle in a haystack in this cavernous place.

      But look, I will.

      At first glimpse, the main dance floor looks like a depiction of Dante’s Inferno, demonic forms writhing and begging for release, but then the lights change from red to blue, and the sight isn’t so Old Testament anymore. Some things don’t change, I decide. Wall-to-wall bodies, floors sticky from the overpriced and watered-down drinks that have spilled, the heat, the thump of techno bass, music so loud you can barely hear yourself think let alone carry on a conversation. All the same, the atmosphere is electric, a surge of endorphins washing through the space, keeping rhythm with the music.

      And then, the impossible happens. Through the dark and through the crowds, I see her dancing like no one is watching, which is ridiculous. Because how can anyone not be riveted by her?
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      This was the right thing to do. Crazy, yes, but better than keeping the crazy in. Better than taking the crazy to my parents’ home to be met by more crazy, where I’d just dwell on my lack of options and the fucking ring. I’d almost opened the window of the cab on the way over here and thrown it as far as my arm could make it go. But I didn’t—couldn’t. I can’t even do revenge very well.

      I know I might’ve worried Heather, but I just couldn’t go home. I just couldn’t do it. So I shot out of the car, promising her I’d be safe, that I wouldn’t be alone. And I’m not. I’m here in a club with hundreds of other people. And it’s not like they’re all strangers. I know quite a few. Okay, so maybe know might be a stretch, but since I’ve arrived, several familiar faces have nodded as I’ve passed in that sup kind of way.

      Whatever. I needed this. It’ll be good for my soul.

      Before Cameron—ha, BC—I’d spent many a night in this club with she-who-shall-not-be-named. Or peed on if on fire, come to that. Dancing and having fun, flirting with boys with skinny hips and messy hair, sometimes even kissing them in dark corners before dashing home in the wee hours, up and ready for work again after just a few short hours of sleep. God, those were easy times. When I lusted after boys with game and swagger, and the infatuations never lasted more than a few hours.

      And then I met Cameron, and everything changed.

      Maybe that’s why she fucked him. I wonder if this second chance is suiting her any better.

      No, I don’t—fuck her and fuck him.

      I’m not going to think about it, and I am not heartbroken. I’m just disillusioned with man and womankind. God, I’m so over feeling like this. Like my life is a runaway bus, and I’m just a passenger on it.

      But I’m not going to think about any of it. I’m here to dance.

      I loop my bag over my neck and slide the tiny rectangle to my hip before draining the bottle of water I’d managed to buy at the only bar, which was only three clubbers deep tonight. I drop the empty bottle on a table as I weave in and out of the crowds moving towards the dance floor. A heavy bass pounds through the soles of my feet, clawing its way up my body like a vine, a vine that draws tight across my skin as it demands me to move. It’s been so long since I’ve danced. And I don’t mean bopping around the kitchen, kibble or kitty food in hand, with my furry audience at my feet. I don’t mean tapping my feet or swaying my hips along to the radio as I wait for the kettle to boil at work either. I mean dancing, really dancing. The kind where you lose yourself to the music, conscious of nothing but the unyielding beat.

      Stepping onto the dance floor is like dipping into a warm sea, being enveloped by a current and allowing it to carry you. I’m cosseted by the crowd, protected from feeling like a fool for dancing on my own because we’re all alone to some degree. Alone with the beat.

      Despite what science says, dancing isn’t always linked to sex.

      Except when it is.

      Except when you’re thinking about the man with the peacock blue eyes, thinking about how much you wanted to climb across the table and make him kiss you, even just to make him shut his face before he tells any more lies.

      Think of the handsome devil, and he shall appear? Not likely. Not the way my day is going. More like think of the devil, and your mind will play tricks on you, conjuring him up at the edge of the dance floor, all high cheekbones and taunting gaze.

      It’s ridiculous. He’s not here. And neither is his doppelganger. It’s just strobe lighting and wishful thinking. He’s far too sophisticated to be in a place like this. Sticky floors and overpriced, watered-down drinks, flashing lights, and house music.

      And even if he was, he made it clear he thinks I’m a silly little girl. We’ll fuck him.

      Please.

      Because I can feel his eyes on me, his gaze almost a physical thing.

      Ridiculous. I find I’m smiling to myself. Talk about wishful thinking.

      But then something happens almost cosmically. Don’t laugh, it’s true—the mass of dancers suddenly parts like the Red Sea. But he’s not Moses, and there’s nothing Old Testament about him, even if, given half a chance, I could go to hell for the sin of idolatry.

      I could worship him. Worship that body. All. Night. Long.

      But the crowd. I know it sounds ridiculous, and it only happens for a beat, but it’s half a beat long enough to realise I am actually staring at him.

      I’m staring at James.

      And he’s staring at me.

      And for the second time tonight, my heart lifts. Only this time, I’m going to see it for what it is.

      A gift.

      A second chance at a second coming. Though if you want to get technical, I think tonight’s scorecard would start somewhere around a sixth coming.

      Sans jacket and with rolled shirtsleeves, he looks ten times sexier than a man has any right to be. And he’s my boss’s husband’s friend? Or something.

      Does that matter? I’m not at work right now. And it doesn’t appear to matter to him. He stares at me with such purpose, with a look of such dark intent. I’d know that look anywhere because it’s burned into my memory, along with a little audio that I find myself playing again and again.

      A masculine groan.

      A whispered hiss.

      A dangerous compliment rasped into my ear.

      You feel like velvet, every inch of you.

      And I remember every glorious inch of him. His broad chest, his skin the colour of caramel, and the sandy dusting of hair that tapered to a point between his legs. How his eyes grew dark as the ladder of his abs had clenched to my touch, the way his throat rippled as I’d taken him in my hand that first time, and how the skin tasted there.

      This isn’t the kind of club that plays slow dance tracks, so I’m surprised when something a little sultrier—something dark and tempting—hits the speakers. I slide my hands over my hips as I begin to replay that night, recreating the path of his hands as I slide my own into my hair. I recall how, in the kitchen, he’d held me firmly in place as he’d rained down whisky-flavoured kisses.

      His kisses, his way.

      I was just along for the ride.

      And I’d loved every minute of it.

      Our gazes connect once more, the realisation blooming inside that he’s watching me. These aren’t indiscriminate glances across the dance floor, and this isn’t another chance meeting. He’s here. For me. His gaze burns where it touches, almost forcing my fingers to follow the trail. My movements change with the pace of the song because I suddenly want to dance. Not to lose myself, but to dance for him. I want his eyes on me, watching as they did that night, taking their joy from me. I want to feel his need and see it in his gaze like I felt it in his touch.

      I want him to want me above all things.

      It’s the kind of craving I’ve never experienced, the kind of desire I’ve read about but never understood as I imagine us together that night. The tremble in his arm as he’d held himself above me, his blue eyes all pupil, the light turning the scruff on his cheek to gold. I’m wet, powerfully so, my nipples hard and chafed by the lace of my bra as I lose myself in the music and the flash of the strobes. I’m no longer dancing for me or dancing to lose myself. I’m dancing for him, imagining my hands are his as I run them across my body and sway my hips. My body is no longer at the mercy of the beat but commanded by him.

      The track changes again. I barely register it as I make my way through the crowd to him, though my pulse seems to keep time with the beat, pounding pitilessly between my legs.

      The flash of strobe lighting makes him look almost demonic as he holds out his hand. I take it anyway, and he pulls me wordlessly to his chest. And then we’re kissing, our bodies aligned, my soft to his hard. Kissing and kissing, and I’m not one for public displays of . . .

      No, not that. This isn’t affection. This is sex without touching—sex while fully clothed. His hand brings mine to his chest, flat against the solid muscle under his shirt. His free hand slides around to the nape of my neck, bringing me closer, intoxicating me with the scent of his woodsy and spicy cologne. And his kisses? Oh, his kisses . . .

      They’re firm and possessive, the kind of kisses that weakens both limbs and knicker elastic. Exactly the kind of kisses he delivered that first night.

      But on steroids.

      Somehow powerfully enhanced.

      But then, I’m not lost in his kiss anymore as he lowers his mouth to my ear and whispers,

      ‘Come home with me.’
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      I feel more than hear her acquiesce, that one word just a whisper of sweet breath across my cheek. I take her hand in mine and lead her out of the madness, out of the noise and the heat, and away from the vibrating floor covered in spilled drinks. Then we’re outside, and it’s a little like being deaf for a moment. At least until other sounds begin to register. The low hum of a car rolling by and the faint sound of a curse yelled in the distance. Shrieks of displeasure from a gaggle of drunken girls refused admittance.

      ‘This way.’ Miranda’s hand still in mine, she follows as I trace my way back to where I’d abandoned the car. Her heels tap against the pavement, my heart keeping time with the noise.

      I click the key fob, and the rear lights briefly light the black road.

      ‘I see you’ve borrowed Batman’s car,’ she murmurs with a small smile.

      ‘He let me borrow it for the night. I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve promised to send him a photo of your underwear in return.’ Her smile deepens as I reach for the door handle to open it for her. ‘He’s an absolute pervert. What do you think the mask is for?’

      ‘Wait. One minute.’ She inhales deeply, her gaze on the back of her hand where it lies against my chest, her lashes dark half-moons against the cheeks. ‘Heather said you arrived with Beckett earlier.’

      ‘I wasn’t there for speed dating.’

      ‘Did she send you after me?’

      I nod. ‘She was worried. I think she assumed I wouldn’t mention your behaviour to either Olivia or Beckett.’

      ‘And was she right?’ she asks carefully. Her teeth begin to worry at her bottom lip as though she’s trying to restrain herself from speaking.

      ‘She was,’ I reply softly as I use my thumb to release her bottom lip.

      ‘Poor Heather.’ Her answer is expelled on a relieved-sounding sigh.

      ‘She’s a good friend.’

      ‘She’s more than a friend. She’s family.’

      ‘Good friendships feel like that sometimes, don’t they?’

      ‘No, I mean she really is family. She’s my cousin.’

      ‘I’m pleased you have someone who cares for you. But you should know I didn’t follow you for her.’ Her gaze is full of uncertainty before it skitters away. ‘I needed to know you were okay.’

      ‘Please don’t ask me why I’m like this,’ she whispers.

      ‘It’s your business.’ For now, at least.

      She’s clearly no longer drunk, but that’s not why I followed her. I’m not some white knight on a gleaming charger. I’m just a man interested in an intriguing girl.

      ‘How do you know Beckett?’ Her tone is deliberately even, but I hear the caution anyway.

      ‘We’ve been friends for years. We met at university. Why do you ask?’

      Her expression firms quite suddenly, even if she isn’t looking at me. ‘Because I work for his wife. I can’t have any complications. While I might look like a fuckup who is coming apart at the seams, I’m bloody good at my job, and I’d like to keep it.’

      ‘Miranda.’ I hook a finger under her chin, forcing her to look at me. ‘We all have bad days. I’m the last person on earth who’d judge you.’

      ‘You seemed plenty judgey earlier on.’

      ‘I think you’ll find you weren’t exactly wonderful company yourself.’

      ‘Point taken.’ Her gaze dips from mine for a beat, her next words almost a dare. ‘I thought you were being horrible because I slept with you. I mean, I don’t even know you.’

      ‘What kind of arse would I be to criticise you for something I’d like to repeat?’ As she releases a breath, I add, ‘I find I can’t, however, be so kind when it comes to the fact you got stuck in a dog door.’

      ‘It could’ve happened to anyone,’ she says, struggling to repress her smile.

      ‘I’m pleased it happened to you.’ I press my lips against hers for the briefest of moments, her hand on my chest halting me.

      ‘Tonight, it has to be one-off. It’s something I won’t repeat.’

      ‘Like last time?’ A smile tugs at my lips, but she doesn’t return it. ‘You know, that morning, I didn’t run out and leave you. I got caught up on a work call.’ Her expression turns from cautious to unimpressed. ‘It’s true. The pesky people in Tokyo seem to keep their own times. The world doesn’t revolve around jolly old British Standard Time.’

      ‘So you were on the phone?’

      ‘There’s no need to sound so dubious. I also had an elderly relative to look after. I needed to go back to make sure they were okay.’

      ‘Do I look stupid?’ She jerks her head, her hand suddenly on her cocked hip. ‘I must look dumb if you expect me to believe—’

      ‘Here, let me prove it to you.’ I pull my phone from my pocket, unlock the screen, then show her the photograph I took the day before I found her stuck in the dog door. In it, I’m shirtless and sitting on the grass in the garden, wearing just shorts. I’d worked out. A little yoga in the sunshine is good for the soul. Rufus sits between my legs, and I have my arm around him, dangling The Times newspaper in front, folded to show the date. It was meant to be a humorous proof of life sent to my father who was fretting over leaving his beloved pet. Or perhaps a reflection of his lack of confidence in my ability to look after the dog properly.

      Miranda takes the phone from my hand, tilting it under the pool of streetlight to see it better, I suppose.

      ‘If you send this to an elderly aunt, you’d better be prepared for a stroke.’

      ‘Is that a promise?’

      ‘What?’ Her gaze flicks upward to mine.

      ‘You promise you’ll stroke me?’

      ‘You’re a nightmare,’ she retorts, pushing the phone back at me. ‘I don’t believe you had any elderly anyone to look after. You’re just making excuses for being a prick.’

      ‘You’re looking at my elderly relative. He’s the blonder of the two; the hairier one.’ I turn the phone back to her briefly before examining it again myself. ‘Granted, I look like I could do with a shave, too. But Rufus is the nearest thing I have to a brother, at least in my father’s eyes. I’m also certain he’s the favourite.’

      ‘The dog?’

      ‘You don’t have the monopoly on pet-sitting, you know.’ I quirk a brow in an inciting fashion. ‘What do you think the dog door was for?’

      Whether she suddenly believes me, thinks I’m ridiculous, or just wants to shut me up, I find her fists curled in my shirt as she tips onto her toes to press her mouth against mine.

      As a way to silence me, it’s effective. As a way to avoid a public indecency charge, not so much, as my other hand find her hips and slide to her round arse to I pull her against my aching cock.

      Was that her moan or mine?

      ‘I want you.’ Her, that was definitely her whisper as she feeds her hands around my neck.

      My fingers are on her arse, tight and unforgiving, squeezing and kneading as I pull us closer—impossibly close for two people still fully clothed—my hips working almost of their own accord.

      ‘If you don’t stop rubbing yourself against me, you’ll get me right here against the car.’ As though I’d just delivered an invitation, she feeds her hand between us, placing her palm flat on my swollen cock. ‘Fuck.’

      My response is more rough gasp than word as I tear my mouth from hers and rest my forehead against her neck. ‘We shouldn’t, not here, but I want you. I want to fuck you so hard they’ll hear your cries in the club. Fuck you so hard you’ll feel me all weekend.’

      ‘My,’ she purrs, ‘what a dirty mouth you have.’

      ‘All the better to eat you with. Is that the response you were waiting for?’ Despite my best intentions, I appear to have angled myself to mostly shield her from view as my fingers slip under the hem of her dress.

      ‘Oh.’ Her exhalation is a soft sigh, those caramel eyes blink languidly as her fingers move to the zipper of my pants.

      ‘Here?’ The word sounds rusty as though my voice has been long unused. As I wait for her answer, I trail my index finger up the inside of her thigh. I try to keep my movements on the right side of an R rating. R for rub, ride, and release. All things I’m aching for as her tongue darts out to wet her kiss-swollen lips, her teeth dragging against them as though she’s still considering the answer to my question.

      But I can’t afford to wait, cutting off her answer with a kiss because hearing it could start something that would be finished to neither of our satisfactions. The Vanquish doesn’t have a back seat or the kind of space I need for the plans I have for her. Not that this stops her hand from sliding through my open zipper.

      ‘Fuck.’

      My body bows forward with the curse, my forehead on her shoulder as I breathe through the rush. The last time a girl touched my cock al fresco? Fuck, I can barely remember my name, never mind that bit of information.

      ‘Was that an invitation?’ Her tone is dark and velvety, and as I pull back, her expression is one of triumph. But I don’t answer. I can’t because she has her hand on my cock, her thumb stroking the head. The place where every single one of my nerve endings seems to have decided to congregate.

      Goodbye language skills, hello dress over your head.

      Our mouths fuse once more, and though I don’t hear the car approaching, a rough yell of encouragement draws up my head. I pull my hand from its path to her underwear because this is the kind of fuckwitted audience neither of us needs.

      ‘It wasn’t an invitation.’ I clear my throat and will away the action in my pants as I slide my hand down her hip, ostensibly to straighten her dress. In reality, it’s because I can’t keep my hands to myself. ‘It was a promise.’
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      She’s almost silent in the car on the way home, which is unexpected. I watch her from the corner of my eye, the streetlights washing her with light only to steal it away again. It might be late, but London’s never really dark, never really quiet. If you listen hard enough, there will always be the sounds of tyres on the road or the wail of sirens in the distance somewhere.

      But Miranda sits quietly. There isn’t the suggestion of her earlier snark or her haughty manner, which I think comes from a fear of being judged, a manner she’s worn tonight as her defence. A defence I’ll enjoy taking down inch by slow inch until she’s raw and exposed and so desperate, she’ll never look at me with those thoughts again.

      At the back of my house, the garage door opens slowly as we wait on the driveway.

      ‘I thought you lived in St Johns wood?’

      ‘No, I told you, I was pet-sitting.’

      ‘Be serious.’

      ‘That’s my father’s house. My childhood home.’

      I pull in and shut off the engine, but she’s out of the car before I can get to her side to open the door.

      ‘Nice parking.’ She presses the door closed. This is one of the few houses in the area that has a garage. A heritage listed building; it has such a narrow footprint the space is pretty limited. Especially when you take in the fact that there are two cars in here along with a motorbike. From the front elevation, this house is just a narrow mid terrace, but to those in the know, this is a place that won’t leave you a great deal of change from thirty million pounds. Belgravia happens to be a rather exclusive enclave of London.

      ‘Thank you.’ I close my own door with a quiet thunk. ‘I’m sure you remember just how adept I am at fitting large things in tight spaces.’

      ‘Oh, my God!’ She giggles. ‘You are so . . . ’

      ‘Hard.’ I take her hand in mine and press her palm against my cock, arching into it. ‘I think that’s the word you’re looking for. What are you going to do about it?’ Her expression softens, her pink lips falling open as she inhales softly. ‘You shouldn’t look at me like that,’ I whisper, bending to ghost my lips over hers. ‘After the trouble you’ve put me through tonight, I might just find something to fill that pretty mouth with.’

      As though in answer, her fingers tighten around my girth.

      ‘Sweetheart, if you want to be treated like a bad girl, just carry on because you’re giving me all kinds of ideas. Bad, dirty ideas but I’d like to at least get through the door first.’

      As though bringing her attention to our surroundings, her spine snaps straight, and she moves the hair from her face with the back of one hand.

      ‘Lead on, Macduff.’ I chuckle at her Macbeth reference, and to my absolute surprise and delight, she doesn’t shy away as I reach for her hand.

      ‘Shall we play civilised?’ As I close the door, the space dims. There’s a light at the end of the hallway from a lamp left on farther inside the house somewhere. Stairs to the right, living spaces ahead, the kitchen behind. Where to go first? I take her hand in mine and move along the hallway, deeper into the house, pausing to kiss her at the base of the stairs.

      ‘Civilised,’ she repeats, stepping from my arms. She drops her bag onto the console table before turning to face me. Her expression is difficult to read. ‘What are my options?’

      ‘Would you like me to offer you a drink?’ Amused, I fold my arms and lean my shoulder against the wall.

      ‘Do we need that kind of pretext?’ she retorts. ‘Don’t you think I’ve had enough?’

      ‘I know you’re stone cold sober. I don’t fuck drunk girls.’

      ‘So I ask again.’ She steps closer, her head almost level with my chin. ‘My options are civilised and . . . ?’ This is verbal foreplay, the thrust and the parry, but a surprising theme running through it. ‘Something tells me you were holding back last time.’

      ‘Really?’ The word is all threat and drawl. ‘Am I to take from that my performance was lacking?’

      ‘No.’ She laughs, but she’s not looking at me, rather staring at the back of her hand as she places it against my chest. ‘You were more than enough. But things have changed since then.’

      ‘How so?’ I whisper, my lips just a breath from hers.

      ‘Please don’t ask me to explain.’ She shakes her head like a thoroughbred shaking off flies. ‘I just want to forget my life for tonight. I want you to make me.’

      ‘Make you?’ My brow pinches, and as I tighten my arms across my chest, her gaze falls to my bicep, shortly followed by her trailing fingertips. ‘I think you might need to explain that to me.’ Far be it from me to question anyone’s kink, but this kind of fantasy is one that needs prior discussion and concrete boundaries.

      ‘Make me feel like someone else. Someone whose life doesn’t feel like it’s unravelling at the seams.’ Her eyes suddenly fill with tears, but I sense she wouldn’t thank me for taking her in my arms. She’s lost and needs a distraction. A way to forget whatever is going on in her life right now.

      And she wants me to give it to her.

      I let my gaze travel over her in such a way she inhales a sharp breath. Knowing I can affect her so without a single touch? It’s a heady kind of power, one I challenge any man to ignore.

      ‘Take off your underwear.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘You heard me. Take them off. I’m not taking you to bed, sweet girl.’ At least, not yet.

      The last time, it was her skirt. This time, I’ll ask for something a little more. Push her a little more. Unbalance her. Her hands slip under the hem of her dress, thumbs hooking into the sides before she slides the tiny garment down. Pale blue lace, not cartoon adorned cotton, falls to the floor, and as she steps from the pool, she rests her hand on my forearm.

      ‘Give them to me.’ She bends, picking them up from the floor before handing them over, the spark of anticipation apparent as our fingers touch. ‘You know what I’m wondering? I’m wondering if your bra matches. And if it does, who you intended to fuck tonight.’

      ‘Sometimes a girl likes to wear matching underwear,’ she replies, her head held high.

      ‘So you didn’t go out tonight with the intention of fucking someone?’

      ‘I was working,’ she answers softly. ‘Besides, speed doesn’t do it for me.’

      I bark out a laugh.

      ‘Also, you never know when that ambulance might get called.’

      ‘Or when you’ll get stuck in a dog door?’ Her smile freezes, her eyes darkening as I twirl the blue lace around my index finger, then bring the fabric to my nose. ‘You’re fucking intoxicating.’

      Stuffing her underwear in my pocket, I pull her to my chest, the change of pace catching her off guard as I press her against the wall, my lips capturing hers in a slow, teasing kiss.

      ‘This okay?’ I ask as I lift her hands, pressing them against the wall. She nods, her inhalation jagged as my fingers dip under her hem, trailing up the inside of her thigh. Her tension unfurls in a long sigh as I slide them along her bare pussy.

      ‘Open for me, Miranda,’ I whisper, teasing her still. As she parts her legs, I slide two fingers deep inside. She’s so ready for this. She jolts at the sudden invasion, her gaze hooded and dark. ‘You’re so wet for me, sweetheart. I’ve barely touched you, and you’re making such a mess of my fingers.’ The evidence in my touch and the sounds as I work my fingers deeper, twisting my hand at the wrist.

      ‘Oh, God,’ she whimpers as I brush that sweet bundle of nerves deep inside, my thumb alternately petting the soft rise of her clit. ‘You shouldn’t say such things.’

      ‘Why, when you know you like it.’ My tone is a touch cruel. ‘Do you know how you taste?’ She thrashes against the wall as I slip my fingers from inside, painting a wet stripe against her lips. ‘Like heaven,’ I whisper, following the motion with my mouth in a kiss. ‘But you already knew that, didn’t you? You know your own taste.’ As an encore, I push those wet fingers between her luscious lips. ‘Suck on them, sweetheart. Get them nice and wet.’ So they leave a tantalising cool trail as I slip them between her legs once again.

      ‘You’re so sweet, so rosy and pink. I want to lick every part of you from head to toe.’ Between my promises, I ghost my lips over hers. ‘I’ll drink you all in, every drop of you. Swallow an ocean of you and come back for more.’

      ‘Oh, God, please.’

      ‘I thought we had this conversation. God won’t be responsible for your trip to heaven tonight.’

      I kiss her then, my fingers deep, my thumb pressed against her clit. It’s a kiss of such heat and need, a kiss of tongues and teeth. A kiss of ownership, the intensity all her doing as her insides flutter and clench around those digits. But, like a bastard, as her orgasm begins to climb, I pull my fingers from between her legs.

      ‘That’s—that was evil,’ she pants. Her brow is creased, her hands still above her head.

      ‘But it’ll be worth it in the end.’ My fingers glisten in the light as I tug on the concealed zipper of her dress. ‘My God, you are beautiful.’ I feel her smile more than see it as I kiss the corner of her mouth.

      ‘And you’re a sweet talker,’ she whispers as I press my lips to the skin where her neck and shoulder meets. Her breath hitches as I flick my tongue across that elegant arc, her exhalation a beautiful, faltering thing.

      ‘A man either becomes a poet or an idiot when he basks in the light of a beautiful woman.’ I don’t give her time to respond as I turn her in my arms and lift her dress over her head. It scarcely has time to drop to the floor before I’m loosening her bra and placing wet, sucking kisses along her spine.

      And the scrape of teeth on the way back again.

      ‘I want your thighs trembling around me.’ I draw her earlobe into my mouth, testing it with my teeth and causing her to shudder a little more. ‘I want you squirming all over my face again, and your hands pulling at my hair like you’re not sure if you want me closer or if you want to push me away. Do you remember?’

      ‘Yes . . .’ Her answer is a breath of air. ‘Yes, I remember.’

      I wonder if she remembers as acutely as I have. As I do.

      ‘I want to be inside you, darling. I can’t wait any longer.’

      She makes no protest as I push her forward, her palms connecting with the top of the console table with a slap.

      And then this is happening.

      Pale, pale skin.

      The dips and sacred valleys of her.

      The shake in my hand as I gather her hair, twisting her head to meet mine in a kiss.

      ‘James.’ Her voice is a rasp and her mouth a temptation. ‘Please, please just fuck me.’

      I slide my wallet from my back pocket, slapping it down on the walnut tabletop and using one hand to pull a condom free. I notice she’s watching, all avid expression, so I take her chin in my fingers and twist her head to meet mine. The small kiss turns instantly savage—teeth and tongue and passion—before I pull away, fumbling with my belt.

      She whimpers, rolling her lips in as though to mute the sound caught between desperation and need as I reach for the condom and tear it open. Like the biggest fucking tease, she watches from under her lashes, her head turned over her shoulder, her dark eyes glued to the sight of my cock in my hand.

      The muscles in my abs tense with raw need as I sheath myself and move to position, changing my mind instead. I drop to my heels like a devotee, sliding my tongue against her glistening pussy, that sweet temptation, that slick ribbon of pink flesh. With a cry, Miranda falls forward onto her forearms, the space suddenly echoing with the sound of her desperate cries.

      And my God, the taste of her. The way she rocks back against me, the sound of my name on her lips. It all drives me wild, my hands tight on her pale flesh, my tongue coated in her slickness, I’m neither able to taste enough or touch enough—feel enough. The knot in my belly tightens, a tremble in hers as I splay my hand there. The wetness coats her thighs as I lick her again and again, and they begin to tremble. But this isn’t enough for me, helpless to the chemicals rushing through my bloodstream.

      ‘Don’t come.’ I sound as if I’ve been running, my voice husky as I wipe the back of my hand across my face. ‘Not yet.’

      ‘Please.’ One whispered word. A plea as I wrap my hands around her hips and stand. ‘Please, not again.’

      ‘I want to see you when you come. Watch you. Turn around, darling.’

      She whimpers as I turn her, depositing her on the tabletop. A copper bowl spins and clatters on the parquet floor, though it barely registers, other detritus scattering as I wrap my hand around her shoulder to push her back.

      ‘You were so close.’ My lips ghost from her navel to her lips, my tongue paying tribute to the pebble of her nipples on the way. ‘I could feel it.’ Desired it almost as much as she did, perhaps.

      ‘You’re so cruel,’ she whimpers, confliction playing across her face.

      ‘And you’re so lovely, even when you’re pouting.’

      ‘That’s not an answer,’ she whispers, her pout a little more exaggerated as she arches into my touch.

      ‘Do you think you’re ready?’

      ‘God, yes.’ Her answer is pure carnality.

      ‘You’re ready to accept you don’t need to be anyone else?’ Her body stills under my fingertips, but she doesn’t speak. ‘Because a goddess never relinquishes her power. She revels in it.’

      ‘I don’t feel very powerful sometimes.’ Her voice is little more than a whisper as she tips her head back, her eyes no longer on mine.

      ‘Look at me,’ I command, her gaze meeting me once again. ‘Look at the power you have over me.’ My words drain away as I run my hand down over my abs to where my cock stands swollen and proud. At this not so subtle hint, she spreads her legs. Like a magnet, my thumb slips between her folds, drawn to touch the soft rise of her clit. ‘Tell me what you want, Miranda. What you need.’

      ‘Oh, God,’ she whimpers, arching into my touch. ‘I need you inside me.’

      Were more beautiful words ever said?

      She sighs softly as, holding my cock, I swipe it though her wetness, a soft sigh that counters my grunt as she replaces my hand with her own, continuing the torture.

      But who is the torturer, and who is the tortured?

      I drop my forehead against her shoulder, my words barely a puff of air in her ear.

      ‘So you want to kill me. I see how it is.’

      ‘I need this, James,’ she murmurs, running her fingers over my crown. ‘I need you inside me.’ Her words are like a shot of pure adrenaline through my veins. Hardly a trace of her makeup remains, her hair chaotic from my fingers, yet she is the most beautifully exquisite mess. Real. Genuine. And a picture of wantonness as I bury myself between her legs.

      ‘Put me inside, Miranda.’

      I take her hand and bring it to the base of my cock before swiping the head through her slick skin. My hand over hers, we both shiver as she presses me against her entrance. Heads lowered, we both watch as I breach her, as she accepts me, so slippery and offering no resistance as I take my hips in her hands and bury myself between her legs.

      ‘Oh, God,’ she whimpers as I withdraw. At the snap of my hips, her hands grasp my biceps as though to keep me there, to hold onto the sensation of being full.

      That’s so . . . Jesus Christ! My jaw flexes, my movements tight as her muscles tremble around me. The sound of her sharp gasps and breathy moans driving me fucking wild. Driving me to rut and fuck. She catches her weight on her palms, her breasts a temptation too great. My thumbs brush her hard nipples before I take the round fullness into my hands, gripping them as I deliver a series of short, punishing thrusts.

      ‘I can feel your heart beating against my hand—beating in time with the pulse of your pussy.’

      Miranda throws her head back as though the sight is a sensation too much, and I bend to flick the tip of my tongue over both nipples in turn. Then, sliding my hands under her, I lift her from the table to bring her closer, her arms feeding around my neck.

      The change of depth is immediate.

      ‘God, yes. Yes!’ Our mouths meet on the up thrust, all jagged breath and questing tongue.

      ‘You’re so tight,’ I whisper as I bury my face in her neck. ‘So snug. You feel so fucking good.’

      ‘God. Oh, God. I’m . . . I’m . . . ’

      I tighten my grip on her arse and lick her neck, committing her cries to memory as she begins to rock against me, her movements frantic as she chases her high. Her body stiffens suddenly in a rictus of pleasure, her insides milking me for all I’m worth.

      ‘Oh, darling.’ I tighten my grip as I begin to flex and pump, grinding against her as she goes rigid, then falls apart in my arms. My own climax begins to build, white hot and intense. Like fucking wildfire rushing through my veins, and almost taking my legs from under me.
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      I think this is what it must feel like to wake in the hands of God.

      I woke a few moments ago, but I haven’t yet dared to move. I’m curled on my side, my prayer-like hands nestled between me and the pillow, but as the moments have passed, I’ve come to realise that this is the most comfortable bed I have ever slept in. Not that I’ve slept a great deal. Maybe two or three hours at most? Bouts of dozing mainly, between other things.

      His arms around me, his warm breathy whispers in the dark. Neck kisses and nibbling teeth, and the wonderfully, torturous brush of his stubble on oversensitive skin. Groping and grinding and those achingly beautiful masculine groans as I’d taken him into my mouth. My hair in his fist and his delivery of long, languid kisses. My hands pressed to the mattress, our fingers linked. The slide of his body against mine. The sensation of being full of him.

      Other things, as I said.

      Mind-blowing things.

      I swallow thickly. The title one-night stand could never cover what one night with him is. The experience is too sensual, too intimate, and just. Too. Much.

      And too tempting to leave feeling that I’d be happy never to see him again.

      I push the thought to the back of my mind. It was just one night, twice. An opportunity to step out from my shitshow of a life. For two nights, he made me forget it all, made me check my troubles at the door, but I know as I step out onto the street again, it’ll all be waiting there to greet me.

      God, this mattress. It literally is like sleeping on a cloud.

      I wonder if it sees much action. I silently berate myself for my ridiculousness because, of course, it does.

      Do you know how you taste?

      Like heaven.

      Stop, just stop! Stop thinking and stop asking yourself questions and stop replaying last night in your head because that’s not one-night stand territory. It’s not what one-night stands do.

      Probably.

      How could they experience a night like this and not want a second helping? A third? That’s why they must shut that shit down, showing no interest in what came before and what will come after.

      Because his talents and stamina are too much to dedicate to one girl.

      Don’t think about that either. That’s a sure-fire way to drive a girl mad.

      I always thought the older a man gets, the harder, pardon the pun, it becomes after the first time to, well, you know. I can thank my mother for this little bit of intel, not that she told me exactly. I just happened to overhear her say so to one of her cackling friends over a bottle of wine a few years ago.

      That sort of thing stays in your head, whether it’s true or not.

      I don’t have sufficient empirical evidence. And no interest in gathering a larger sample.

      Slowly pulling my hands from under me, I twist my head over my shoulder with a whispered prayer for him still to be asleep. Why? Because I can barely face him. My behaviour last night was . . . Well, it wasn’t like me. And the things we did in the hallway and this bed were not the behaviour of a girl who ordinarily wears Batman underwear.

      Not satisfied with just a glance, I turn fully, but carefully, determined not to wake him. He lies on his front with his hands pushed under the pillow, and I wonder if watching him like this would be considered creepy. Probably. But this is too good an opportunity because the man is a feast to the eyes. There’s something almost leonine about him. His skin is lightly golden, possibly from alfresco yoga, or maybe he’s recently had a holiday. A life he leads that has nothing to do with me. His thick hair is wild and unruly—truly, it looks like what Heather might call freshly fucked—and his sharp jaw is covered in a sandy stubble much more pronounced than last night.

      My God, he is breathtaking.

      And breathtakingly unsuitable. That is, if I were looking to become involved, which I’m not. And neither is he, I’d guess. At least, not with me.

      Suck, sweetheart. Make them wet. I shake my head in an attempt to dislodge the images, the sound of his voice.

      We’re just too different on so many levels, I tell myself.

      First, his age. He’s old, though not too old. How old is he, anyway?

      Second, our backgrounds. I bet he’s one of those posh boys who went to Harrow or Eton.

      Third, our positions in life. He’s obviously wildly successful, or at the least, he has a very generous trust fund, while I’m not exactly sure who I am or where I’m going on any given day in the week.

      I love my job, but I’m not sure it’s what I want to do forever. And when, in the quiet moments that allow introspection—which are admittedly few and far between these days—I feel a tiny bit envious when I think of Olivia. She’s not that much older than me, but she’s so together. So driven and focused. So settled in her life right now.

      I’m not even sure what James does for a living if he does anything. But he doesn’t seem the type to be cruising through life living on family money. I know he said he was in acquisitions, but I’m now beginning to wonder exactly what he acquires, given the kind of home he lives in.

      People?

      Arms?

      Drugs?

      How would I ever know or ever find out? I suppose if I ever find myself shoved in a shipping container, I’ll find out. Although, according to my horrid grandmother when I was growing up, if anyone kidnapped me, they’d soon give me back.

      The rotten old bag.

      As we’d driven through London last night, Knightsbridge and then Belgravia, I came to understand just how different we are. Belgravia is one of the most expensive places to live in the world, I think, and has long been the home of foreign embassies, and holiday homes of billionaire sheiks, oligarchs, visiting dignitaries and a stone’s throw from Michelin star restaurants, Sloane Square shopping, Harrods, Harvey Nichols, and more.

      Living here means James is wealthy. Probably wealthier than I can comprehend. And that makes me feel . . . odd. It’s hard to explain. I certainly haven’t been taken advantage of, and I’m not some silly girl with dreams of catching a rich man. Both nights have been about release—the kind of letting go of my life for a few hours, as well as the other kind.

      But still. I feel kind of uncomfortable. Unbalanced.

      With that last confusing thought, I slide from the bed, grabbing my clothes from where they fell last night, then slip into a bathroom that looks like it belongs to an exclusive hotel. Time to do what I can to gather myself.

      I take stock of my appearance in the mirror above one of the his-and-hers dark marble-topped vanities that runs the length of opposing walls. I touch my fingers to the back of my shoulder where I’m pretty sure I almost convince myself I can still feel the delicious ache of his teeth.

      You’re intoxicating.

      With a smile, I wonder if he’d think that right now.

      I look not so much intoxicating as intoxicated; the kind that comes with a quart of vodka in a brown paper bag and a shopping cart laden with rubbish.

      My hair is a complete disaster—it looks like I’ve spent the night having sex in a wind tunnel—my eyes look like a panda after a night on the tiles, and my neck is still red from his whiskers.

      But most of this can be fixed with the right apparatus.

      I rinse my face, pat it dry, then realise my purse must be downstairs, so I don’t have a hair tie currently. Unless . . .

      It’s with a sudden sense of trepidation and a whispered prayer of please don’t let it be that I open the drawers under both vanities. Though I could absolutely do with an elastic to tie back my hair, no, I don’t want to find one next to a tub of La Mer moisturiser, a Chanel lipstick, or a box of tampons. Because, from what I recall seeing last night, this house doesn’t look like a bachelor pad. Then again, it didn’t strike me as a family home. It’s more like the set of a high-end home magazine shoot, a peek into the lifestyles of the rich and famous.

      But getting back to the drawers, neither has what I’m looking for; the units on one side are almost completely empty, though unscrupulously clean. On the other side, one drawer is filled with fluffy white hand towels and one inlaid with one of those wooden sock sorter looking things, each compartment holding a bottle of aftershave.

      He certainly does like to smell nice.

      So no hair tie, which is not only fine by me but also a huge relief. I suddenly recall seeing the article in the newspaper and the woman he was with, then wonder if I’ll ever return to the girl I was before Cameron cheated me of my trust. Yet I can’t seem to help myself from pulling off the lids of one or two of the bottles of his cologne to see if I can guess which he wears most.

      Dark and spicy with a hint of leather. This one. It’s my favourite.

      With a sigh, I close the drawer and turn my attention to my clothes, finding I have everything here but my knickers. I dress, then take a seat on the plush chaise in the centre of the room. A modern egg-style bath sits under a large frosted window, a shower big enough to hold a party in is situated in the middle of the room like a glass box of voyeurism with a three-sixty view.

      I feel . . . well, I feel like I’ve spent the night having sex with a seriously well-endowed man. And I probably smell like sex, too, but I’m not going to shower until I get home. If I can, I’d like to sneak out without waking him. It’s the coward’s way out, sure, but also sort of perversely appealing. Like coming full circle to the way he left me. No matter how mitigating he might think the circumstances, waking up alone like that wasn’t a pleasant experience. Even without the added insult of waking to the view of a cat’s bum in my face.

      A little payback might go some way to help him appreciate my point of view.

      I attempt to comb my hair with my fingers, then give up before I pull half of the hair from my head. I make use of his deodorant and his toothpaste but not his brush because it somehow seems too intimate, which is pretty ridiculous, considering all the other things belonging to him I’d had in my mouth last night.

      Also, the fancy electric thing might be noisy, so I’ll stick with my finger.

      I’m two steps from the door when a sudden sensation washes over me, though the feeling is more like a wave that begins in the pit of my stomach and roils right through me, dragging me to my knees in front of the toilet.

      I might’ve been worried about the noise of a toothbrush, but there’s no helping the sounds that come from me now. Can anyone vomit quietly? Personally, I can’t seem to do so without the addition of muttered bleurghs and yucks along with a generous helping of loud, sobbing tears.

      I stagger to my knees, wiping the back of my hand across my mouth. I will never drink prosecco again. What is it they say? Wine before liquor, never been sicker?

      ‘Sheesh.’ In the mirror, my refection causes me one of those whole-body shudders of the very unpleasant kind. I wash my hands, wet a clean hand towel, and rub my face, patting my poor red piggy eyes. I no longer care if I’ve woken sleeping studly because one look at me and he’ll go running for the hills.

      Next, I go to town with his toothbrush, brushing so thoroughly, I probably remove a layer of enamel. I dispose of the towel in the hamper and pull off the head of his toothbrush, dropping it into the space age-looking litter bin and find myself grimacing at the latex languishing there. In fact, it makes me heave a little.

      ‘I am never drinking again, period.’ I make my promise to the mirror as I breathe in shallow breaths. Once I’m sure I’m not about to hurl again, I return to the door and peek out.

      Just one glance to see if I can make good on my escape unhindered.

      He hasn’t moved. Thank God. I creep out, creep across the room, and pull the door silently closed behind me.

      I pass one, two, three doors along the narrow hallway before coming to stairs that lead upwards as well as down. I choose down, obviously, though I am super curious to see the rest of the house, but not right now.

      Not ever, probably.

      My bare feet pad against the warm wood, my shoes dangling from my fingertips. I need to find my purse so I can call an Uber, and thank goodness for the app being able to pick up the address because, other than Belgravia, I’m not sure where the flip I am.

      I follow the staircase all the way to the bottom and look around, unsure this is where I want to be. It doesn’t feel right or in any way familiar. I’m in a small hallway, it’s a little dark, and several doors lead off in different directions. We came in through a garage and up a few stairs, didn’t we? Maybe this is the basement, probably the original cellar. On the way here, the houses we passed were all Georgian. Heritage listed, probably. One of these doors possibly leads to the service entrance and a way out, or I could go up one flight of stairs and find the front door. As my purse is up there too, that’s the way I’ll go. But the doors are so close, and James is two floors above, so I allow curiosity to get the better of me.

      I pull on the handle of the nearest a door to reveal an indoor swimming pool of maybe twenty metres or more in length. Not what I was expecting. A mosaic-tiled spa sits at the far end, a glass wall running down one side revealing a small gym on the other side.

      Urgh. I don’t know any gyms. And I wouldn’t speak to them if I did.

      The next door opens to the garage; the Vanquish, a boxy looking Jeep, and a motorbike that looks like something Batman would covet stowed inside. And what’s behind door number three makes me squeal. Actually, it makes us both squeal.

      ‘My goodness, what a shock.’ The woman in front of me laughs a warbly laugh, her hand at her throat as her initial expression of terror subsides. ‘I didn’t think anyone was home.’ I take in the Waitrose shopping bag at her feet and the one placed higher on a kitchen worktop, her light application of makeup and her short, no-nonsense bobbed hair. She looks like someone’s mum. But not his, somehow.

      ‘He’s still asleep.’ The words are uncomfortable, my throat hoarse as the woman’s gaze widens in surprise and not shock this time. And she’s not hurling insults or produce at me, even though I currently feel like I could give Hester Prynne a run for her money. Maybe replace her scarlet A for a H. For ho.

      ‘Mr Harrison is usually at work by now.’ She smiles carefully, and things suddenly make more sense. She works for him. The housekeeper, maybe? Or just the woman who makes groceries appear in his fridge. I wonder if he writes his own list? The thought makes me smirk because I can’t imagine it.

      ‘He’s still out for the count,’ I shrug then realise what I’ve just said. My cheeks redden with a sudden and furious blush. Yeah, so basically, I left him upstairs naked and sleeping off our mammoth banging session. I might not have actually said that, but I may as well have, dressed as I am, shoes in hand and sex-crazed. At least my dress is quite demure even if the rest of me looks like I’ve been hanging out on a street corner somewhere. ‘Sorry, I was looking for the front door.’ To make my escape. You know, now that I’ve stolen his wallet. Shut up, brain! ‘I must’ve gotten lost.’

      ‘Oh, that’s easily enough done. This house is like a rabbit warren. The front door is on the next floor, dear. Let me show you the way.’

      In case you steal anything else, she doesn’t add, but I think it anyway.

      ‘Do you want me to carry one of the shopping bags up?’ It seems the least I can offer to do as she reaches down.

      ‘No, I’m just getting it off my foot. I’ll take them up in the elevator later.’ Because why wouldn’t a house with a pool also have an elevator?

      As I follow the woman upstairs, I don’t know what to make of her silence except that she’s being unfailingly polite. Maybe finding strange young women wandering around the place isn’t a common occurrence? Or maybe she’s just too polite to ask questions?

      ‘Oh, that’s mine,’ I say, making a grab for my bag which is lying where I left it. Thankfully, there’s no sign of my knickers because that would be beyond embarrassing. I’d rather lose them than find them hanging from the chandelier, a picture frame, or wrapped around one of his artsy knick-knacks. And speaking of arty knick-knacks, those knocked from the table last night in our state of passion are still scattered on the floor. I resist the urge to apologise, to pick them up, stepping over them instead.

      ‘Do you have transport arranged?’ Oh, boy. She’s good at this ignoring the obvious game as she steps over the copper bowl. ‘I’m sure I could call for the car?’

      The car or a car?

      ‘Thank you. That’s very kind of you,’ I hear myself reply ins a completely even tone, ‘but I’m just going to get a cab.’ Or an Uber, if my phone has any charge. ‘Thank you for showing me the way,’ I add, pulling on the door handle, which doesn’t budge.

      ‘Here, let me.’ I move to the side as she presses a code into something that looks like a keypad without buttons. ‘These high-tech security systems are more trouble than they’re worth sometimes.’

      ‘Thank you again.’ With a tight smile, I edge out of the door before she’s pulled it fully open, jogging down the stair at a rapid pace.

      I turn left at the bottom, not because I know where I’m going but because I need to go somewhere. My pounding heart slows to a more normal rhythm as I pause on the street corner.

      I straighten my shoulders and take in my surroundings. The street behind me would look perfectly at home in a Regency period drama, the kind of houses mamas and papas would take their marriage age daughters to town for the season and the marriage mart. Tall, narrow, and rather uniformed, their stucco façades have something a little Roman about them. No doubt, could they speak, they’d have a lot to tell. Comings and goings more than just mine.

      I pull my phone from my purse, sending up a silent thanks for the six percent battery charge remaining on my phone, then flip open the Uber app. I press in the specifics, noting my car is a red Subaru with a driver named Javid, then lift my head and let the morning sunshine warm my face while refusing to acknowledge the swirling, burgeoning thoughts of the things that led me to this moment.

      The ring. My drunkenness. Having sex with an unsuitable man again.

      All of it can wait for another day because right now, I have other things to concern myself with. Like forcing my stomach to settle long enough for me not to vomit in Javid’s nice red car.
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      ‘Uncle Griff, that lady has really big boobies.’

      Beside me, Griffin’s head emerges from his newspaper, following the direction of the child’s boldly pointed finger

      ‘You shouldn’t announce that so loudly, Mo,’ Griffin censures lightly. The child frowns, his hand falling to the tabletop as his uncle murmurs, ‘Even if you are right.’

      It’s hard to believe I went to sleep with one of those in my hand last night—breasts, not small children—only to wake alone, much later than normal, the lovely owner of the lovely breasts having already left. But at least I now know where to find her Monday through Friday.

      Instead of going into the office for a few hours, as I would usually, I’d left straight for our usual Saturday spot at Mortcombs. Part bar, part French brasserie, it’s my favourite for a reason. A few reasons, actually. The food is decent, the waitstaff outstanding, and it has the added advantage of rarely being discovered by tourists.

      And when I say our usual Saturday spot, I mean Beckett and Griffin are often to be found there at the same time, too. I was surprised today, however, to find that though our party was still three, Beckett wasn’t present. Also, there isn’t usually a child present. Unless you care to count Griff.

      ‘Mummy doesn’t like it when you call me Mo,’ the kid replies, his curls moving in the gossamer breeze. Maybe we should’ve sat inside. Today is a scorcher; one of those lazy, hazy summer days when everyone is in a good mood and where brunch at your favourite spot should lead on to cocktails on a roof terrace somewhere, and not studying someone else’s progeny. ‘She says I’ll be r-radically profiled if you call me Mo, and that you should call me by my proper name.’

      ‘Racially profiled,’ Griff corrects, rubbing a hand over the child’s head. ‘Can you be racially profiled on the basis of a name?’ His gaze flicks to mine, and I shrug.

      ‘More your arena than mine. Though I suppose the whole idea is the extrapolation of information based on assumptions. You look or sound a certain way, and you’re profiled, right?’

      ‘Who knows,’ Griff murmurs, looking down at the child once again, who thankfully has moved his attention to his plate. ‘Anyway, Montague isn’t a proper name,’ he adds. ‘So Mo it is. Now eat your chips like a good lad.’

      ‘Why is he so grumpy?’ the child asks after a beat. His gaze lifts to mine, surprising me. Am I grumpy? Could it be because I could see myself sipping cocktails with a particular someone? A blonde someone. A bold and intriguing someone.

      The child’s skinny legs swing back and forth under his chair, thumping the leg of the table every now and again with the toes of his shoe. As it moves for the fifth time, I wince as it scrapes against the concrete. I’m not normally this short tempered, am I?

      ‘He’s grumpy because the positions of Sneezy and Doc were already taken.’ Griff smiles widely, tickled by his own wit.

      ‘Yes, but why is he wearing that angry face?’ he asks, a half masticated fried potato drooping from his open mouth before bouncing from the starched linen tablecloth and hitting the floor.

      ‘Do you think he would wear that face if he had another choice?’

      ‘Huh?’ The boy turns his head to the side like a terrier anticipating a knock on the door.

      ‘Harry’s expression is more querulous than angry,’ Griff replies, his exasperation growing. The man does love an audience, but it’s no fun if the audience doesn’t appreciate your humour. The lack of adulation is clearly killing him.

      ‘Only my friends call me Harry,’ I tell the child. ‘I’m not sure why your uncle thinks this courtesy extends to him.’

      ‘What does qu-querulous that mean?’

      ‘It means he looks like a constipated pensioner.’

      ‘Yes, but why?’

      ‘Just because. Because he’s a bastard,’ Griff replies, his exasperated tone deepening as he folds his arms across his chest. ‘And I know, I said a bad word. But you won’t tell your mum, will you? Because you’re out with the boys.’

      ‘It’s okay. I’ve heard it before. Mummy uses it to describe you all of the time.’

      ‘I think I’ve just discovered why I’m feeling irritable. It’s the company I currently keep.’

      As opposed to the company I’d expected to wake to this morning. I had plans for Miranda, and they weren’t all of the bedroom kind. Some were the showering kind, and some were the naked lazy breakfast in bed kind. But mostly, they were the get to the bottom of what’s going on in her life kind. The get to know her better kind.

      ‘Look, Rosa caught me on the hop. The nanny didn’t turn up, and I couldn’t say no. It’s only supposed to be for an hour.’

      ‘And that’s my problem, how?’

      ‘You know what they say; a friend in need is a friend indeed.’ Griff’s reply is accompanied by a smirk, roughly translating to—his sister needed a babysitter and despite him being the kind of person most wouldn’t leave their goldfish with, she’d dropped off her darling boy without a second thought. And because he didn’t want to look after the kid alone, he brought him along to Motcombs.

      ‘A friend in need is a pain in the arse, more like.’ Hell, you’re not supposed to swear in front of kids, are you? I know his uncle has, but I’m pretty sure it’s frowned upon. Not that I have much to do with children generally.

      ‘Monty, why don’t you go and get yourself an ice cream?’ Before you learn a whole new vocabulary to take home to your mummy.

      ‘I’m not ’posed to take money from strangers.’ The kid stares the ten pound note I hold out in front of him, eyeing it covetously.

      ‘He’s not a stranger,’ Griff interjects. ‘He’s Uncle Harry. He knows your mum. In fact, he knows your mum really really well. He might easily have been your—’

      ‘Enough.’ I don’t often lose my temper, but when I do, it’s often the result of something Griff has said or done. Whichever laboratory he was created in seemed to have forgotten to add any tact in his genetic makeup. Usually, the inclusion of Beckett smooths tempers things between us. The fact that he’s a no-show today is annoying on a couple of fronts but mostly because I wanted to pick his brain. But it’s inevitable, I suppose. Who’d want to hang out with other men when there’s the option to be with the woman you love? Naked? Fully clothed? Still, it’s damned bad timing. ‘Take the money,’ I insist. ‘Go and buy yourself an ice cream.’

      ‘Can I have a Coke, too?’ He narrows his eyes in an uncanny echo of Rosa, his mother. He has her dark curls, too. But he has nothing of me, even if I do have carnal knowledge of her. Knowledge gained many, many years ago, I hasten to add.

      ‘If your mother would allow you, I don’t see why not.’

      ‘She doesn’t,’ he says, suddenly snatching the note from my hand. ‘But Uncle Griff does, and he’s in charge.’ He runs off.

      ‘In charge of what?’ I mutter to myself as my gaze cuts to Griff. ‘If you ever insinuate anything like that again, I’ll fucking end you.’ For Christ’s sake, it was through his sister that Griff and I met over a decade ago.

      ‘Chill out. As if you’d have any little bastards running around the place.’

      ‘And what exactly is that supposed to mean?’

      ‘A graceful taunt is worth a thousand insults, my friend.’

      ‘Oh, do fuck off,’ I drawl in contrast to my building ire. ‘There was nothing graceful in that statement.’

      ‘You’re the most controlled man I know. Just like Beckett, you don’t do anything without an angle. Confirmed bachelors, the pair of you. At least until he went and got married.’

      ‘That, opposed to you, the man who’ll fuck anything with a pulse?’

      ‘They all need a little loving,’ he answers with a smirk. ‘Even the ugly ones.’

      ‘Somewhere out there in the big wide world, there’s a tree working very hard to replace the oxygen you consume. If I were you, I’d go and find it and apologise.’

      ‘I speak the truth.’

      ‘You speak a load of bollocks, but let’s not talk about what’s between your ears.’

      ‘Shots fired,’ he says with a chuckle. ‘I’m just saying the kid isn’t yours. He has a dad, a useless trustafarian fuckwit, but Mo is his. He held his hands up to knocking Rosa up after you’d broken her heart the year before. And he married her, though I might’ve had to threaten to break his legs.’

      ‘Charming. I’m sure it never crosses Rosa’s mind to wish your mother had swallowed you.’

      ‘You don’t have siblings, so don’t try to lecture me, all right?’ Griff picks up his drink, his tone aggrieved.

      ‘I thought Rosa’s husband was in the film industry?’ I’d met her at another gallery just after she got married. I’m sure that’s what she says he did. She’s such a type A personality, I really can’t see her with someone aimless.

      Griff snorts before taking a mouthful from his beer. ‘He doesn’t work. He’s just a pretentious wanker who takes himself off to Ibiza and Morocco at regular intervals to write and find himself. He thinks smoking masses of pot makes him enlightened.’

      ‘As fascinating as all this is, I still don’t understand what we’re doing here.’ Sitting straighter in my chair, I fold back the cuffs of my shirt.

      ‘Isn’t it obvious? We’re babysitting.’

      ‘In taking on your friendship, I’ve done some strange things. Been subjected to some strange things—’

      ‘What? Name one strange thing I’m responsible for.’

      ‘Two years ago, you decided it was my birthday.’

      ‘That’s a nice thing,’ he protests, trying hard not to smile. ‘You can’t complain about that. And everyone has a birthday once a year.’

      ‘The key is in the word day. Birthday, not a whole year.’ Everywhere I went, I was serenaded and wished many happy returns. I was given free desserts—shots on the house. People wishing me happy birthday everywhere I went.

      ‘Come on, everyone likes free shit. Even a rich bastard like you.’

      ‘I don’t know whether you’ve noticed, but I prefer not to be gawked at.’

      ‘Then you shouldn’t date women above your punching weight.’

      ‘Like?’ He knows Miranda? The immediate thought is accompanied by a cramping in my gut. How well does he know her, and will I need to arrange to break his legs?

      ‘That Giselle woman. She’s a sort.’

      Fuck, my relief is palpable. ‘Giselle is business.’

      ‘That’s the kind of business I’d like to do, if you know what I mean.’

      ‘You’ve got more chance of becoming lord chief justice than getting a date with Giselle.’

      ‘I don’t want to date her, Harry.’

      ‘Then perhaps you could forward your card, though I think she’s set for legal representation. Because the chances of you getting into her underwear aren’t even worth considering.’

      ‘You’re a fucking comedian.’

      ‘Strange, I thought I was a childminder currently. You know, if someone had suggested to me that you’d be left in charge of a child. Well. I would’ve said that someone must be very stupid.’

      ‘Rosa’s not stupid. If she was, she wouldn’t be drinking beetroot kvass, while being beaten with fragrant birch, oak and eucalyptus twigs. And I should know because I bought her the voucher for the place for her birthday.’

      ‘A voucher for a house of pain?’ I sound like I’m in pain. ‘Only you would buy a family member a session with his dominatrix.’

      ‘For fuck’s sake, I don’t have a dominatrix. I went twice, that’s all. Just to see what it was all about.’

      ‘How much did it cost you to find out they don’t put out?’ I’d try to temper my smile, but what would be the fun in that?

      ‘More than I’d have liked,’ he mutters. ‘But the point I was trying to make is that Rosa isn’t stupid. She’s gone to a Russian spa for the full banya experience. Meanwhile, I’m looking after Monty. And speaking of the little shit . . . ’ Griff twists in his chair, looking for the boy. ‘Oh, fuck. Where’d he go?’ Up from his chair, he swings his head left and right, but before I can join him in the search, he drops into his chair with a heavy sigh. ‘Crisis averted. He’s inside, talking to the bird with big tits.’

      ‘Do you use that kind of language in the Law Courts?’ As a barrister, Griffin spends some of his time in the Royal Courts of Justice, though much more time in the Crown Courts, defending clients with far worse vocabularies than his. Defending those who cannot defend themselves, as he put it. Or as I see it, poncing about in a white wig.

      Griff doesn’t answer as Monty appears by his side. Putting his contraband of Coke and ice cream on the table, he cups his hand around his uncle’s ear.

      ‘Uncle Griff,’ he whispers sotto voce, ‘that lady’s boobies are really, really big.’

      ‘You didn’t tell her that, did you?’

      ‘No.’ His gaze is solemn. ‘And I’m using a really quiet voice to tell.’

      ‘Good lad. Because she mustn’t hear you say that.’

      ‘Why? Big boobies are nice.’

      ‘All boobies are nice,’ Griffins answers before his gaze sweeps theatrically left then right. ‘But ladies with big boobies are witches.’

      The child narrows his gaze suspiciously. ‘Really, Uncle Griff?’

      ‘Yep, and she’ll cast a spell on you if she hears you say so.’

      ‘No. No, she can’t. There’s no such thing as witches. They’re make-believe like the tooth fairy.’

      ‘Father Christmas is real, isn’t he?’

      ‘Well, yeah,’ the child answers, though I sense a but coming. ‘But he leaves evidence that he’s real. We get presents,’ he adds, his hands in the air as though holding the proof. ‘So how do you know she’s a witch?’

      ‘Because all ladies with big t—boobs are magical. The bigger their boobs, the more magic they have, because boobs are where they store their magic.’

      ‘Bigger boobies mean more magic?’ the little boy repeats.

      ‘Exactly.’

      ‘But what do they do with their magic?’

      ‘You mean, apart from using it on little boys who yell rude things?’

      ‘I didn’t mean to,’ the boy protests. ‘I don’t want to be turned into a toad.’

      ‘No, you certainly wouldn’t like to become your uncle,’ I mutter.

      ‘It’s not that kind of magic. They use it to put the men around them under their spell. They make them buy them drinks, and pay for theatre tickets, load the dishwasher, and mow lawns.’

      ‘That doesn’t sound fun.’ Monty’s expression twists.

      ‘Well, it is and it isn’t, but you’ll find out for yourself when you get older.’

      ‘Is Mummy a witch?’

      Griffin pauses, appearing to consider the question before he answers.

      ‘She’s a different kind of witch. And one that will make Uncle Griff disappear if you tell her about any part of this conversation.’
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        * * *

      

      We finish eating, and Griffin heads off to deliver his precious bundle to the nanny who has suddenly become available, presumably after a lie-in and a fry-up to recover from the aftereffects of a drunken Friday night. I do hope Miranda isn’t suffering similar ill effects, though I shouldn’t think so. The other kinds of effects she may be suffering are fine by me, so long as they reflect well on our time spent together. A little soreness. The odd bite or two.

      God knows my own abs are a little tender this morning.

      As I have no further plans today, I take a slow stroll back to the gallery, making the most of the sunshine. There are a few appointments in the diary, but nothing that warrants my attention. I usually only attend the bigger spenders while the gallery manager manages the smaller sales. And the people who don’t really know what they’re doing. I can’t abide ditherers.

      But once in my office, I pick up the phone.

      ‘Harry.’ After a half dozen rings, Beckett’s answer barks down the line.

      ‘Have I interrupted something?’ He’s usually much smoother than this.

      ‘No. Nothing. What is it you want?’

      ‘You weren’t at brunch today.’

      ‘How astute of you, Harry.’

      ‘I have a complaint, and you will hear it because you dodged a bullet, my friend.’

      ‘So Griffin brought his Friday night companion along,’ he answers in a flat tone.

      ‘No.’ I laugh unhappily, remembering that occasion. ‘Today wasn’t as bad as all that, thankfully.’

      Neither of us needed to revisit the day Griff brought his one-night stand to brunch for the reason they weren’t done, but they were hungry. The pair had eaten like they hadn’t in weeks, then left, but not before his date divulged the reason, unfortunately.

      I’m not missin’ out on another dickin’ and a lickin’. The boy has mad skills, man, yo!

      ‘Did you know Rosa married a screenwriter?’

      ‘When I knew him, he used to sell speed, as I recall. Something to do with being cut off from his trust fund. But now he’s a father and a happily married man,’ he adds, something acrimonious lurking in his words. He can’t be over marriage already, can he? No, of course not. I’ve never seen him as happy as he was last night. It was almost creepy how much he smiled.

      ‘So where were you, if you aren’t with Olivia?’

      ‘I’m not in London currently.’

      ‘A dirty weekend with the little woman?’ I taunt. Can it be considered dirty when you’re married? I hope so. ‘Anywhere nice?’

      ‘I’m alone. Olivia didn’t accompany me.’

      ‘Oh.’ Well, he’s being cagey as fuck. ‘She’s not sick of you already, is she?’

      ‘If she has any sense,’ he mutters darkly before the beast returns. ‘What do you want, Harry?’

      ‘You know, Griff would’ve staked his fortune on you never marrying.’ And me never getting involved.

      ‘A small bet, then.’ Beckett’s answer could be best described as snide.

      ‘He thinks Olivia has Stockholm syndrome or something. That you must’ve taken her out for dinner one night, then locked her in your mansion following.’

      ‘That’s because Griffin is a halfwit.’

      ‘And I hear this app of hers is going to make her a very rich woman.’

      ‘Yes,’ he drawls. ‘Your point being?’

      ‘Why did she marry you? By your own admission, you’re a bastard to be involved with.’

      ‘I don’t know what you mean.’ Beckett suddenly sounds discomforted. It’s something I’m not familiar with, and I’ve known him for half my lifetime. It’s like I’ve hit a nerve.

      ‘What have you been up to?’ I ask carefully. He doesn’t answer. ‘This whirlwind romance isn’t a cover for some business deal, is it?’ I hear how ridiculous the notion is even as the words leave my mouth.

      ‘Harry, you surprise me,’ he murmurs coolly, sounding much more like himself. ‘I wasn’t aware you had such a fertile imagination.’

      ‘You can drop the act. I know how much you want to get your hands on the senior partnership of JBW.’ Beckett makes a fortune for the venture capitalist company, but they’re reluctant to sell him the controlling share, despite his success. He seems to think they’re disinclined due to a nasty habit he acquired in his youth—a stimulant that has long been acceptable in the finance world. A habit he’s long since been clean of. But he wouldn’t use a woman as collateral of any kind, would he? ‘Please tell me there isn’t an angle here and that you didn’t marry for any other reason than love.’

      ‘Olivia knew what she was getting into when she married me,’ he answers wearily. ‘If you bed the devil, you must expect at some point to wake in hell.’

      ‘You’ve been drinking.’ It’s not an accusation but more a concern. Not that he doesn’t drink, but he doesn’t drink to excess anymore. Not anymore. ‘What’s going on?’

      ‘I do wonder if you should join your storytelling talents with Montague’s father. Who knew you harboured such a fanciful mind?’ Something shimmers dangerously in his tone as he returns to type. I’m not done with this line of questioning, but I’ll leave it for now. ‘You’re certainly very circuitous today. You didn’t call to complain I wasn’t at brunch.’

      I rub my fingers over the scruff on my jaw. ‘You’re right.’ Beckett doesn’t answer unless you count the long sigh he breathes down the line. ‘So I’m just going to come out with it. There was a girl helping Olivia out at the speed dating event last night.’

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘She works for Olivia, right?’

      ‘Yes.’ The same answer in a different tone this time.

      ‘Well, I was wondering if you’d tell me a little about her.’

      ‘Tell?’ There’s so much condescension in that word. ‘Tell you what, exactly?’

      ‘How old is she?’ For a start.

      ‘No,’ he answers firmly. ‘Don’t even think about it. There’s young, and then there’s just wrong.’ I don’t need to see him to know his jaw is clenched to keep in the tirade balanced on the end of his tongue.

      ‘That’s a little like the pot calling the kettle black, don’t you think?’ He recently married a woman more than a decade younger than him.

      ‘Harry, the girl is only just out of the school room.’

      My stomach drops like a stone. ‘You’ve got to be kidding me.’

      ‘She’s barely nineteen. How about you tell me you’re kidding. I mean, what the fuck, Harry? She’s a little left of field as far as your tastes usually go, but please feel free to tell me I have this wrong.’

      ‘Jesus Christ.’ I have nothing else to say. Nothing to add, but plenty to regret, it seems. But then I remember there were two of them. ‘Just to be certain; we’re talking about Miranda here?’

      ‘You said girl. Miranda is a woman, not a girl.’

      Well, fuck me for a feminist. Who is this man, and where has Beckett gone?

      ‘Okay, so Miranda. She’s older, right?’

      ‘A little,’ he answers in a clipped and painfully concise tone.

      ‘How much older than nineteen?’

      ‘I neither know nor care.’

      ‘About Olivia’s age, would you say?’

      ‘Harry, for the love of God, stick to your usual type. Consider the consequences.’

      ‘The consequences of falling in love? It’s a bit late now to be experiencing cold feet. What is going on between you and Olivia?’

      ‘Nothing,’ he bites out. ‘I’m done with this conversation. But let me tell you I neither want to know nor sanction what you have in mind.’

      ‘Thanks, Dad. Just give me the address of the office Miranda works out of.’

      ‘No.’

      ‘I can look it up. I was just doing you the courtesy—’

      ‘You look it up, then because I’m not about to smooth the path for you in any way.’

      ‘What’s crawled up your arse and died since last night?’

      ‘I’m serious, Harry. Miranda works for Olivia. If you make my wife’s life any more difficult than it currently is by indiscriminately dipping your pen in her company’s ink, I will swing for you.’

      I don’t recall Beckett ever threatening me before. Firstly, we’re friends, but also, it’s not his style. He’s more prone to action than threats and hot air. But what strikes me more about his response is the note of regret his angry words expose.

      ‘Beckett, whatever it is you’ve done or said, go home. Throw your arrogant, self-serving arse at her feet and apologise.’

      ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about,’ he answers in that insufferable tone of his.

      But that’s fine. If he can’t take the stick out of his own rectum, I’m not going to do it for him. It’s not imperative that I involve him in this. What is it they say about the various ways to skin a cat?

      Or get your hands on the skin of the cat-sitter, as the case may be.
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      I go into the office late Monday morning, glad that I didn’t need to be in earlier today. I’d accrued a little time off in lieu of working my butt off on Friday, which is just as well as I couldn’t get out of bed this morning. In fact, I’ve been ill all weekend.

      I had started in James’s bathroom that morning, and so far, there had been very little letup all weekend. In fact, I was so ill, I think my parents called a temporary truce. Or maybe it’s just hard to argue effectively over the noise of your daughter retching.

      I don’t suffer in silence when it comes to illness.

      Anyway, I thought I wouldn’t be able to come into work this morning because I’d vomited again. But since about nine o’clock, I’ve been okay. I’ve also managed to keep a cup of tea and some toast down, so while I’m as weak as the runt of a litter of newborn kittens, I’m definitely on the mend. I also can’t afford to hide at home this morning after my behaviour on Friday night.

      On the drive in, I consider the conversation that’s probably waiting for me and the justifications of my actions. Who am I kidding? There’s no justification for being drunk at work. But maybe Olivia will listen to my explanation, and if I grovel enough, I might get to keep my job.

      On Friday, I’d worked so hard, and I was so excited. The culmination of months of work was coming to a head. I’d started at seven in the morning, working right through until the evening. I didn’t even take a few minutes to eat lunch or even go home to get changed when Heather and Olivia did. I just had too much to do, existing on a nervous, excited kind of energy. The only time I managed to grab for myself was a few minutes right before the attendees arrived, and I used that time to change into my dress and fix my makeup.

      But as an excuse, it’s a poor one. I’d dearly love to blame my schedule and a lack of food for my drunken behaviour, but I can’t. Best-case scenario, I’m looking at some kind of disciplinary action this morning.

      Maybe? I don’t know.

      Between bouts of vomiting on Saturday, I’d tried calling Olivia to apologise, but her phone must be switched off. Maybe I shouldn’t be surprised, her being a newlywed and all, but since I started working at E-Volve, she’s been available to talk work almost twenty-four seven. I’d also called Heather to apologise, who questioned me so hard, she made the Spanish Inquisition look like part-timers. So I told her about my fake diamond to go along with Cameron’s devotion. As for the rest, the official timeline of events, as far as she’s concerned, it looked like this:

      

      
        	Beckett’s friend, no name used, had followed the cab to the club after her panicked entreaties.

        	There he’d talked some much-needed sense into me, poured some equally necessary caffeine in me, acquired via a McDonald’s drive-through or some greasy spoon, maybe, then taken me home, where he’d left me unsullied and contrite at the door.

      

      

      I’ve had the whole weekend in bed to think on the trajectory of my life, and I’ve decided I’m like one of the ducks I sometimes see as I drive by the local park, serenely gliding across the murky waters, despite the sunshine. But dip beneath the surface and my little ducky legs are working overtime to keep me afloat. To keep me moving forward. To keep up the appearance of competence.

      I’m determined my existence isn’t going any farther south. I’ve decided to view the consequences of owning a worthless ring from a pragmatic standpoint, rather than an emotional one, which means I need to find some other way of getting my hands on a little more cash in my efforts to save enough for a rental deposit.

      No problem. I’ll just have to give up sleep or something.

      The afternoon is warm and bright as I make my way from the carpark and into the darkened building, avoiding the rickety lift by taking the stairs. Unusually exhausted by the climb, I pause as I reach the floor that E-Volve calls home as a paper aeroplane sails out of the open door to meet me. I follow the arc of its trajectory before it lands at my feet, the sound of Heather’s voice following it.

      ‘God, Jorge, I don’t know.’ By her tone, she sounds like she neither knows nor cares . . . whatever that was in response to.

      I can’t be arsed with their arguing today.

      I bend and pick up the plane constructed from a sheet of A4 lined paper. In Heather’s jagged hand, the word HELP is scrawled along one wing and a doodled stick man image on the other, tongue hanging out of a grim line of a mouth and crosses where the eyes should be. I’m guessing Heather has had a long morning. Or else she’s planning on murdering Jorge.

      A sick feeling of worry and dread wash through my stomach as I step into the office. A physical manifestation of an emotional concern this time. I haven’t felt this terrified since I’d got on the school bus at aged fifteen to find the local bad girl sitting there. She also happened to be the same girl I’d mouthed off to while hanging out in Leicester Square the previous weekend. In retrospect, potentially losing your job seems worse than two years of being tortured.

      The golden beams of the sun dance merrily through the grimy windows, cutting lines across the floor and giving dust motes space to dance. Heather and Jorge sit at their desks at opposite ends of the space, both tapping away on their respective laptops.

      ‘But you said you forwarded it to me,’ Jorge grumbles, lifting his specs from his nose before almost pressing it up against the screen.

      ‘Yeah, I did.’

      ‘Well, I can’t find it.’ His answer betrays his barely concealed exasperation, and he doesn’t so much slam his mouse down as put it down very forcefully. ‘This is ridiculous.’ Pushing away from his desk, he stands.

      ‘Have you checked your junk?’ Heather’s reply is oh, so innocent. Too innocent. Something is up . . . or down as my gaze dips to his crotch where his fly is blatantly open.

      Juvenile, Heather. Very juvenile.

      ‘Where’s boss babe?’ I ask as I put my bag on the back of my chair, but not before pulling out my phone.

      ‘She’s not in yet,’ she answers as I start my laptop, the sick feeling dissipating at a rapid rate, only to resurface almost immediately as Olivia’s name flashes up on the screen of my phone.

      Shit.

      ‘Hi, Olivia.’ My voice is so high it could probably summon canines.

      ‘I’m not coming today.’ She launches into why immediately without a greeting or a question. ‘I’m ill.’

      Two words. A lifeline. My silver lining to her great grey cloud.

      Abstractly, I consider the fact we’re both ill as a worrying coincidence. What if it was something in the hors d’oeuvres, and more people are sick? That might get E-Volve into the newspapers for no good reason. I decide not to mention the fact that I’m ill, too. There’s no need for both of us to be worrying right now.

      ‘Oh, how awful. I’m so sorry to hear that. Is there anything I can do?’ God, I sound like a creeper. A super creeper. But I’d creep all the way to Hampstead if it meant I got to keep my job. Especially after the morning I’ve had.

      ‘No. Nothing. I’m going back to bed. If there’s an emergency—’

      ‘Don’t worry. We’re on it. You can rely on us.’ Even with my super-fake perkiness, the words feel hollow. I wish I could wipe Friday from both our memories. Well, parts of it. There’s one thing for sure; if I get to keep my job, I’ll never let her down again.

      ‘Great.’ God, she sounds anything but great. But I know how she feels.

      ‘You’re sure I can’t get you anything? Soup from the bakery?’ Bluergh. ‘Something to settle your stomach?’

      ‘No. I’m just going to crawl back into bed. But call if—’

      ‘I will. Feel better soon, boss babe. Relax. We’re on the job.’

      With a muttered bye, the call cuts off.

      ‘On the job?’ Heather repeats. ‘I thought that meant sex.’

      ‘She sounds awful,’ I murmur, placing my phone next to my laptop, choosing to ignore her ridiculous question. Was it even a serious one? But I meant every word—Olivia can rely on me. I’m going to be the most diligent employee there ever was.

      ‘Hey,’ Heather almost shouts, making Jorge pause at the door to the tiny office kitchen. It’s eleven o’clock. Times for elevenses. But it’s almost as if it’s eleven o’clock every hour where Jorge is concerned. If there was any justice in this world, he’d be the size of a house. Instead, his skinny jeans are falling off his equally skinny arse. ‘Aren’t you going to ask us something?’ She gestures back and forth between the two of us with a finger.

      ‘Fine.’ You’d think Jorge would be too old to roll his eyes. Not that he’s old, but that level of violence in an eyeroll is usually reserved for fifteen-year olds, I’ve always thought. ‘Do you want a cuppa, Miranda and Heather?’ he asks, monotone.

      I shake my head and suppress a shiver.

      ‘No thanks, Jorge.’ With a big smile, Heather adds. ‘Oh, by the way, I used the last teabag this morning.’

      ‘Then why are you making me ask?’

      Heather shrugs a sort of one shoulder affair. ‘To replay the favour of you refusing to pick me a box of tampons up from the Co-Op.’

      ‘Oh, not bloody tampon-gate again,’ he mutters belligerently, referring to an ongoing argument between the pair.

      ‘I’ve told you,’ she snipes, pushing back her chair so forcefully, it whizzes back on its castors, only stopping when it hits the photocopier. ‘They’re not bloody before.’

      ‘Can we please dial it down a notch,’ I interject. ‘And there’s a box of them in the back of the cupboard. Tetley’s teabags, that is.’

      Jorge’s complexion turns the colour of beetroot before he scurries into the kitchen as he remedies the situation tout de suite as Heather flashes me a look that’s less than impressed, but whatever. Apart from not possessing the bandwidth to deal with their bickering today, helping Heather tick him off doesn’t come under the good employee remit.

      ‘And Heather?’ I unlock my desk drawer and pull out an unopened box of tampons. ‘Here.’ She catches them, dropping the box on her desk before retrieving her chair. ‘Let’s bury the tampon hatchet, eh?’

      ‘Until he does something else to annoy me,’ she mutters. ‘Heads-up.’ A blur of colour sails through the air, causing me to fluster as the box of tampons drop to the floor. ‘It seems you’ll be needing these sooner than me,’ she adds meaningfully.

      Picking them up, I pull open the drawer again and end up doing so jerkily, almost snapping my fingernail on the metal handle. When did I buy these? I know I bought them right before my period was due. Roughly. I’m not one of those girls who times everything to the day. Up until recently, I was on the pill, and it was all taken care of by that little numbered packet.

      Stop it.

      Now you’re being ridiculous.

      What happened to no more ducky legs?

      I drop into my chair and flip over my phone, swiping to the calendar app because, apparently, I can’t help myself. It’s not like I made a note of the date of my last period, but I have noted other things.

      ‘Where were you this weekend?’ Heather asks.

      ‘Playing referee between the two home teams,’ I answer a little distractedly.

      ‘What?’

      ‘I was preventing a murder-suicide. Mum and Dad,’ I add quickly by way of further explanation.

      ‘Who was killing who?’

      ‘It’s pretty even. The hate is equally strong.’

      ‘You should’ve called. I’d have come over. They might’ve played nice with their niece as an audience.’

      Oh, now I remember. I helped Heather babysit her siblings one night last month when my period turned up. When was that?’

      ‘Heth, what did your parents go to see at the movies last month?’

      ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘When I came over, and we ordered pizza.’

      ‘That was two months ago.’

      ‘No, it wasn’t,’ I retort.

      ‘It was late June. They went to see something about birds with Alexander Skarsgård in ’cause Mum has a massive crush on him.’

      Pulling out my phone, I goggle the Skarsgård along with the word bird, and Google reveals the name of the movie as The Hummingbird Project. Next, I look at the cinema listings at their local cinema, but it doesn’t show listings retrospectively.

      ‘Dad said it was rubbish, anyway. ‘If you want me to come over anytime, you know I will, right?

      ‘I wouldn’t subject you to the tension. Besides, if it helped, I might force you to move in. I’ve reached the conclusion that they don’t care who sees them acting deplorably, so long as each of them thinks they’re winning. They had an open home on Saturday, and they even got into it there—in front of the real estate agent and the first couple who’d turned up to view the place.’ And afterward, I’d dragged myself out of bed to sit in the garden.

      ‘Any takers?’

      I shake my head. ‘They were out of the door at the first opportunity, like the house was on fire.’ I can’t say I blame them. I wouldn’t be there if I had anywhere else to go.

      Damn. I wish I’d paid more attention to the dates. I feel slightly sick, but I think I’m just being ridiculous. Seeing things that aren’t there—I’ve only had sex twice in months, and once was last night.

      Technically, I’ve had sex more than twice.

      Two nights of sex would be more accurate.

      Two nights of sex where I had more sex with James than I had in the past three months of my being with Cameron. Damn.

      But one of those nights was last night. And while James is a beast in bed, he’s not superhuman. Come to think of it, that would be a rubbish superpower.

      Is it a bird?

      Is it a plane?

      No, it’s Impregnate You Instantly Man!

      Up the duff, coming to you soon . . .

      His would be a very niche superhero market.

      Cue another whole-body shiver, this time revulsion, as I begin flicking through the messages on my phone. Messages from Cameron, though there are no recent one thanks to Heather’s suggestion that I block his number. I haven’t deleted the old missives yet. You never know when I might need them as evidence, should I be hit by a mysterious car or go missing.

      Joking.

      Mostly.

      But I scroll back to the date of Heather’s “I’ve dropped the ring in a bag of clothes donated to Oxfam” prank. And while I realise this in no way helps me work out the date of my last period, I’ve just supplied myself with a conception date.

      Shut. The. Flip. Up.

      I think I might’ve just swallowed those paddling ducky legs as something begins hammering against my chest.

      ‘You know what would make you feel better after a sucky weekend? Happy Hour.’

      ‘I think I had enough on Friday.’ I answer without thought or really paying attention, my mind still working overtime on other things. Like my current and very silent freak-out.

      ‘Yeah, but now it’s Monday. Last week has been wiped clean from the slate.’

      Wiped from the slate but not from memory, relegated to the annals of the history of me. Or something.

      ‘No, I mean I’ve had enough for the rest of the year.’

      ‘Yeah, you say that, but pop a glass of prosecco under your nose and—’

      Heather’s words cease immediately as I slap my hand to my mouth and go running in the direction of the bathroom.
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      I’m not going to think about it.

      It’s probably just stress.

      Stress of the divorce, delayed reaction to the breakup, finding out about the ring.

      Along with a touch of summer stomach flu or food poisoning.

      All very plausible.

      Add in the use of condoms.

      And the fact that I can’t be pregnant because the universe needs to recognise shit needs to be shared around—it’s time to pick on somebody else.

      Oh, I am so fucking fucked.

      The rest of the morning passes glacially slow. And while I so want to go running to the pharmacy, I also want to remain in the dark. Blissful ignorance and all that. Also, I have work to do, which is currently occupying my mind somewhat. Thankfully, Heather is busy too, updating our social media feeds with photographs she’d taken on Friday evening. Everyone looks to be having fun, girls smiling widely flanked by the Lust Island crew. Couples smiling shyly at each other from across the table.

      The feedback cards tell another story, however. And it’s this information I’m trying to collate.

      Brent

      Arrogant is the general consensus among the female attendees, with one or two outlying comments.

      Nice eyes.

      So hot!

      Wouldn’t kick him out of bed for eating crackers.

      But 0vercompensating for a pencil dick has to be my favourite comment.

      

      Alesha.

      Should stick to cats.

      She smells like cats.

      Nice person. Would like to be friends and have cat playdates.

      

      George.

      Cor, what a honker. I wouldn’t mind that full of tequila.

      Nice man. Shame about his face.

      I’d sit on his face. I’m going to take that as a reference to his large nose rather than someone with a fetish for smothering.

      

      Zoya.

      Said she was pansexual. Didn’t like it when I asked her if she could take the whole thing or just the handle.

      

      ‘Oh, man. I’m done.’

      ‘That bad?’ Heather replies, looking up.

      ‘Worse. I’m not even sure how to categorise some of these answers.’ Sorting through some of these has added to my queasiness. I feel like I should’ve worn rubber gloves just to handle them. ‘We might have a few matches. Mostly for the same few people.

      ‘Which ones were they?’

      ‘Well, a lot of the guys liked Melody.’

      ‘Because she has big tits.’ She nods sagely. ‘Men. So predictable.’

      Thankfully, Jorge has gone for lunch, so there are no gender/harassment/petty for pettiness sakes flames to douse.

      ‘And Prudence seems to have had a few admirers, too.’

      ‘Which one was that?’

      ‘You’re asking me? I can barely remember being there. Was she short?’ Something snags at my memory.

      ‘Oh, she was the chick with the squeaky voice. Her name is a total misnomer, by the way.’

      ‘Fancy words, Heth.’

      ‘I’ve got an A star in English language at A level,’ she retorts, mentioning her recent exam results as she blows on her fingernails before pretending to polish them on her T-shirt. ‘And she was so not a Prudence.’

      ‘I didn’t realise names have to suit people these days.’ I laugh a little, pushing the cards into neater piles. ‘I think I’ll go and grab a sandwich from the bakery for lunch.’ And by that, I mean pop into the pharmacy. Maybe. Or maybe I should wait until I’m on my way home? Either way, the thought of leaving my desk in a mess gives me the heebie-jeebies. A place for everything and everything in its place. It’s the little things that make me content. And it’s only the little things in life right now that I have control over.

      Babies are little, my mind whispers.

      Ignore!

      ‘I’m just saying you shouldn’t find a nun named Candi or a sex worker called Prudence.’

      ‘And she’s a sex worker?’

      ‘No, a teacher or something. Not that there’s anything wrong with being a sex worker.’

      ‘Agreed.’

      ‘In fact, I think this government has failed in their duty to these women.’

      ‘Prudence?’ I say, hopefully pushing her from her soapbox before she has the chance to climb up there to begin pontificating.

      ‘Oh, right. The point is, the way she was hanging around the Lust Island guys was anything but prudent. She was the one who started the whole “oh, I don’t have any paper to get your autograph” and before I could reach for my notebook, she’d whipped down the neck of her dress, practically to her navel.’

      ‘Oh, so she started the sign my tits thing?’

      ‘From the skin she was flashing, they could’ve signed her v—’

      ‘Okay, I get the picture.’

      ‘I know boss babe is all about the “authentic match” and not the “hookup”,’ she says, making air quotes, ‘but you can’t control that sort of stuff. I bet a heap of them woke on Saturday morning in a stranger’s bed.’

      I’m saying nothing. I’m also willing myself not to turn red, not that Heather seems to notice.

      ‘Honestly, if romance isn’t dead, I think someone should sign its DNR order.’

      ‘So cynical.’

      ‘I’m a realist. I’m not saying I don’t believe in love. I just don’t think you can force it.’

      ‘Speed dating was just supposed to be a little fun. Some publicity for the brand. We weren’t expecting hearts and flowers and declarations of undying commitment.’

      ‘Personally, I was expecting a little decorum.’

      ‘I have nothing to add on that note.’ Because people who live in glass houses definitely shouldn’t throw stones. Or go home knickerless.

      ‘You get a pass,’ she answers with a kind look.

      ‘I hope Olivia feels the same way,’ I mutter, my stomach tightening again. Every time I think about her, I get the same sickly lurch—not vomit sickly but worried sickly. Part of me wishes she would stay away until we both forget about that whole episode, while part of me wants to drive to Hampstead right now just to get the whole ordeal over with.

      ‘If you explain it to her, she just might.’

      I shake my head. Where would I begin? Even without the worry currently plaguing my mind, there has been so much that I haven’t told her. Why? Because she’s my boss, not my friend. I don’t want to admit what a fuckup I am. I’d much prefer to retain her respect than to exchange it for her pity. So no. ‘No excuses. I’ll take what she has to say on the chin. My behaviour wasn’t professional. I accept that.’

      ‘At least you weren’t behaving like a bitch in heat.’

      Not that she saw, anyway. Later that night? A whole different story.

      Was that hormones? Whore-moans more like.

      ‘I was thinking.’ Heather’s words pull me my wallowing. ‘I might get a card or something for Harry.’

      ‘Who’s Harry?’

      ‘Beckett’s friend. The one who made sure you got home on Friday night? Don’t tell me you don’t remember his name,’ she adds, puzzled. ‘Not after all the trouble he went to.’

      ‘I-I just forgot it for a moment.’ I turn my attention to powering down my laptop to avoid her gaze. Did he give me a fake name? It seems ridiculous, but still, I can’t help but wonder? And if he did give me a fake name, why?

      Unless those acquisitions are illegal.

      It’s more likely a nickname.

      Screw it. What difference does it make? It’s not like we move in the same circles. He could be called anything, and it would have no impact on my life.

      Except if he’s about to become a baby daddy.

      Which he isn’t because this is just my mind playing tricks on me.

      ‘Yeah, well I was thinking about getting him a card to say thank you for going after you on my behalf. Maybe a bottle of wine? A bottle of wine I was thinking you could pay for. You know, as your thank you.’

      ‘I don’t think either of us could afford the kind of wine he’s used to drinking.’

      Besides, I’ve already expressed my gratitude for the night in other ways.

      Oh, God, please! Yes! Yes!

      ‘It’s the thought that counts,’ she says with a sniff as I duck my head because it’s the thought that causes my cheeks to redden and my insides to pound inappropriately. ‘Anyway, how would you know what kind of stuff he drinks?’

      Once, it was a single malt that had tasted heavenly from his tongue.

      ‘Did you not see the car he was driving?’ I lock my desk drawer and pull out the key. ‘Plus, he’s a friend of Beckett’s. If you ask me, we’ll probably never see him again.’

      Because I’m not pregnant and—

      My head whips up at the sound of a deep chuckle.

      ‘Did no one never tell you what happens when you say the devil’s name?’
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      Speak of the Devil and he doth appear.

      ‘Hey, Harry!’ Heather chirps as though his appearance in the office is the most natural thing ever—like he bloody works here!

      James . . . Harry . . . whoever he is, is standing in my office space, all gorgeous fair hair and twinkling blue eyes. And that suit? Total office porn. Steel grey, summer weight, the fine fabric clings to his strong thighs. A blue button-down open at the neck that brings out the brilliance of his eyes.

      God, I bet he’ll make beautiful babies sometime.

      Not with me, obviously.

      ‘Hello, Heather.’ He does a double take that makes me roll my lips together to stifle a chuckle. Of course, this is his first look at office attire Heather. At the speed dating evening, she’d pulled off demure with ballet flats and a smart looking shirt and skirt combo, but on a regular day, my cousin is all about graffitied Doc Martin boots and leggings paired with one of a number of brightly coloured tutus. She might even break out a statement T-shirt or ten. This morning’s is a black affair adorned with flowers and cursive script that declares:

      
        
        Grow a Pair

      

      

      It’s not until a second look that you see the flowers aren’t in vases but woven into the appearance of a pair of ovaries.

      Anyway, I’ll give him credit, whoever he is—Harry? James?—with the manners not to make it obvious he’s surprised.

      ‘Are you here to see Olivia?’ Heather asks without waiting for an answer. ‘She’s not in today. She’s ill.’

      ‘That’s a shame,’ he answers smoothly, ‘but I’m actually here to see Miranda.’

      ‘What?’ I ask sharply as Heather squeaks, ‘Really?’

      ‘Is there a problem?’ He uses that easy tone of his as he slides his hands into the pockets of his pants, almost rocking back on his heels.

      Bastard. He’s enjoying this way too much. What kind of a douche lord turns up to a girl’s place of work when she’s already intimated it’s off-limits? That she’s off-limits? Did the fact that I snuck out of his bed without leaving my phone number mean anything to him at all?

      ‘I thought I might steal you away for lunch.’

      I’m already shaking my head before he’s finished this sentence, but I find I also have to bite my lip against the urge to retort, like you stole my knickers, because they were nowhere in sight that morning.

      ‘Sorry. I can’t.’ Using the key still in my hand, I bend and unlock my desk drawer again. ‘I have far too much work to do. You know, with Olivia being ill.’ My words fall out in a rush, and I can’t bring myself to look at him because no good can come of this. Because looking leads to touching, and touching leads to all kinds of other things.

      ‘You just said you were going for a sandwich.’

      No, I was going for a pregnancy test—in relation to my relations with that man!

      I find I can look at Heather, even if I wish I hadn’t because I can almost see the cogs whirring in her brain, the million questions being formed, questions that I’ll be bombarded with at some point later.

      ‘Yes. But. Well. That was before. Before I realised I’d already brought my lunch with me today.’

      ‘You know that squashed cereal bar you found last week at the bottom of your bag can’t be classified as lunch.’ Her expression is a strange combination of reflection and perverseness. You know that saying; give them enough rope? I feel like that’s what she’s handing me. Rope. Yards and yards of it. And whether I leave this office with him or not, I know I’m pretty much hung. Oh, for the love of God—hanged, not hung. That was not a Freudian slip in reference to what he has going on in his pants.

      ‘I just wanted to make sure you’re okay after Friday.’ His expression firms, a muscle clenching in his strong jaw.

      ‘Miranda’s very conscientious.’ Her attention turns to him. ‘She’s, like, the backbone of this office. She’s the marketing manager, you know.’ Why does she feel the need to talk me up? Hmm. I suppose because of the way I behaved on Friday night or him being a friend of Beckett’s. Unless there’s something else behind it. ‘But I’m sure she’s got time for a coffee.’

      Is she trying to set me up?

      ‘I have so much to do.’ Some kind of primal sense of self-protection keeps me on my feet instead of leaning over the back of my chair as I wiggle my mouse in an attempt to bring my computer to life. When the screen in front of me doesn’t flicker, I do so again a little more violently. As an encore, I tap it against the side of the desk.

      Hell. I already powered my computer down.

      And then I realise they’re both staring at me.

      ‘I’m very, very busy.’

      Busy freaking out.

      ‘Like you were Friday evening?’ Something in his manner causes my head to rise sharply. Was that a threat? ‘Getting busy.’

      My fingers now poised over the silver keys, my mind snagging on his phrasing. This is one of those moments when you’re pretty sure you’ve misunderstood what’s been said but aren’t one hundred percent. But doesn’t getting busy mean—then the penny drops. Like an anvil.

      ‘Yes, we were all very busy that night.’ My gaze flicks to Heather who seems unaware of what’s just been said because there’s being busy and then there’s getting busy, but it seems to have gone over her head. ‘Busy, busy, busy.’ I suddenly feel like a player in the middle of a very British theatrical farce.

      I can’t believe he’d turn up at my office in the middle of the workday, throwing euphemisms around with a hint of blackmail. I need to shut this down and tell him why Friday can’t happen again, but I can’t very well do it with Heather listening in. And I’ve no intention of doing so in the café downstairs. Walls have ears. Usually the ears of old ladies with a penchant for judgement and gossip, what I can tell from the place. I’ve no intention of being the topic of their gossiping.

      My phone buzzes with a text, and I know who it’s from before I even look down.

      We need to talk about this AFTER the hottie takes you for lunch.

      I text back the emoji that looks like I’m flipping her the bird.

      Please. I need to burn sage to smudge the sexual tension from this room. Do you want me to embarrass you?

      More? I text back.

      Cocktails tonight or I’m so telling everyone you snorted Grandad.

      Et tu, Heather? Did I miss the memo? Is it Blackmail Monday today?

      ‘Last chance,’ he sort of taunts. Last chance before what? I’m not sure I’m willing to risk finding out.

      ‘Yes, okay. Fine. Twenty minutes won’t harm.’ I grab the office keys from my drawer and my purse from the back of my chair, throwing it over my shoulder a little aggressively. ‘Won’t be long,’ I murmur meaningfully as I pass Heather. Then I flounce my way out of the office.

      In the hallway, I’m struck by a sudden idea, moving to the flight of stairs going up rather than the one going down.

      ‘This way,’ I murmur, gesturing the way as he emerges from the office behind me.

      ‘Any particular reason?’ he asks in that smooth tone of his.

      ‘I don’t want an audience.’ He chuckles darkly tempting. ‘In your dreams.’ I throw my retort over my shoulder. ‘And stop staring at my bum.’

      ‘I do so love watching you walk upstairs.’

      His comment is a strange sort of validation, and I’m pleased he’s still behind me so he can’t see my smile.

      At the top of the short flight, I unlock the door to Olivia’s new office. Up until a couple of weeks ago, her desk had been in the open-plan office downstairs, but since marrying Beckett, she’s made all kinds of changes. E-Volve has taken on new staff and another office upstairs, she’s implemented new processes, streamlined the app usage, and gotten herself a private office on the new floor. But despite marrying someone mega rich, she’s still the same Olivia, and I’m almost certain she won’t mind me using her office for a few minutes.

      Almost certain.

      The door opens, and I stride in, whirling around to face him as I fold my arms. The effect is spoiled a little as I realise he isn’t watching, his back half turned and facing me as he closes the door behind him. But then he turns and smiles so openly, I almost forgive him for everything. Until I remember I can’t.

      And I can’t get involved with him.

      ‘I thought we might be better served with a little privacy.’ I try for aloof, which he appears to ignore.

      ‘I like your thinking.’ His gaze roams over me in a very obvious and avid sort of appraisal.

      ‘No!’ My arms slap against my sides as I drop them, suddenly exasperated. ‘I’m sorry to disappoint you, but contrary to what you seem to think, I’m not good for it anytime, anywhere.’

      ‘As I recall, I asked you to lunch. At no time did I suggest you were to be the main course.’

      ‘Good, because I’m not having sex with you.’ Did I say that a little loud? Shout it even? I hope not. The office is in an old refurbished warehouse with brick walls, wooden floors, and cavernous ceilings—the noise carries through the space terribly. To put it another way, if we were to have sex on a quiet day in the office, Heather would hear. And how do I know? Because I’ve had to put the radio on downstairs during Beckett’s visits. ‘You know what, James, Harry, or whoever you are? I’ve got a lot to do this afternoon, so we’re going to make this quick.’

      ‘I can be quick.’

      ‘That’s not something to smirk about.’ Hell. We’re not supposed to be playing this game—and I’m not supposed to be encouraging this whole thing. Maybe coming up here wasn’t the best idea, after all.

      ‘It’s a skill,’ he replies smoothly. ‘One that’s especially important for those moments for when you’re time poor. If you’re very, very busy, it would only take me a couple of minutes to get you off.’

      ‘Like I needed the clarification!’ I almost cry. He steps away from the door when I hold up my hand like a stop. ‘And . . . and inappropriate.’

      ‘But a useful skill to have, all the same.’

      ‘This conversation is inappropriate.’

      ‘You started it, Miranda.’ Why does it sound like he’s purring my name?

      ‘And now I’m ending it. This can’t happen again.’ I gesture back and forth between us like I’m part of a Taylor Swift tribute act.

      We are never, ever, ever having sex together.

      ‘And it’s James, by the way. Or Harry. Whichever you prefer.’ Great, go ahead and ignore me, though I’m sure my expression must betray my confusion as he adds, ‘James Harrison, at your unending service.’

      Oh. Well. The whole James/Harry thing makes sense now. Not that it changes anything.

      ‘I can’t have sex with you.’ Never, ever, ever.

      ‘Who said anything about sex?’ he says with a straight face, though his eyes glitter with unconcealed amusement

      ‘You did. Sexual service—unending.’

      ‘That sounds painful. But I’m game to try. As well as quick, I can also do slow, but then you know that already.’

      He’s deliberately trying to goad me, and what’s more, it’s working. And I’m hot—too hot. My cheeks are burning, and while I’d like to say they’re fiery with indignation, it would be a lie. It’s more like I’m burning with need for him.

      ‘It doesn’t matter.’ I pull on the hem of my shirt, then clear my throat. ‘Like I said, Friday was a one-off.’

      ‘A one-time thing?’ He takes a step closer, and I take one back.

      ‘Exactly.’

      ‘A one-time thing twice?’ Another step for him and another for me, almost as if he’s leading me in a dance.

      ‘Congratulations, so you can count.’

      ‘Yes, and I didn’t even have to use my fingers. But I could if you want me to,’ he taunts. I think I might spontaneously combust if he gets any closer. ‘You know what else I can do? See through your bluster. You’re scared.’ My thighs meet the edge of Olivia’s desk, and I realise I’ve nowhere else to go.

      ‘Scared of you?’ I aim for derision but end up sounding as though I’m asking a question. Am I scared? Yes, I probably am, more so of my reaction to him. I’m not going to say he’s the kind of man I could fall in love with because he’s not like any kind of man I’ve ever known. He’s just too different. Too handsome. Too rich. And altogether too much.

      ‘You’re scared of letting yourself like me. For more than my cock, that is.’

      And . . . I forgot one. He’s also much too full of himself.

      ‘You’re unbelievable. And you can wipe that smile off your face because that wasn’t a compliment.’

      ‘Not the way I heard it.’

      ‘Two minutes—two minutes and I’m walking down those stairs.’

      ‘Come on, Miranda. Cut me a little slack. I’ve driven all the way out to the wilds of Hoxton, and you won’t even have lunch with me.’

      ‘I’m not looking to get involved.’

      ‘With a sandwich?’

      ‘And if I was looking for a man,’ I add, ignoring his ridiculousness, ‘which I’m not. But you and I, we’re just too different.’

      ‘So you’re saying you only date men like you? Gorgeous and funny and with great taste in underwear because if that’s the case, I’m confused.’

      ‘You really are ridiculous.’

      ‘I’m ridiculously interested in you.’ I inhale sharply as his hands curl around my hips, his thumbs make a slow sweep of the bone there. I try very hard to resist the urge to melt against the desk suddenly supporting me. I tell myself it’s because he’s standing so close and because I can smell his aftershave—the one I’d marked as my favourite in his bathroom. And because his eyes are so blue, and his words so bloody tempting. The bottom line is I want him. Even though no good can come of this.

      ‘I’m sorry.’ I shake my head, my response staccato. ‘I’m just. I’m just not interested in getting involved with anyone at this point.’

      He doesn’t speak, though a note of calculation seems to flicker in his gaze before it lowers very deliberately to my chest. I try very hard to ignore the tightening of my nipples, concentrating instead on how his lashes cast a shadow against his cheeks. When his gaze rises for the briefest of moments, I think, he’s going to kiss me.

      Quickly on the heels of that thought comes another. I’m going to let him.

      But instead, he brings his mouth to the shell of my ear.

      ‘You’re the mistress of mixed messages.’ His voice is low and husky, and brimming with the unspoken. As I open my mouth to respond, to deny, I find a soft moan is the only sound I make—a reaction in response to the brush of the back of his knuckles against my hard nipple.

      ‘I like you, Miranda. And you like me. You need to let me in.’

      He begins to pull away, my own body following the movement in a motion that seems as natural as the tides, and just as hard to resist as I press my breast more fully into his hand.

      I’m not sure who is responsible for the next move—if he reaches for me or I him—but all I do know is our mouths meet. This kiss . . . it’s kind of perfect. Soft yet firm as his lips slide against mine. He moans softly when I stroke my tongue against his, the vibration of the sound doing something to me. Making my part of the kiss hungrier, harder as I press myself against him as our kiss turns to another kind. A kiss that’s a fight for possession. A kiss full of need and heat, where teeth clash and tongues tangle, our joint moans mingling in the air. It’s roaming hands and grasping fingers. It’s my butt perched against Olivia’s desk and my skirt being pushed up my legs. And it’s his finger pressing against the cotton of my underwear.

      ‘James,’ I whisper, arching my back.

      ‘Christ, I love it when you say my name.’

      ‘Harry.’ I draw the moniker out, and his next kiss is a smile pressed to my lips.

      ‘That’s James to you.’

      ‘Am I not your friend?’ Before he can answer, I suck on his lower lip, tasting it with my tongue.

      ‘I think we’re a little beyond that.’

      Something in my mind whispers what we could be, causing my body to stiffen in his hands. But somehow, James seems to anticipate the change as he hooks his hand under my knee, lifting it to his hip. In no time at all, his fingers are hooking under the cotton, two of those digits pressing deep inside me. It’s almost as though their thrust pushes a cry of relief from me, a cry that is swallowed by his kiss. And with this kiss . . . there’s no doubt who’s in charge as his thumb brushes the rise of my clit. My body reacts as though lashed by a live line, my back arching as I impale myself on his fingers, pushing them deeper.

      ‘You’re so sexy,’ his deep voice rasps. ‘You don’t know what you do to me.’

      ‘Tell me.’ My demand is all husk and silk, even to my own ears. ‘Tell me how much you want me.’

      ‘Enough to make me think of you this morning.’

      ‘Oh?’

      The memory of you spread out under me to make me come too quickly.’ I feel more than see his smile as he presses his lips to my neck. ‘The mess I made of my stomach and hand.’

      The images created by his words make me clench, and I arch my back as I push into his hand. ‘I’d . . . I’d like to see that.’ I close my eyes and imagine, flashes of colour filling my head. White sheets. The golden hairs on his wrist. The purple vein in his forearm as he takes himself in his hand.

      ‘Would you?’

      ‘Yes. God, yes.’

      ‘You’re so beautiful, darling. I want to strip you down, spread you out, and take my time. Make you wild.’

      ‘Yes. Yes!’ Inside, his fingers curl, brushing that bundle of nerves that makes my toes curl and my insides pound, my climax almost tangible now. A low, appreciative rumble rises from the depths of his chest, his eyes avidly watching the space between my legs as the lewd sounds of our coupling fill the space between us.

      ‘I can’t think of a more beautiful reason for this day to exist than to feel you come around my fingers. Maybe you can think about just that because I believe my two minutes are up.’ His fingers slip wetly from between my legs. ‘Until next time, Miranda.’

      I can hardly process what’s happened as his lips brush the corner of my mouth and he pulls away, right as I’m about to—right before I—

      His fingers glisten with my arousal as he presses them to his lips, his other hand feeding into the inside pocket of his jacket, pulling out what looks like a business card. My fingers unfurl automatically as he presses it to my hand. He smiles the kind of smile that might ordinarily incite me to violence as he fastens the single button on his jacket

      But violence goes undelivered because I don’t think I could trust my legs to hold me, let alone coordinate my arms to swing, and all because I can’t move my gaze from the thick bulge of his arousal straining against his pants.
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        ACCIDENT

        /aksɪˈdɛnt(ə)l/

      

      

      

      
        
        Adjective

      

      

      

      
        
        happening by chance, unintentionally, or unexpectedly. Hell to the yes.

        Synonyms

        Fortuitous. Erm, not.

        Occurring by accident. Maybe my picture should be hyperlinked here

        Adventitious. What does that even mean?

        Fluky. I think I’ll stop there.

      

      

      

      I’ve never understood why some people insist on taking their phones to the bathroom. It always seemed so unsanitary. And I still think so. Yet here I sit, contemplating the definition of accidental while trying hard not to hyperventilate.

      After—James? Harry? James—left me lying against Olivia’s desk like a limp noodle earlier, I’d blinked, confused. My crumpled clothing, my pounding insides, the look on his face. Urgh. I can’t think of any of it. But quick on the heels of that came a crushing sense of embarrassment, shortly followed by rage. The bastard—the absolute provoking, annoying bastard! I’d silently seethed because I didn’t want to make the kind of noise that would bring Heather running into the room.

      As much as I’d wanted to stomp my way down the stairs, have a good scream, kick a couple of things, then maybe burn an effigy of James bloody Harrison, I couldn’t. Not with Heather the inquisitor in the office downstairs, positively vibrating with questions. So I’d done the only thing I could think of, which was creep down the staircase all the way to the ground floor, taking myself off for a brisk walk to burn off all the angry energy.

      And it worked. To a certain degree. I’d walked long enough and stompy enough for me to realise that I’d brought this upon myself. If I’d truly wanted him to stay away, I would’ve said so. And he would have because he’s the honourable type.

      Even when he’s behaving dishonourably, strangely.

      If I’d really meant what I said, I wouldn’t have whimpered from need as he caressed my breast, and I certainly wouldn’t have verbally sparred with him, building the heat between us until it became combustible. He says he’s interested in me, not just in fucking me. That he wants to get to know me—that he wants me to get to know him.

      But will he still feel the same when I tell him about this, I wonder as I sit on the lid of the toilet, staring down at the blue and white pee stick in my hand. I even went for the expensive brand, figuring I’d only need to do this once to prove that I’d eaten dodgy canapes and not gotten myself in the family way. Not that I’m the only one responsible. In fact, at this moment in time, I’m blaming him because I didn’t put those condoms on.

      So, expensive pee stick. No confusing lines for me. It seems pretty definitive as I stare down and read the accusation printed on the screen.

      
        
        Pregnant.

      

      

      Because after James had left me stompy and angry, I’d passed the pharmacy and decided to get a pregnancy test. And now I wish I’d just gone for that bloody sandwich instead.

      Carbs are easy to process.

      Being pregnant by someone you barely know is not so simple.
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      ‘I can’t believe it. Harry is hot neighbour dude?’ Heather pauses, a dainty teacup paused mid-air. ‘I feel a bit icky now that I know I’ve been perving over him.’

      ‘What? Why?’

      Thankfully, by the time I’d returned to the office, Jorge was there, too. Crisis averted and interrogation postponed until the evening when I’d suggested and alternative to happy hour cocktails by way of an early dinner. My treat, of course, at a nearby gastro pub.

      This wasn’t a conversation I wanted to have anesthetised. Her, I mean. My days of drinking might well be behind me for a while. Actually, the way I feel about alcohol in all forms right now is kind of like how the Wicked Witch of the West must’ve felt like looking at that bucket of water.

      But I digress, as we wash down our food—pie and mash for her, chicken soup for me—with beverages of the very dull kind.

      ‘Why? I don’t know. Maybe because I’ve met him? It’s hard to objectify someone who’s been nice to you. Besides, he’s old enough to be my dad.’

      ‘He is not,’ I scoff.

      ‘He’s got to be pushing forty.’

      ‘Do you think so?’ Surely, he’s not that old. Not that forty is old exactly, but it would put him nearer to the age of my dad than me.

      ‘Well, Olivia said Beckett is thirty-eight, and that he and Harry went to school together or something.’ It’s then I recall him saying the pair went to university together. I knew Harry was older, the same with Beckett; I just didn’t think either of them was that old.

      ‘And that would make him twice my age,’ Heather continues, unaware of my moral ageist dilemma. Should I feel bad for sleeping with a man of his age? I mean, it’s not like sex with me would give him a heart attack, not the condition he’s in. It’s more likely to give me a heart attack. Honestly, who cares if he’s forty. Fit at forty. Fuckable at forty! The man just oozes sexiness into the atmosphere. Pheromones into the ozone.  He’s like catnip to me. When he’s near, I just want to sniff him and rub myself against him. Roll around with him like a dog in a park that finds a patch of nasty.

      I just kind of want him.

      But just because he’s older doesn’t mean he’ll be ready to be a dad.

      ‘And twice my age is old enough to be my dad.’

      ‘Well, if you want to get technical, he’s old enough to have fathered me.’ .

      ‘Yeah, and you’re having sex with him,’ she adds airily.

      ‘God.’ I put my head in my hands because that’s the least of it.

      ‘No, I didn’t mean it like that. I just mean it would be totally seedy if I was having sex with him. You’re older, so it just doesn’t seem that bad.’

      Older, yes, but not by that much. Almost twenty-three to his pushing forty?

      ‘But can you imagine having a dad who looks like him.’

      ‘You’d never be able to have friends around,’ I reply, propping my elbow on the table and my chin on my fist. ‘Especially not friends like mine.’

      ‘Skank,’ Heather mutters in reference to Tamara. She raises her teacup in a toast. ‘May all her itches be labia lobsters.’

      As I raise my latte glass, I find myself muttering an incredulous, ‘What?’

      ‘You know, crabs.’ It’s the least the bitch deserves. And if you ask me, Harry is the best kind of revenge.’

      ‘I’m not sure he’d be down for the idea of being my revenge screw.’

      ‘Ha. I’m sure he would. Sex is sex.’

      That’s not true. There are more kinds of sex than I care to explain to her, and I don’t mean in terms of what-goes-where. I’m talking about the type of angry sex that’s a fight between two winners. The slow and easy kind of sex where touches grow into moments and moments grow into toe-curling orgasms. There’s make up sex that’s often worth the initial fight, and there’s morning sex, the kind delicious enough to make you forget you’re supposed to be on your way to work. And then there’s casual sex of the one-night kind variety. The kind that’s supposed to mean nothing yet feels like the best kind of sex you’ve ever had, all rolled into one. And multiplied by one hundred.

      The kind of sex that has the potential to alter your world.

      In lots of ways.

      ‘I think it’s going to be a little more complicated than that.’ I frown down at my latte.

      ‘You must’ve nearly choked when he walked into the speed dating event.’

      ‘I think I was too drunk to be bothered at that point.’ I sigh and take a sip of my cooling coffee, pushing away the realisation that I was drunk while pregnant last week.

      Note to self: check out the implications of drunkenness in the early stages of pregnancy.

      Also, while you’re on that fact-finding mission, caffeine.

      And sneaky cigarettes. Not that, at this moment, I feel like I’ll ever crave these vices again.

      ‘Not my finest moment.’ And another worry to add to the heap. The heap that is currently in front of me because I think I’m still too stunned to process any of it.

      ‘No,’ she agrees, ‘but I get why you were and why you reacted the way you did.’ We’re back to the parable of the prick and the ring again. ‘I told you he was a snake, didn’t I?’

      ‘Yeah, you did.’ What I don’t add is that she said so after the fact. Not that it would’ve made any difference. Love is blind, or so they say. If you ask me, I think love is just really, really dumb. Or else it makes people complete idiots.

      ‘So you got stuck in Harry’s dog door,’ she says with a smirk. ‘Totally sounds like a euphemism.’

      ‘Yep, this I know, too.’

      ‘And then you had sex.’

      I chew the inside of my lip and nod. ‘But not while I was stuck in the dog door.’

      ‘I’m glad you’ve cleared that up for me,’ she adds with a snort. ‘But why wouldn’t you tell me?’

      Oh, God. That’s not the half of it. My stomach swirls with anxiety. If only I could get to the point where I can tell her the rest.

      ‘Because I had sex with a stranger in a stranger’s house, and when I woke up in the morning, he wasn’t there. After the year I’ve had—Tamara, Cameron, the ring, and my parents—I didn’t want to admit to any more fuckups.’

      I’ve just one more to add to the pile. Spit it out! Any minute now.

      ‘Mir.’ She draws out the sound over a hundred syllables. ‘None of that stuff reflects on you. You didn’t cheat. You didn’t sell someone a dream and deliver poo. And your parents have screwed things up themselves. Their marriage isn’t a reflection on you.’

      ‘It sounds so simple when you say it like that, but it’s not simple, is it? Because then there’s him. And even if he wasn’t there for good reason, I’ve had sex with him again. And then I let him finger me in our boss’s office today!’

      So I might’ve suffered from a little verbal diarrhoea earlier in the conversation while trying to find the words to explain the mess I’m in.

      ‘Want to say that a bit louder?’ She tries and fails not to giggle. ‘There’s a guy on the other side of the bar that didn’t quite hear.’

      ‘Go ahead. Yuck it up.’ It’s the least I can allow her now that I’ve appointed her my confessor. Forgive me, Heth, for I have sinned. A lot.

      ‘At least he didn’t keep your knickers this time.’

      ‘Not helpful.’

      ‘Might’ve been worse. It might’ve been the Batman ones he kept.’

      ‘Urgh!’ I drop my head into my hands, only emerging again once I’ve scrubbed them over my face. ‘It’s not the sex, or the office, or anything like that.’

      ‘Then what is it?’

      ‘He’s older,’ I say, beginning to tap the points off against my finger a little manically. ‘He’s mega rich, we’re socially on different stratospheres, he’s our boss’s husband’s mate, he knows the sex noises I make, and he wants to hear me make them again, and I’m fucking pregnant.’

      ‘Sophisticated and rich. I can’t see a problem,’ she says, reaching for her cup again. Then it clatters against the saucer as she puts it down again. In a hurry. In a state of shock. Though I can’t be sure because my eyes seem to be perspiring.

      ‘Pregnant.’

      My lips purse against a deluge of great gulping tears.

      ‘Definitely?’

      ‘According to the test.’ I nod emphatically, the words wet and bubbling. God, I hate giving in to tears.

      ‘Taken when?’

      ‘This afternoon in the staff toilets.’

      ‘And you’ve worked all afternoon, listening to me waffle on about Facebook and Twitter and their algorithms? Moan about Jorge’s sense of dress? And not once did you think to take me to one side?’

      ‘It kept my mind occupied.’

      ‘Fuck,’ she whispers, blowing out a long breath. ‘Harry, right?’ I nod. ‘Does he know?’

      This time I shake my head. ‘I’ve only told you. I just thought I’d let you digest your veggie lasagne first.’

      ‘What are you going to do? Do you know? Have you thought?’

      I shrug. I know it makes no sense to say I want to keep it. I’m twenty-two, and my plate’s already overfloweth with life shit. But yes—yet I can’t see how I’ll be able to face doing anything else. I consider myself a modern woman. A feminist. I’m all for a woman’s right to choose. My body and my choice. A choice that wasn’t so much made as instinctually understood as the words formed on the little window of that stick.

      PREGNANT.

      ‘I need to go to the doctor first for confirmation first, I think. Then I suppose I’ll need to grow a massive pair of lady balls before I tell him.’

      ‘I’m here for you,’ she says, reaching for my hand. ‘And I’ll be by your side in whatever way you need. But don’t discount him. You don’t know what this might mean to him. To you both.’

      ‘Or he might tell me to bugger off.’

      ‘And then you’d know. You’d be no worse off than you are now, would you?’

      ‘No, I suppose not.’

      ‘Unless . . .’

      Unless I’m not going to keep it, she means.

      ‘Heth,’ I begin, not sure where to go on from here. Before I even speak, I hear how ridiculous it will sound. I’m not yet twenty-three, and I can barely make ends meet financially as it is. My career is still at the fledgling stage, I don’t have a place to live, I have a car that’s nine months overdue a service, and a credit card that’s close to being maxed out. Adding a baby to this mix is not a sensible move. And yet I can’t, in all honesty, see me doing anything else but.

      ‘I know.’ Her hand tightens on mine. ‘You’re going to keep it.’ There’s no judgement in her words. ‘Then you need to tell him.’

      ‘What if he hates me? What if he thinks I’ve done this on purpose?’ The fears I’ve been swallowing all afternoon rise to the surface, gushing from my mouth. ‘What if I lose my job?’

      ‘What if he realises this is as much his responsibility as it is his? And you’re not going to lose your job, idiot. You work for Olivia, not an ogre. But you need to tell him and quickly. Then you won’t be demonising his reactions because you’ll witness the real thing.’

      She’s right. I don’t need to be thinking. Hoping. Wondering. Worrying. I need to be dealing—dealing with reality; however that might look.

      ‘So the sooner you tell him, the better, right?’

      ‘Right.’ But not right now. Not until I’ve come to terms with it myself. Which will hopefully be sometime in the not too distant future. I’ll give myself a few months. ‘God.’ I sigh, sitting back in my chair. ‘This is like my annus horribilis.’

      She screws up her nose as she answers. ‘Ew. That totally sounds like a bum disease. Hey, if you’d gone the bum direction, you might not be pregnant.’

      ‘Trust you to lower the tone. I’ll have you know that’s Latin. And I borrowed it from the Queen. It means horrible year.’

      ‘Still, I wouldn’t say it too loudly, or people might think you’re contagious.’

      We smile, maybe a little sadly, and I can see how worried she is for me. So I lean over and squeeze her cheeks together using one hand.

      ‘Ah, Heather-feather, who would’ve thought growing up would be so complicated? Eww!’

      As she sticks out her tongue, licking a wet stripe on my hand, I pull back.

      ‘Better than the alternative, though, right?’

      ‘Yeah, I know,’ I say on a sigh. ‘Growing down doesn’t sound like a great plan, either.’

      ‘That’s not what I meant, and you know it.’

      ‘I know.’ The opposite of growing up is never getting the chance. Being one age, frozen forever. Death, I suppose.

      How on earth did things turn so sombre?

      ‘What a mess.’ I lean back in my chair, lifting my hands to straighten my ponytail. ‘Is it too much to ask the universe for a little help? All I ever wanted was to find someone kind and faithful. Someone who like me enough to let me order pizza with the toppings I like. Someone who’ll bring me a cup of tea when I’ve got a cold and a hot water bottle when I’ve got cramps, yet still fancy me enough to handcuff me to the bedpost and give me a really good seeing to every now and again?’

      ‘You deviant,’ Heather exclaims through her giggles.

      Though it was meant as a joke, a moment to lift the cloud of worry from our little table, a moment of levity for my cousin’s ears, somehow my statement causes a twentysomething man to stumble as he passes our table. He straightens and looks down at the floor as though looking for the cause of his stumble. When he straightens, he sends a megawatt smile my way. Cute in that city finance boy way, he would ordinarily be my type. Sharp suit and a cocky grin and smooth enough to talk you into most things.

      It’s just a pity he’s a couple of months late.

      ‘You’re in luck, darlin’.’

      ‘And you’re at the wrong table,’ I reply mildly, barely looking up.

      ‘Now, hear me out.’ He pulls his hand from his pants pocket, making a placating gesture with his free hand, the other still wrapped around his pint of lager.

      ‘You’re wasting your time.’ My tone goes from politely disinterested to bored.

      ‘But I could be the answer to all your problems.’

      ‘Or you could, like, not take a hint,’ Heather mutters under her breath.

      ‘Babe, just imagine if we were to have sex—’

      ‘You imagine it.’ I lift my head, giving him my full attention now, my delivery so cold, I’m surprised it doesn’t create icicles. ‘Because that’s the closest you’re ever going to get.’ I turn to Heather again.

      ‘I’ve got handcuffs,’ he sort of singsongs.

      ‘And I’ve got a cock.’ This time, I shoot him a smile that isn’t truly a smile. It’s more like a flash of teeth and gums. ‘And I like to be on top.’

      ‘You’re . . . you’ve . . .’ Uncertain how to continue, city boy takes a mouthful of his drink.

      ‘Even chicks with dicks need loving,’ Heather pipes up with a straight face.

      Thankfully, we can barely see him for the dust created by his exit, causing us both to break out in a cackling kind of laughter.

      ‘You know something?’ Heather begins, once our mirth starts to peter out. ‘Once upon a time, you would’ve been fluttering your lashes at him. He was just your type.’

      ‘Ha, as if,’ I reply, running my fingers under my eyelids to even out any eyeliner smudges. ‘Well, maybe,’ I add upon reflection. ‘But I’ve got enough going on in my life right now.’

      ‘I don’t think that’s it.’ She tilts her head as though considering her words, or maybe me. ‘I think it’s because your tastes have changed.’

      ‘Maybe,’ I concede.

      ‘I think you’re interested in a new type. In fact, one model in particular.’

      ‘I can see where you’re going with this,’ I answer with a wry smile, ‘and it’s not helping.’ Because he’s way out of my league, relationship wise.

      ‘You’re just not seeing things as they really are. Your life isn’t in bits. You’re just on the precipice of a change. Humans are fundamentally resistant to change, you know.’

      ‘Well, this human has to pee. Do you want to go soon, or order another cup of tea?’

      ‘Hmm. I think another cuppa for you and a real drink for me because I’ve earned it. I’ll keep yours on ice for the next few months.’

      ‘Urgh. So unfair.’

      ‘I’ll let you sniff it, if you like.’

      ‘Wonderful,’ I deadpan. ‘Order me a green tea in the meantime.’

      I pee, and as I wash my hands, I contemplate Heather’s words. I need to pull myself together. Stop dwelling on the things that have happened. The things I can’t change. An attitude adjustment, I think it’s called. I pause at the full-length mirror before I leave, contemplating my waistline as I run my hands over my hips. My attitude isn’t the only thing that’s about to change. I know it’s silly, but as I press my hand over my stomach, I feel an odd sense of contentment. A kind of warmth. But then the bathroom door opens, voices and music flooding in, and the moment is gone again, worries flooding back in.

      I’ll be fine. It’ll all work out as it’s meant to. Hopefully.

      When I return to the table, true to her word, cups and a teapot sit on the table. I smile as I take my seat, realising that for the next few months, this could be a regular thing.

      Bye-bye Prosecco.

      ‘So,’ she begins as I settle.

      ‘Hmm?’

      ‘I was just wondering what you’re going to do with the ring now?’

      I feel myself frown. ‘I hadn’t really thought about it. It’s a bit of a non-topic now.’

      ‘I don’t think that’s true. You need to do something epically awful with it.’

      ‘I don’t care about it anymore,’ I protest. ‘Before, when it was worth something, I was torn between doing the right thing and doing right by me.’

      ‘That I get. That is classic Miranda.’ She shakes her head. ‘After all he did to you—seriously, I’d have dumped in the Thames.’

      ‘I know. We’ve had this conversation.’ Many, many times.

      ‘Yes, but we haven’t talked about this. So Friday night you found out, and it knocked the wind out of your sails.’

      I wrap my fingers around my cup and blow out a breath.

      ‘I’m not even sure it was about what the ring was worth in monetary terms. I felt like I’d been kicked in the guts. How little did he really think of me?’

      ‘In the grand scheme of things, it doesn’t matter. He’s as worthless as the promise he made you when he gave you that ring. None of it was a reflection on you.’

      Yeah. That’s about it in a nutshell.

      Feckless man. Meaningless promises. Worthless ring.

      ‘And you know what else? Your feelings didn’t change because it was of no use to you. Your mindset shifted because you’re moving on.’

      ‘I moved on months ago, Heth.’

      ‘Nope, you were stuck. And now you’ve been released. And you’re moving onto bigger and better things.’

      ‘I love your optimism,’ I reply, unconvinced.

      ‘I’m serious. Coke can-size better things.’ She cups her hands together as though to indicate the size.

      ‘I wondered how long it would take before we got back on the topic of him.’

      ‘Hold that thought,’ she says, swiping her phone from the table and her backpack-sized purse from the floor. ‘I’ve got to go visit the little girl’s room.’

      ‘I can be trusted with your phone, you know.’

      ‘I might need it to keep me occupied,’ she replies, pausing next to my chair. ‘I don’t know how long I’ll be in there.’

      ‘I don’t need to hear this.’ My expression twists. ‘We’re not still eight, you know.’

      ‘Then you should think carefully before you ask questions,’ she retorts. ‘Because you might not like the answers. See you!’

      As she almost skips across the pub, I return my attention to my cuppa and take the opportunity to scroll through my social media apps. True to her word, Heather takes her sweet time with whatever she’s doing in the bathroom, so I flick over to my E-Volve app. I don’t pay for the service, but get it as part of my package. In truth, I haven’t done anything but look at it. My profile is basic, and I’ve included no photographs.

      My cup is almost empty, and I’m thinking of sending out a search party when the chair opposite me scrapes across the wooden floor as it’s pulled out from under the table.

      ‘You took your sweet—’

      As I look up, my words drain away. For the second time today, James Harrison takes my breath away.
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      ‘You took your sweet . . . ness when you walked out on me this afternoon?’

      I resist the temptation to lean across the table and press my finger to her chin, closing that enticement of a mouth, mainly because there’s every chance she might bite me.

      ‘Where has she gone? Heather, I mean?’ Miranda’s head whips around as she looks for her cousin, Cupid’s unlikely envoy. Although she looks delightful in a tutu, and not unlike an overgrown toddle, I’m certain she’s not in the god of love’s employ.

      ‘Don’t get angry. I was invited.’

      ‘By Heather?’

      ‘She called and said that we should talk. That’s you and I, not Heather and—’

      ‘Oh, God.’

      She drops her head to her hands, mumbling something that sounds suspiciously like it’s too soon to have this conversation.

      ‘If it helps, she also gave me a message. She said, and I quote, “sooner is always better because you’d just put it off until the last minute possible” and “if you stay and talk this through, this will be the last time I’ll use Grandad as a ploy.” A little abstract, but she assured me you’d know what this means.’

      ‘And she led you to believe, what? That I wanted to talk to you?’

      ‘I believe the phrase she used was that you need to talk to me.’ I must admit, I was intrigued. ‘Naturally, I came as soon as I could and was instructed come by cab.’

      But where has she gone?’

      ‘Home, presumably, in a cab.’

      ‘Heather is a student, and she’s the middle child of a large family. She hasn’t got money to fritter on cabs,’ she answers disparagingly. Her expression twists and, if I’m not mistaken, she’s chewing the inside of her lip.

      ‘I paid for it. That was also in the instructions.’ Her expression softens immediately, her a gurgling chuckle warming my skin. She really is quite exquisite, her eyes almost brown in the low light as her hair glows like old gold. ‘Heather got in the cab I got out of. She said she felt a little like James Bond.’

      ‘Sneaky cow,’ she mutters. ‘Maybe she should be studying something other than social media when she goes off to uni next month.’

      ‘Like what?’

      ‘Management.’ Her mouth becomes a flat line.

      ‘So, here we are.’ The fact that she’s still sitting in her seat is encouraging. It could’ve gone so many ways after I’d left her draped over the desk this afternoon. She might’ve stormed out or climbed onto my lap and wrapped her hands around my throat. It wasn’t my finest moment, but I had a point to make, and that is that while her mouth says one thing, it’s as though the rest of her is on another page.

      ‘I can leave if you’d prefer. Or I can get us another drink, and we could talk.’

      ‘That would be . . . ’ I think for a moment she might say nice. ‘A novel experience.’

      It’s on the tip of my tongue to make a quip about novelty and the inventive experiences she and I could have together when some sixth sense tells me it wouldn’t be appropriate right now. Could I be something more than a novelty to her It’s true we don’t know one another very well, but there’s something about her that I’ve been unable to ignore. It’s a strange kind of experience to think of someone, to feel things for them, but not be able to put those feelings into words. I feel like I’m stumbling around, still discovering her. Though it sounds ridiculous. I find I can’t put it any other way than that.

      ‘I’ll go to the bar.’ With a reflective smile, I spread my palms on the table as I stand. ‘Can I expect you’ll still be here when I return?’

      She has the audacity to throw back her head and laugh. I think this could be part of the reason I like her so much. Her sense of humour is almost perverse.

      ‘It’s my turn to leave again, isn’t it?’ Her gaze narrows. ‘I think you’ll have to take your chances.’

      And what do you know? I’d absolutely love to.

      Ten minutes later and we’re nursing our respective whiskies, the conversation sparing. I wonder if my choice of drink might have been a mistake because I’ve yet to see her lifts hers to her lips for more than a sniff.

      ‘Cards on the table.’ I rap my knuckles against the wood veneer. ‘I meant what I said earlier.’

      ‘Which bit? When you said you can be a bit premature?’

      ‘I think I said quick, though I’ll admit my departure was a little hasty. My apologies.’ She opens her mouth, then closes it again. ‘But I was referring to when I said I like you.’

      ‘You don’t know me.’ Her gaze dips to the amber liquid in her glass. ‘Not really.’

      ‘Maybe not, but I like the bits I’ve seen.’ Her head rises then, one brow in the shape of a question mark. ‘Not like that,’ I drawl, adding, ‘though it warrants a mention that I like all of those bits of you, too.’ If you’d just let your guard down, I’m sure we’d get along fabulously.

      ‘I might’ve noticed,’ she murmurs. ‘And in the interest of honesty, I’ve been appreciating bits of you longer than you’ve been appreciating bits of me.’

      ‘Oh?’ The answer to this should be interesting. ‘I’m not sure how, unless you’ve installed a camera in my bedroom.’

      ‘Would it make for interesting viewing?’ she asks saucily.

      ‘Lots of manual labour. Perhaps the odd naked dance.’

      ‘You like to dance naked—and admit it?’

      ‘Why not? Haven’t you?’

      ‘I can’t say I’ve tried it.’

      ‘We’ll have to remedy that. But what about this appreciation of yours?’

      Her fingernail taps her full bottom lip contemplatively, bringing my attention there. Maybe I don’t know her well, but I know those lips. I know how they feel against my own, and that in and of itself is knowledge.

      ‘I might’ve watched you doing yoga in the garden while I was looking after your neighbour’s cats.’ Even in the dim light of the pub, I can tell she’s blushing. Another of the things I like about her, though perhaps I shouldn’t. But there’s something about her blush that I find irresistible.

      ‘See anything you like?’ I wonder if she realises we’re both leaning closer.

      ‘I might’ve enjoyed a couple of things.’

      Her tone is a touch salacious, my eyebrows heading for my hairline as I absolutely resist the urge to suggest I show her a couple of tricks. The lizard pose can be mind-blowing, for instance.’ Mind-blowing and load blowing.

      ‘You know you can’t leave it there; you have to explain.’ She shakes her head, her gaze avoiding mine now. ‘Don’t be shy. Be audacious. Be bold and demanding.’

      ‘Those blue shorts.’ Her words fall in a rush. ‘You don’t wear a T-shirt or any underwear, as far as I can tell.’

      I try very hard not to laugh, pressing my smile into my hand.

      ‘Don’t,’ she protests half-heartedly. ‘Or I won’t tell you anything else.’

      ‘You mean there’s more?’ I widen my gaze comically. ‘Perhaps you like my shirt or my trousers?’

      ‘They’re very nice but cover far too much.’

      ‘Shall I take them off?’

      ‘Ha, funny. Oh, God. You probably would, wouldn’t you? Sit down!’ she protests as I push back my chair. ‘Please don’t say you’re an exhibitionist or into other kinky stuff.’

      ‘Define kinky,’ I tease. ‘I do enjoy being naked—’

      ‘That’s not a surprise.’

      ‘If only I’d had some inkling I was being watched,’ I add. ‘I would’ve put on a show.’

      ‘The show was fine as it stood. On one leg, sometimes. Or with your bum in the air. But as a wise woman once said, it was much easier to objectify you when I didn’t know your name.’

      ‘I’m not sure who this wise woman is but feel free to objectify away.’ As though an invitation, I fold my arms across my chest and sit back in my chair. ‘I’ll just be sitting here, basking in the adoration.’ I close my eyes and tip back my head. ‘When you’re ready,’ I say, peering at her with one eye.

      She shakes her head disparagingly. ‘You’re a very strange person.’

      ‘But one you like. And one who’d give you an up close and personal yoga session any time of the day.’

      ‘Downward dog?’ She tries to look unimpressed but struggles.

      ‘If you’d like, though I’m a devotee of the baby pose myself. As well as providing a fantastic view, it’s good for opening the sacral chakra, and—’

      She moves away as though suddenly pulled by strings, the colour draining from her face just as quick.

      ‘What is it?’ She blows out a breath long and hard. ‘It can’t be all that bad.’ Can it?

      ‘It shows what you know,’ she mutters, her gaze sliding away. ‘I really wish Heather wouldn’t have called you. If she’d left it for a few days, the timing would’ve been better. I would’ve been surer, at any rate.’

      Timing? Days? Is she ill? ‘Miranda, you’re beginning to worry me. Whatever it is, you can just say it. Tell me.’

      ‘But that’s just it.’ Her hands are in the air before she pushes them through her hair, pulling out her formerly sleek ponytail. ‘Can I? Where would I start?’

      ‘At the beginning,’ I answer firmly. ‘You’ve never held back telling me what you’ve thought before.’

      ‘You really don’t know me.’ Her hands drop to her lap, her gaze following. ‘Not the real me. You just see the bits I want you to see.’ The together bits. The brave bits.

      Does she think I’m so shallow? That I don’t know we’re more than the sum of our parts?  She’s more than a pair of breasts, round and full. She’s more than just a peach-like arse that I want to press my teeth into. There’s so much of her I don’t know.

      ‘I like to think you’ve shown me enough to make me want to know more.’

      ‘We’ll see.’ She’s a little too lovely to deliver foreboding convincingly. ‘At the beginning?’ I nod in what I hope is an encouraging manner as I reach for my glass, which is unfortunately empty. ‘Here, you may as well drink this.’

      ‘You don’t want it?’

      ‘I’m . . . detoxing.’ She slides it across the table, and before she can retract her hand, I cover it with my own.

      ‘Whatever it is.’

      ‘You really have no idea.’ She laughs a little, but there’s no humour in it. ‘But first, you’re not a criminal, are you?’

      ‘If I were, I’m hardly likely to admit it, am I?’

      ‘I don’t know. I don’t move in those kinds of circles.’

      ‘I’m not.’

      ‘I don’t know what you do,’ she replies with a tiny shrug. ‘And just to warn you, if you say me, I’ll kick you under the table.’

      ‘Will you whisper whisky laced kisses to make it better?’

      ‘This is going to be a bit harder to fix than a grazed knee, no matter what business you’re in.’ That is, assuming you do work.’

      ‘I feel like we’ve already had this conversation.’ It’s quite a direct line of questioning, and I begin to wonder why.

      ‘You said you’re in acquisitions.’

      ‘That’s true.’

      ‘After being in your house, I have to wonder exactly what you’re acquiring.’

      ‘Any ideas?’ I ask, folding my arms against the tabletop, intrigued more than suspicious. When a woman wonders what your net worth is, she’s rarely blunt about it. But I don’t think that’s what this is.

      ‘I’ve narrowed it down to drugs or illegal weapons.’

      Ah, this makes more sense. Less self-serving and more self-protecting.

      ‘Art,’ I answer with a smile. ‘I buy and sell art. I have a gallery in Belgravia. I could show you sometime.’

      ‘Sounds like a ploy to get me to come and look at your etchings.’

      ‘Ah, the original Netflix and chill.’ I stroke my chin in an exaggerated fashion. ‘I think we’re a little beyond that.’ She almost chokes on a giggle before waving me on. ‘I’m a mere appreciator of art, but my talent lies in making money from it. I have no etchings to speak of. But I’m happy to show you a few other things.’

      ‘Things?’ That one word holds such enticement. Such encouragement.

      ‘Just say the word.’

      She sighs softly, essentially pouring cold water on the moment. But that’s okay. In my business, I’m used to playing the long game. There are very few fast returns.

      ‘I asked because I think our paths might cross from time to time. In the future, I mean.’

      ‘I’m glad to hear it.’ Even if she is being rather cryptic.

      ‘And if we’re going to spend time together, I think we should get to know each other better.’

      ‘I’d like that.’

      ‘Though I’m sure once you’ve heard all I have to tell, I won’t see you for dust.’

      ‘I’m made of sterner stuff.’

      ‘You’re sure you want this from the beginning?’

      I pick up the whisky refill and indicate she should go on.

      And so she does. She tells me about her arse of a fiancé, her worthless engagement ring, her parents living arrangements and their acrimonious split, and the reasons behind the pet-sitting gigs. For a moment, it’s hard to believe that she’s kept all this to herself. But on the other hand, the moments we’ve spent together have been mostly those of the naked sort. She could’ve told me her life story, and I probably wouldn’t have heard.

      Men, eh? What can you do? We don’t have the most sophisticated of software.

      ‘If you don’t mind me saying so, this ex of yours sounds like a colossal prick.’

      ‘Agreed. No arguments here.’

      ‘When someone treats you so despicably, so carelessly, that’s not love. That’s them trying to fix their broken pieces with yours.’

      ‘For a while, I’d liked to have stabbed him with his broken pieces, but I’m over it.’

      ‘Over it or over him?’

      ‘Oh, I’ve been over him for a while. I’m now over the whole experience and moving on. Mainly because I have bigger problems. Issues. Things? Honestly? I don’t know how to categorise any of it.’

      ‘Perhaps I could help?’

      ‘And now we get to the pointy end of the stick,’ she mutters, glancing down and straightening the front of her dress with her hand. ‘Because you see, James. I’m pregnant.’
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      Something few people know about me is that, as a small child, I had a stammer. At first, it was attributed by doctors to a development thing. Apparently, these are quite common due to the rapid way speech and language develop at those early stages, and more common still in boys. The male of the species. Are we always so slow on the uptake?

      But the issue persisted beyond the age these things are apparently considered normal, and help was sought from a speech therapist, I believe. It transpired that my stammer was linked to anxiety, perhaps in a child who wasn’t told but somehow knew anyway that his mother had cancer. By the time I entered puberty, I’d lost both the stammer and my mother.

      But I digress as a modicum of those fearful feelings return when one word stutters out of my mouth.

      ‘P-pregnant?’

      My gaze drops to the scarred tabletop, then lifts to a ceiling decorated with, of all things, antiquated gardening equipment. A glance at the walls shows they’re covered in the same kind of abstract detritus, and I notice the bar is stocked with a decent selection of gins. Because I find I can look everywhere, but I cannot look at Miranda. Until the wavering tone of her voice pulls my attention back to her.

      ‘Look, I am sorry to tell you here, and like this.’ She blows out a breath, soft wisps of hair around her face disrupted in the motion. ‘It wouldn’t have been my first choice of venue—or time. And I’m going to murder Heather.’ On her feet now, she drapes a light jacket over her arm before she slings a blue purse over her shoulder, seemingly suffering from the same attention problems. ‘And just so you know, I haven’t been to see the doctor yet. I’ve just done a home test.’

      I wonder abstractly how effective these tests might be as I swallow over the large ball of actual physical panic wedged in my throat. The news is a headfuck. A shock. But my current panic relates not to her news, which is possibly a panic for another time, but to the thing I fear most; the almost paralysing dread of being unable to communicate effectively as one word struggles for freedom, hitting the air in a breathless burst.

      ‘When.’

      ‘When what?’ Her brow furrows as I swallow again, reaching out blindly for the glass and swallowing the contents. The whisky’s fiery burn seems to loosen the knot of muscled tension there. Thank fuck.

      ‘When did you do the test?’

      ‘This afternoon. After you left.’ There’s a challenge but no accusation. Maybe at this point, I should apologise for leaving her wet and pulsing and draped over her boss’ desk. Except I won’t. I don’t want to. How could I regret a moment so beautiful in its execution? In its result? It seems pointless to explain the point of my actions as a manipulation borne of my desire to see her again.

      What I couldn’t have imagined is how it had happened so quickly or under such circumstances.

      So, here we are, together again.

      Perhaps if I’d stuck to fingering, I wouldn’t be in this predicament.

      I banish the unwelcome thought.

      She’s pregnant, and I’m about to be a father.

      Or am I getting ahead of myself?

      ‘How are you feeling?’ I’m aware this sounds like an asinine enquiry, but it does come from a place of genuinely wanting to know where her mind is. What her plans are. Even if I don’t know what my own reactions look like or what my own thoughts are right now.

      ‘Numb. Confused. Scared.’ Her knuckles are white where she grips the back of the chair, and she releases a shaky breath. ‘But maybe we should just leave this conversation until we know for sure. You know, before we start to panic.’

      ‘I’m not panicking.’ How my response sounds so cool, so ordinary and so like my regular self, I’ve no idea when the circumstances are anything but ordinary. But now that I’ve mastered my voice, I am calm.

      ‘Well, I have your card, so I’ll call you. Let you know.’

      ‘Sit down.’

      Despite it becoming clear maintaining her dignified air is taking its toll, she raises her chin. ‘I’m not sure there’s any point.’

      ‘We have things to discuss. The test aside, I assume because you’re telling me that you’re sure—’ As I speak, her face works through a range of emotions, settling on a strange kind of determination as she cuts me off.

      ‘I’m sure about nothing except for the fact I haven’t had sex with anyone but you in months and months. You fucked me well, and now I’m well fucked, you might say.’

      ‘Except I wouldn’t. Put it in those terms, at least.’

      So much to process but somehow, I know I can take her at her word as my eyes dip unbidden to her midriff before drifting to her face again. Is that dread? Worry glistening in her gaze?

      ‘Well, let me know what terms you would use when you can because I have to leave now.’

      ‘Miranda, sit down.’ Through the miasma of my own confusion, I reach for her hand. While she may allow me to take it, she doesn’t sit. ‘We should talk.’ How effective are pregnancy tests though, really? Are they more or less reliable than fucking condoms? I’ve used rubbers for twenty years and never had a failure, never been one of the one percent. The one percenter group I’ve never envisaged joining. ‘Talk to me, please.’

      Her expression suddenly crumples then, and the weight of the world, her world, buckles inwards, making her shoulders slump and her expression give.

      ‘It’s okay.’ I’m on my feet, my arms around her as she sobs silently into my chest, her body wracked with sobs. I begin to rub my palm against her back as the barman frowns in my direction, and a passing waitress slides me a filthy look as I myself suffer an episode of absolute cognitive dissonance. The woman I’ve fucked and who has subsequently been invading my dreams is pregnant, and I’ve no thoughts of being a father, yet her body against mine feels nothing but natural. As though this is the way it should be.

      ‘I didn’t do it on purpose,’ she says through a muffled sob.

      ‘Of course, you didn’t.’ I cup her face, moving it from my chest so I can see her. ‘Wasn’t I in charge of the contraception?’ And I’m always so fucking careful, but that’s by the by now.

      ‘So, really, you did this to me,’ she complains wetly, slapping my chest with an ineffectual hand. ‘I’m going to get varicose veins and leak, and get really, really fat, and it’s all your fault.’

      No plans for a termination, my mind whispers. Shouldn’t this thought be followed by a wave of panic?

      ‘Can we not blame fate?’ I push the damp strands of hair from her face, then slide her tears away with my thumbs. ‘Or the condom manufacturers for their pitiful ninety-nine percent effectiveness?’

      ‘Or even the manufacturer of dog doors. We should totally sue.’

      ‘I know an extremely shady barrister. I’d ask you if I should set up a meeting, but I’m afraid he might steal you away.’

      She looks so forlorn yet so lovely as she laughs. And I can’t help it. I want her so much; I lower my lips to hers.

      ‘What are you doing?’ she whispers, her striking hand stronger now as she presses it against my chest.

      ‘I want to kiss you. Would that be okay?’

      ‘That depends.’ Her eyes narrow a touch. ‘Are you trying to comfort me?’

      ‘I think I just want to kiss because I want to kiss you.’

      ‘That’s better.’ Her smile is still a little crooked, but her hand remains.

      My lips ghost hers before her answer sinks in.

      ‘Better?’

      ‘Better than I expected, anyway.’

      Now it’s my time to be unsure as I feel my brow pinch.

      ‘Do you have such a poor opinion of me?’

      A genuine smile now. ‘I was expecting you to say you wanted to kiss me as a way to get into my knickers again.’

      ‘Then it’ll surprise you to hear that I was actually thinking of poetry. You don’t believe me?’ I smooth my thumb across her scrunched brow. ‘It’s true. Lips that taste of tears are the best for kissing,’ I say, paraphrasing a Dorothy Parker poem. ‘I wondered if this was true.’ Before she can comment, I add, ‘But I decided it doesn’t matter because there isn’t a time when I wouldn’t enjoy kissing you.’

      It’s only then her hand slackens, her eyes softening as I bring my mouth to hers in nothing more than a caress.

      ‘Still okay?’ Her dark painted lashes flutter over eyes the colour of treacle, her tongue darting out as though to taste the kiss.

      ‘I’m not sure what we’re doing.’

      ‘Do we have to be certain?’

      ‘We might have one more person to consider . . .’

      I steal her words with another kiss, one that’s soft and lingering. A lightning rod to distract her attentions or a need caused by those words, I can’t be sure. All I know is I want to kiss her. Hold her. Have her.

      ‘Come home with me tonight.’ Her eyes are no longer like treacle but dark molasses as I pull back, ghosting my lips over hers.

      ‘I’m not sure that’s a good idea.’

      ‘We could talk about . . . things.’ Or we could fuck.

      ‘But shouldn’t we wait until I’ve been to see the doctor? I mean, it might be a false positive, or whatever they call it.’

      ‘Do you think so?’ Dipping my knees, I bring my gaze level with hers. ‘What do you feel?’

      ‘Like, woman’s intuition?’ She quirks a brow. Rebuffed, I straighten. ‘I’ll tell you what I feel,’ she says suddenly. ‘I feel awful. Tired and weepy, and I’ve been putting it down to other things. But the fact of the matter is, it seems like I’ve done nothing but vomit for days. And it’s the pits. And I’m sort of scared.’ She swallows thickly, her gaze sliding away. ‘I don’t know what I’m doing, and I’m tired of pretending everything is okay.’

      ‘Come home with me,’ I repeat, sliding a lock of hair behind her ear. ‘We can talk.’ Really talk. Not fuck, it seems.

      She nods once, leaning into my touch, and something tightens in my chest.

      ‘I’ll come home with you, but sex is off the table.’

      ‘When it was so good?’ Her eyes narrow, her hand drawing back. ‘On the table. In the bed. Ah-ah,’ I singsong, catching her hand before it strikes again. But she’s smiling, and so am I. And, Christ, I want to kiss her again. Kiss to compliance—kiss her until she melts into me and forgets about each of her worries.

      I’ll keep them for her if she’d let me.

      ‘Just come home with me.’

      ‘Just come home with you?’

      ‘Yes, just. No expectations. No demands. Come just because you want to.’

      And surprisingly, I find I mean that.
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      I came here by cab, and as Miranda had her car, she drives. As I rule, I like to drive. I live and work in the same enclave of London, so I often walk to work. I have a driver for the days I don’t, or for when I need to get to the airport or go somewhere farther afield. Being driven frees up my time for work—calls, emails, and the like. So when I get the chance to drive, I usually do. Or else I ride my bike, which is an easier way to traverse London, though I prefer taking it out on longer rides through country lanes. It’s a big boy’s toy, basically. So being driven home by Miranda this evening is a novel experience. She drives an older model Mini Cooper, so it isn’t the most comfortable of experiences, but I find myself twisted in my seat anyway, unable to take my eyes off the girl in the driver’s seat.

      Something tells me that this could be the perfect analogy for our relationship going forward.

      ‘I wish you’d stop staring at me,’ she murmurs.

      ‘You know, I never realised how erotic that tiny slice of pale wrist is.’

      ‘What?’ Her answer is tremulous with laughter. ‘My wrist?’ Her gaze flicks down, perplexed.

      ‘Hm. Erotic and elegant. I realised that just as you flicked your blinker.’

      ‘Yes.’ Her narrowed gaze drifts to mine as we stop at a set of lights. ‘Because that sounded so innocent.’

      ‘A flash of the wrist is very innocent. It’s almost on par with a Victorian kind of thrill.’

      ‘While I . . . flick my blinker? Really?’

      God, this woman’s laughter. I could bottle it. Drink it. Not that I allow her to know the effect it has on me.

      ‘Why, Miranda,’ I drawl, ‘I’m shocked that you would imagine such a thing, let alone mention it.’

      ‘Yeah, I see you clutching your pearls,’ she retorts mockingly as we start to move again.

      ‘Is that another euphemism?’ I want to reach out and touch her, brush my fingers through her hair or place my hand on her knee, but despite joining in verbally, something tells me she wouldn’t welcome my touch. It’s almost as though her body vibrates, strung taut like a bow. ‘Because clearly, I’m not.’ My gaze drifts southwards to my crotch. From the corner of hers, she follows. ‘But I can if that’s something you’d still like to see.’

      She bites her lip to stave off an answer, but I think we’re both remembering the same thing.

      I thought of you when I came by my own hand.

      My cock twitches and, if I’m not mistaken, her breath pattern changes, speeding up. But the moment passes, and she eventually musters a bland reply.

      ‘No comment. And I think we should change the subject. Speaking of wrists, would you like to hear a little Australian trivia?’

      ‘If we can’t talk about what you to do me, or what I’d like you to do to me, absolutely.’

      ‘I’m glad you’re respecting my boundaries.’ She chuckles softly.

      ‘For now, at least.’

      ‘Moving on! So, wrists. My older sister lives in Sydney, and she told me that Aussies use the word wristy for something very particular. I bet you can’t guess what it is.’

      I bet I can. In fact, I know I can, after spending some time in Australia following university. It seems posh boys are a hit with Aussie chicks, or sheilas, depending on the age bracket they fall into. You might say I’ve experienced both of these. Wristies and age brackets.

      ‘I’m not sure what that can mean,’ I answer pensively. ‘Something to do with an adornment? Perhaps a bracelet?’

      I’d like to adorn her. With strings and strings of pearls, with a strength of desire I’ve never known. Leaving her draped across the desk this afternoon when all I wanted to do was taste her was torturous. I wanted to bury myself in her. Hear her cry my name. But since I’ve learned of her news—our news—the desire to have her is almost overwhelming. Yet here I sit playing games.

      ‘Nope. Have another guess.’

      ‘How about you demonstrate instead.’

      With a sharp intake of breath, she turns her head. ‘You know, don’t you?’

      ‘If I say yes, would you like me to clutch my pearls with one hand and show you with the other instead? I quite like the idea of a Miranda-centric audience.’

      ‘Oh, you are the worst!’ It sounds more like a compliment than an admonishment as the sound of her tinkling laughter fills the car.

      ‘Left here,’ I murmur, then she smiles a tiny smile as she flicks the blinker again. ‘We’re almost home.’

      Miranda parks at the front of the house once I’ve assured her, her car won’t get a parking ticket in the resident’s only parking zone, and I take her hand and lead her up the old stone steps.

      ‘It’s a beautiful house,’ she says as I push the door wide, gesturing she step inside first.

      ‘It’s a bit of a mausoleum and far too big for one man.’ I rush on, hearing my own words as a tiny idea plants itself in my head. An idea for a time other than now. ‘But I bought it at a good time. And it’s close to the gallery, of course.’

      ‘Ah, yes.’ In the entrance hall, she trails her fingers over the table that sits in the middle of the black and white tiled floor, almost as though she’s remembering. Fuck knows I can barely pass the thing without getting hard. ‘I need to come and look at your etchings sometime.’ She says this so mildly, with such inconsequence, yet it sounds like a taunt as she places her bag next to the copper bowl, her fingertips touching that, too.

      ‘This is pretty.’

      ‘Not as pretty as you.’ I find myself behind her, my mouth pressed to her neck as she tilts it to give me better access. ‘Miranda.’ Her name is a whispered plea because I want to take her hand and lead her to my bed. I want to spread her pale, silky thighs wide and torture her with my tongue, just to hear her cry my name again and again.

      What is it about my name on her lips that makes me want to balance my cock there? Balanced on her plump bottom lip, her eyes wide but not quite guileless.

      ‘God, I want you,’ I murmur as she presses herself back against me, her soft flesh yielding to my hard. She turns her head then, giving me her profile, those bee-stung lips curled in a secret half smile. A temptation too much to ignore. So I don’t, pressing a kiss at the corner of her mouth. ‘Tell me to stop.’

      A soft sigh. A whisper of temptation. My hand pressed unconsciously to her flat stomach.

      ‘I thought we came here to talk.’ Her response is a quiet murmur but not quite innocent, and as I turn her in my arms, her eyes are dark with want.

      ‘We can, and we will. But right now, I have a much better plan for my mouth.’
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      You don’t even know her, my mind whispers. It’s just those hovering endorphins making you feel these things.

      Miranda lies naked beneath me, her tresses fanned out on the pillow, her eyes dark and trusting in the dim light. Her hands lie palm up on the pillow above her head, the pulse in her wrists fluttering against my fingertips as I hold them there.

      ‘Not yet, darling. Don’t fall yet.’ My fingers dance across one taut nipple, a whispering touch met by a stuttering sigh as I soak in the sight of her beauty, bathed in moonlight.

      ‘But I’m so close,’ she almost weeps.

      ‘I know.’ Despite the note of compassion in my tone, there’s no real sympathy, not as she balances on the knife’s edge I’ve held her for this past while.

      With my tongue. With my fingers. With my cock.

      ‘Shall I kiss you again while you ride my fingers?’

      ‘Don’t tease,’ she pleads, undulating under me as I skim my hand between her legs.

      It could’ve gone one of several ways once we’d made it to the bedroom between kisses and touches, and the peeling bodies out of clothes. It might’ve been a fast and furious coupling, one where we barely made it to the bed. Or I could’ve lain her against the mattress and made sweet love to her in deference to her tender feelings and condition. Instead, a third option had presented itself. Perhaps the only option. The option that seems to sing out to both of us as her tongue darts out to wet her parched lips, tempting me to follow the path with my own tongue.

      ‘I never knew,’ she whispers, her words like velvet with such complicity. ‘I never knew it could be like this.’

      The fact of the matter is, for all her pluck, Miranda is a touch submissive. And what a beautiful fact that is. I’d gotten my first inkling while she’d sat on the kitchen worktop that first night, her eyes dark and wide as I’d splashed whisky across her scraped knee. She’d taken it like a good girl, and I’ve wanted her ever since.

      ‘Open your legs for me, darling.’ Like the pages of a book, she reveals herself. ‘You’re so beautiful. You’re addictive. So sweet on my tongue. I want to kiss your cunt again and again.’ I graze my way down her body, sliding my tongue between her legs as her body surges under me, her cry a lovely broken thing.

      Last time she was in my arms, she asked to make her forget. To make her feel like someone else. Tonight, I’ll leave her with no doubt of who she is. Of who she belongs to. Of who her orgasm belongs to.

      She is Miranda.

      The soon-to-be mother of my child.

      And mine in every sense she’ll allow me.

      ‘Breathe, darling.’ A few deft flicks and I’m over her again. Her wrists are on the pillow still, one on top of the other, their position unchanged. The realisation is like a knot of pleasure in my gut, and as I wrap my fingers around my cock, her eyes avidly watch the movement. I slide my fist along my swollen length, bringing it over the crown with a well-practised twist.

      ‘I want to taste you.’ Her whisper is dark and throaty, a siren’s call not to be ignored. She makes as though to move at the same time I do, her body stilling under the weight of my hand. She gets it immediately. She wants to taste, and I want to feed.

      With one hand on the wall behind her head and the other around the base of my aching cock, I lower myself to her lips. When her tongue darts out, my body bows at the unexpected contact.

      ‘I don’t know whether that was brave or foolish.’ My voice sounds gravelly, the knot of need in my stomach larger now, taut and tense.

      ‘More like a lack of patience,’ she purrs, that wicked tongue wetting her bottom lip, causing my blood to hum in my veins.

      I feed myself between her lips, her lashes fluttering, her tongue caressing my frenulum. As I pull away, my thighs shake as her mouth puckers in a sucking kiss to my crown. I groan a long expletive, captive to her touch as I slide myself deeper into her mouth.

      Her mouth stretched wide and her eyes not so innocent, I gently work myself in and out of her lips as she drags her tongue up the underside of my length, those mind-blowing sucking kisses delivered to the fat head.

      ‘I wonder if I’d taste better covered in your sweetness?’ Every inch of my skin is alive and burning as she hollows out her cheeks. ‘That’s right, darling. Suck me.’ Suck me hard.

      Unable to resist, I lean down and fill her glistening pussy with my fingers. Again and again, we torture the other until Miranda isn’t the only one on the brink of giving in. I pull away, my breathing laboured as I slide my fist up my length again, her saliva easing the drag.

      ‘You didn’t answer,’ I rasp, closing my mouth against the notion of telling her how fucking unravelling it is to have my mouth on her right after she’s been stuffed full of my cock.

      ‘Didn’t anyone ever tell you it’s impolite to speak with your mouth full?’

      My dark laughter fills the room, her gaze glossy with another kind of pleasure. I note the hitch in her brows as I lean over her, grabbing a condom from the nightstand. She watches as I sheath myself, her gaze following as I take my position between her legs again. By some ancient and silent assent, I ease myself into her once again.

      Deliberately slow.

      Achingly slow.

      Pushing the breath from her body as her body arches beneath mine, seeking that final relief.

      ‘Please—I need. I need this. I need you.’ Her voice falters on the last syllable, her body riding this wave. I grip her wrists again, grounding her at both ends as her body rebels.

      ‘I know you do.’ She thinks she needs harder and faster, not teasing touches and movements torturously slow, but she’s wrong. Because there’s a time for everything and everyone, and my time is now.

      ‘I feel—I need.’ I bring my mouth to hers in a long, lingering kiss as the ache in my chest expands with her words. I’ll draw the night out until she forgets to breathe. Empty her mind of those cluttered thoughts, the cacophony of her fears and anxieties. I’ll rid her of the thoughts weighing her down. I know I can help. Right now. In the future. I’ll be her broad shoulder to lean on. Bring her relief in all forms.

      ‘Let me take, sweet darling.’ Let me take you to that point and bring you back again and again. ‘Let me take you to pieces until you’re not sure where you begin or where you’ll end. Just breathe . . .’

      An exhalation stutters from her, hitting the air in a jagged little burst as I lower myself inside her one more inch, muscle memory clenching around me as though to draw me in.

      I grit my teeth and groan, the feel of her my fucking undoing. I want to hew a vessel from her bones because this feels almost biblical. This feels as if she belongs to me as I lean down and kiss her again, our chests pressed together, our hearts beating as one.

      ‘I want to strip you down,’ I grunt, releasing her wrists to push myself inside her with a snap of my hips. ‘I want to feed you my breath in the place of your own.’

      I want to own your body and your heart.

      ‘Oh, God, yes!’ Her hands wrap around my neck, her heels hooking around my thighs, but not before I withdraw, feeling the loss of her heat as I pull the latex barrier from my cock.

      ‘I want you bare, pulsing around me.’ My heart is deafening as I wait for her response, unprepared for a rebuff. But there’s nothing unsure or incomplete about her answer as she brings my head down for a passionate kiss.

      It seems we’re both gripped by madness.

      By love and madness.

      I don’t have the brain power to ponder an answer, not as her gaze drifts from my cock to my face.

      ‘James.’ One word so heavy with meaning as I show her my truth in this form, our joint moans hitting the air as I slide myself home.
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      ‘Good morning, sleepyhead.’ I wake to the feel of a hand at my cheek and the sweet whisper of my name, rather that the clang of discord from downstairs somewhere or the wet press of a dog’s nose.

      ‘What time is it?’ I begin to crawl upwards using my elbows as leverage, but as a breath of cool air hits my nipples, it all comes back.

      The things we did but didn’t say.

      The opportunity to talk that turned into sex.

      I’d blame avoidance, say that avoiding “the talk” with him last night was because I’m a chicken, but that’s not really the case. Yes, I craved the human contact, and the feel of his arms around me and his chest beneath my cheek was the reassurance I needed, but beyond that, last night was about attraction. About us, not about our situation. I knew before I stepped in through his front door—knew before he delivered one of his kryptonite neck kisses—that we’d be having sex that evening.

      I just didn’t know what form it would take, or how he’d look at me. How he’d touch me, or how I’d weep with a final kind of relief.

      ‘Oopsies.’ Delights discovered in the darkness aren’t always easy to drag out into the light, I decide as I pull at the sheet, recovering my modesty. James smiles sort of silkily at me from his position perched on the edge of his wonderful, cloud-like bed. I don’t think I’ve ever slept as comfortably as I have in his bed. In this bed, I mean. I’m pretty sure it’s the physical comfort of his bed, and not his presence, that makes me sleep like the dead.

      Pretty sure.

      Or I might have passed out from exhaustion. Or lack of oxygen. How can it be that sex with him makes me forget to breathe?

      I glance over to where original-looking shutters cover the row of tall windows on the far wall. The farthest is open a little, the warm morning sunlight dipping into the room like a thief. The room is large and airy, its colour palette a study in whites and greys is quite calming rather than stark. An ornate original fireplace dominates the wall to my left, the wall to my right filled with white framed charcoal sketches that, on closer inspection, appear to be of an erotic nature. Women, or maybe a woman, in various poses, figurative rather than literal, faces indistinct. There’s nothing base about the images. In fact, they’re quite beautiful.

      Whitewashed floorboards, tactile fabrics, and a silver velvety rug bring the room together as a pale sectional sofa and large TV complete a more masculine looking media nook and a sumptuous dressing room beyond.

      ‘No need to cover yourself on my account.’ His expression calms the sudden jangle of my nerves at his words. Warm looks don’t speak of judgement. Of the talk we avoided or of the night of sex we had instead.

      Just be yourself, Mir. There’s no use pretending to be someone else or even a better version of yourself. God knows you won’t be able to keep that up for eighteen years.

      ‘What time is it?’ I find myself smacking my lips together like a nana who hasn’t yet put her teeth in as I then wonder if I can be a little less Miranda for a while.

      ‘It’s a little after half past five.’

      ‘Urgh, only God and the sparrows are awake at this time.’ I rub a finger under my eyes, contemplating how much slutty panda I look this morning again. ‘What are you doing up so early?’

      ‘I’m a perennial early riser. And I’ve got a flight to Berlin this morning.’

      ‘Oh, okay.’ My stomach sinks like a heavy stone, yesterday’s worries creeping back in. ‘Will you be away long?’ Calm down, needy Nora. If he’s taking a flight to avoid this, to avoid me, he’s more likely to head to Buenos Aires than Berlin.

      Maybe my thoughts are written in my expression because he adds, ‘I’ve rearranged a few things, and I’m coming back this afternoon. And I was wondering about the doctor.’

      ‘The doctor,’ I repeat a touch more heavily. ‘Are you ill?’

      ‘I meant for you. Are you always a little slow on the uptake in the morning?’

      ‘Maybe I didn’t get enough sleep.’

      ‘Should I apologise?’ he almost purrs. I purse my lips to control a ridiculous and burgeoning smile as I shake my head. ‘Good, because I’m not at all sorry. What’s more, I don’t think I can help myself where you’re concerned.’ He begins to pull at the Brinkhaus bed linens, his fingers tugging the cotton down my body in the tiniest of increments. And I surprise myself by letting him, my nipples hard and aching as the soft fabric whispers across my skin, the muscles in my stomach tensing as it travels down over my hips.

      ‘You look like a Frieseke.’

      ‘Frisky?’ I can’t help but press my thighs together as his gaze wanders down my body, its touch like a physical thing.

      ‘Frieseke,’ he corrects, his tone an octave lower now. ‘He was an artist. An American who painted in France. You look like one of his summer nudes, dappled with sunlight.’

      I watch his fingers trail the pattern across my thigh created by the fall of the sun through the shutters. In a fit of daring, a moment that is wholly not my own, I let my knee fall open, opening myself to him.

      ‘You’re going to make me late.’ His gaze turns almost predatory, but I don’t answer. Unless you count my sigh as such when his thumb slips between my legs. I’m almost wanton in my acceptance, my body rising to meet him as he swipes it against my clit.

      Swipes. Pets.

      I turn my cheek to the pillow, every one of my muscles tense and shivery as his fingers begin to work lightly between my legs. But it’s not enough, not like this. Not after last night when this morning’s potential for climax seems somehow tied to last night. I need pressure. Fast swipes and thrusting fingertips. The weight of his body over mine, not just the weight of his dark gaze. Watching me. Measuring me.

      ‘Look at me.’ His voice is almost a purr. I turn back, blinking up at him. ‘I’m going to take care of you, Miranda. And you’re going to let me.’

      I nod my assent, widening my legs as I push up into his hand, as turned on by the litany of his filthy whispers as I am his deft finger work as he whispers the best kind of encouragements and the filthiest of things.

      How beautiful I am.

      How gorgeous I look riding his hand.

      How slick I feel.

      How he’ll lick his fingers clean.

      And once I’m done—once my molten hot orgasm bursts through me—he does.

      ‘The doctor.’ It might be moments or hours later when his enquiry pierces my consciousness. I blink heavily wondering why it’s not dark again. ‘I’ll take you.’

      I’ll take you.

      I’ll take care of you.

      But in what context?

      ‘I have to make an appointment first.’ I stretch out across the bed, my limbs as controllable and useful as socks full of jelly. ‘I’ll call today, but they probably won’t fit me in until next week.’

      My doctor’s office doesn’t have a receptionist. It has a dragon in a twin set and gold-rimmed spectacles who breathes fire down the phone. A Smaug-type keeper of the gate, but with a much snootier attitude. I’m pretty sure she issues appointments on the basis of her how much you grovel down the line because sounding ill, sniffily, or croaky elicits no sympathy. God help me if I ever get really sick.

      But I don’t say any of this because that would require brainpower. And my brain is currently rolling around inside my skull like marbles.

      ‘I have a contact that I thought might be able to see us sometime this week for confirmation.’

      That all sounds really . . . suspect. A contact. Confirmation. Is this where I find myself shoved in a shipping container bound for God knows where? I’m suddenly more alert as I push a knot of hair from forehead with the back of my hand. I inhale and try to keep my voice even.

      ‘What kind of contact?’

      ‘The doctor kind of contact.’ He frowns down at me as he adds, ‘An obstetrician. Someone I happen to know personally.’ That information doesn’t soothe me. Not at all. Why would he need an obstetrician?

      ‘I think I’ll stick to my own doctor, thanks.’ I might not have to see him. Maybe the nurse might do?

      ‘Miranda, you have to let me in. I want to take care of you.’ This echo of his earlier words pulls at my consciousness when the words were delivered with a different intent. ‘In every way that you’ll let me.’ His voice seems to be at its most sultry setting, something I choose to ignore. ‘I want to be part of this with you, but I don’t have the best of schedules to attend appointments and the like.’ Weariness shadows his face, lifting in a blink. ‘But what I do have is the personal number of the man who delivers the royal babies. Will Travers. Lord Travers,’ he adds with a heavy emphasis. ‘I never thought I’d ever have use for his services, but there you go. I’ll give you his details, and if you’re still unsure, you can Google him until your heart is content. And if he meets your expectations, he’ll see us at six one evening this week.’

      See us at six? He’s coming with? Be still my greedy little heart.

      ‘You’ve already contacted him?’

      ‘I sent him a text very late last night. I can only imagine he was working because he answered.’

      ‘I’ve heard babies work on their own schedules,’ I reply deadpan.

      ‘I guess we have lots of time to find out. But what do you think? About seeing him, I mean?’

      ‘Well, yeah. That sounds good.’ I can do a bit of digging later, but if he sees to the royals, I’m sure he’s amazing. ‘I’m sure a royal hoo-haw is no different from a common one.’

      ‘A royal what?’

      ‘Do you know you give that word an extra syllable. W-hot.’ I try to replicate his diction and fail while still hoping this bit of ridiculousness will distract him from the other bit. Hoo-haw? Really?

      ‘I’m certain your pussy is anything but common.’

      My expression twists as I scrunch up my nose. ‘I think I prefer hoo-ha’

      ‘I think I prefer cunt. Actually, I prefer your cunt.’

      Something hot and swift blooms inside as an immediate response. How he enunciates this so precisely somehow heightens the effect. Such a bad, dirty word in such a haughty tone. If I had knickers on, I’m sure they’d have fallen off themselves.

      ‘Bad man.’ It sounds more like encouragement than an admonishment.

      ‘I like it for the shock value. Though your rose by any other name would taste as sweet.’

      I’m pretty sure right now it would taste anything but sweet, but I resist saying so. Wisely, I feel.

      ‘Sweet and slick.’ He leans forward, quite suddenly pressing his mouth to mine as I roll my lips inwards again, just as fast.

      ‘Mormim bref,’ I say without fully opening my mouth.

      His smooth cheek sliding against mine makes my thighs clench almost involuntarily, at the contrast of sensations between this and last night a little overwhelming.

      The scruff of his bristles against my breast and how my clit had turned electric at the brush of his chin.

      The sight of him this morning, his obscene tongue flicking out to taste me from his fingertips.

      As he stands, I realise he’s already showered and appears clean and rather pristine looking even though he’s only half dressed. Is half dressed the same as half undressed? I don’t think I’ve ever seen a man so at home in his own skin. He turns, pulling a shirt from a hanger hooked around the door handle to his dressing room as I take a moment to appreciate the sight of him. It’s unfair that anyone should look so good this early in the morning. His darker hair is still a little damp from the shower, his back broad and tanned, and his navy-blue pants hug the taut muscles of his delicious rear end.

      My skin suddenly feels pricked by a million pins, my nipples drawing tight under the sheet. Is it too early to blame hormones? Why else would I turn to liquid at his touch?

      ‘Should I collect you up from work?’ His head lifts from fastening the tiny row of hinderances between my gaze and his skin. He shoots me a sly smirk. ‘Perhaps I should’ve woken you earlier.’

      ‘What?’ I shake my head for two reasons. One, waking me earlier than five thirty is practically waking me last night. And two, I also shake my head to rid myself of the idea of pulling him back to bed. ‘I’ve got my car, remember?’ Remember wrist flicking and other bad behaviour? ‘And I’ve got a dog sitting gig tonight.’

      ‘You’re still planning on doing that?’ His tone is a little unsettling, which might account for my response.

      ‘Well, yeah. Unless that email I got yesterday is legitimate, and that I am in fact related to a Congolese prince who just kicked the bucket and left me ten million. Failing that, I’ll still be pet-sitting for the foreseeable.’

      James mutters something under his breath that sounds a little like unbelievable.

      ‘You don’t have to worry about money now.’

      ‘I knew we should’ve had that talk last night,’ I mutter, pulling the bed linen higher until it’s under my chin. ‘Dirty talk isn’t really talking, is it?’ I ask evenly. Okay, taunt.

      ‘Don’t be flippant,’ he answers, though he’s smiling. ‘I thought I’d made it clear. I want to take care of you and our—’

      I hold up a finger between us. ‘Can we see the doctor first before we have this conversation?’

      ‘Of course, but I thought you were sure you’re pregnant?’

      Ninety-nine percent effective, I almost answer. But then remember those are the same odds as we had with condoms.

      ‘There’s nothing certain in this world but—’

      ‘Death and taxes,’ he finishes for me, but I’m already pushing back the bedclothes and clawing my way out of bed, almost as though Mother Nature seeks to contradict both my words and thoughts.

      ‘Excuse me.’ Was I really that polite, or did I yell move, bitch, in the kind of voice that would make Dwayne ‘The Rock’ Johnson sound like a schoolgirl? It’s hard to tell what came out of my mouth as something revolts, quite literally, insisting my insides need to become my outsides as I press my hand across my mouth.

      ‘What is it? Miranda?’

      I drag the sheet with me as I begin my race across the expanse of floor to the bathroom, a race I’m running against the contents of my stomach, I think. I don’t have time to shut the door or wrap the sheet around me fully before my knees land on the hard tiles, and I give into nature’s curse.

      ‘Oh, Gog . . . bleurgh. Mother of Christ! Fucking, bleurgh, fuck!’

      Bloody Eve. An apple isn’t even that exciting. If it had been a donut or a piece of—

      ‘Nooooo!’

      I retch and wail, and I retch a bit more until I don’t think I can take it anymore. The noises I make are violent and my sobs beseeching and pathetic. And I’ve always been a little bit of a clean freak. I was the child at school who, without fail, would pull a mini bottle of hand sanitiser out of her lunch box before her sandwiches. Yet here I kneel, basically cuddling the toilet bowl.

      At least he has a housekeeper.

      As my sobs reduce to hiccups, I become aware of the man holding my hair. Yes, holding it in one hand as he rubs such tender, soothing circles against my back.

      ‘I’m not sure we need a doctor, sweetheart. For confirmation, at least.’ A wet washcloth is pressed to my sticky forehead. ‘Do you think you can stand?’ I nod and begin to clamber up, reaching to flush the yellow goo when his hand hooks under my arm. ‘Let me help you.’

      I catch a glimpse of my reflection as he bends to pick up the sheet that’s pooled around my toes. I look like something out of a horror movie; wild hair, red eyes, and my skin is the colour of putty. In fact, dye my hair black, and I might give that chick from the movie The Ring a run for her money.

      I shuffle dumbly in the direction I’m bid, which happens to be the shower, but before I step in, James leans in, switching on the hot water. The cuff of his shirt is immediately wet as he tests the water. As he pulls back, he shakes his hand, tiny droplets cascade from his fingertips. The motion is as mesmerising as watching a magician perform a trick.

      ‘The water should be okay now.’ He begins to unbutton his shirt; three buttons loose, then he pulls it over his head. He reaches then for his belt when he seems to realise I haven’t moved, that I’m standing on the wrong side of the glass. ‘Hop in,’ he instructs as he unbuckles his belt next.

      I want to tell him I can shower myself. That I’ll be fine. That I don’t need his help, but in actual fact, I feel as weak as a newborn foal. A newborn foal who whimpers a little as a strong pair of arms wraps me in their protection, tightening a touch as though he has no intention of ever letting go.

      ‘I thought you had a flight to make.’ My words are soft, and I’m not one hundred percent sure I can be heard over the flow of the water as I press my back to his chest.

      ‘There’ll be another flight later,’ he replies as gently as his hands soap my body. He rubs the tension from my shoulders, making long strokes down my arms. ‘I never thought I’d hear myself say this about work and making money, but some things are just more important.’ His words are spoken so quietly, I’m not sure they were meant for my ears, but as his hand splays across my stomach, a warm glow spreads through me anyway.
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      ‘Will, how are you?’

      ‘Harry, good to see you. And congratulations.’

      Will’s grip is just as punishing as it was on my shoulder during a ruck on the rugby pitch a couple of years ago. He and I have known each other for some years, long before his father died and he became the next Lord Travers of his line. I suppose he’d refer to that period as his whoring years. Not that he was a whore, of course, though I’m sure there were plenty of women who would’ve been willing to pay. I imagine there are still.

      As he turns his attention to Miranda, who stands suddenly mute at my side, I recall a tale someone once told me about how he met his wife. Something about a miscommunication and Will pretending to be a male escort? After meeting Sadie myself, I can’t see her as the type who’d want or need to pay a stranger for a date. Or more.

      And speaking of paying someone to spend time with you, I’m considering getting a dog. If that’s what it takes to pin Miranda down for a conversation, I would. I didn’t make it to Berlin on Tuesday, no surprises there. I couldn’t leave her without making sure she was okay. It’s been three days since I’ve seen her, but she tells me she’s still standing, with the exception of twenty minutes each morning when she prays, as she put it, to the porcelain gods.

      Three days and too many hours, and the need to pull her into my arms great.

      How is it possible that, just a few short weeks ago, my life moved in such familiar rhythms, but since I found her stuck in Rufus’s bloody dog door, I can’t seem to think of anything else?

      I can barely concentrate. And it doesn’t help that she’s been avoiding me. She says she’s been busy at work and too tired to do anything else, but these reasons alone wouldn’t stop her from looking at me right now.

      Maybe she’s having second thoughts—second thoughts of being tied to me for life.

      ‘And you must be Miranda.’ Will’s voice pulls me from my morose thoughts.’

      ‘Wowsa. I mean, yes. Miranda.’ If Will finds Miranda’s greeting a little strange, he’s professional enough not to show it. The bastard still hasn’t lost his touch, I see.

      He didn’t earn the moniker Dr Pussy for nothing. I suppose it’s Lord Pussy these days.

      It’s a little ridiculous, but I find myself reaching for her hand as we take our seats. Unlike any other doctor I know, he perches his irreverent arse on our side of his desk as he feeds his finger into the neck of his shirt, loosening his tie a touch.

      ‘Thanks for taking the time to see us so late.’

      ‘Not at all. It’s the least I could do. Besides, I owe you one. Sadie adored the Alyssa Monkton piece so much.’

      A couple of months ago, Will called me in the gallery to ask if I could help him source something for his wife’s birthday. Eventually, he selected a charcoal drawing, something quite sensual, almost erotic in nature. I’m pleased that she appreciated it because I almost kept it for myself.

      ‘That’s good to hear. So.’ I clear my throat. How does one tactfully announce he’s responsible for making another pregnant?

      ‘Miranda, how are you feeling, hen?’ As he turns to her, his piercing gaze is intent. Perhaps his lapse into Scots is part of his bedside manner?

      ‘Honestly? And I know you’re not supposed to self-diagnose with the help of Dr Google, but I’m pretty sure I feel pregnant.’

      His deep burst of laughter fills the room. ‘So symptoms?’ He folds an arm across his chest, his fist curled under his chin like a flesh incarnation of Rodin’s The Thinker.

      ‘Vomiting. Copious amounts of vomiting.’

      ‘Mornings?’

      ‘Mostly.’ She lifts her shoulder in a light shrug. ‘Sometimes more.’

      ‘That’s normal, and it usually settles down by the second trimester.’

      ‘Can you knock me out until then?’

      ‘What? And let you miss out on all the fun?’

      ‘There speaks a man who has never been pregnant.’

      ‘True enough. We get all of the fun and none of the inconvenience, according to my wife.’

      ‘Do you have children?’ she asks, cocking her head to one side.

      ‘I have a daughter and another babe on the way.’

      ‘I don’t think I’ll be having more than one.’

      ‘At least, not at once, let’s hope.’ My attempt at joining the conversation earns me frowns from both parties.

      ‘Don’t even joke about that,’ she says, turning her attention from me almost immediately. ‘And afterwards, I think I’m having my lady bits sewn up because I never want to feel like this again.’

      ‘I can prescribe you something to ease it if it becomes too much. But first things first; we’ll let the dog see the rabbit.’

      I’m relieved when he leans behind him, grabbing Miranda’s file because I thought for a minute that he was the dog in that aphorism, and the rabbit was something he has no business looking at. Except he does, doesn’t he? I suppose you can’t deliver a child without being at the business end of things.

      ‘So you’re twenty-three next birthday.’ Will doesn’t look up from the file, but I feel his censure anyway.

      ‘That’s right.’ If I’m not mistaken, her chin comes up a touch.

      ‘And the date of your last period?’ He balances the file on his bent knee, reaching for something that looks a little like an old school protractor, the three-hundred-and-sixty-degree kind.

      ‘It was. Well, I don’t really know. I can give you a rough guestimate. Or I can give you the date of conception.’

      Will gaze flicks back and forth between us as he digests her statement.

      ‘Aye, that’ll work,’ he says with an easy grin as he scratches the back of his head.

      ‘It was July first.’

      ‘Don’t be too flattered,’ Will mutters as he makes a note in the file. ‘I’m sure Miranda had other things in her diary that day.’

      ‘I’m not altogether sure that was very professional,’ I reply coolly. ‘Not for the price of the appointment, at any rate.’

      ‘I can always refer you to someone else,’ he says with a devious grin, because the bastard knows he’s the best, and he can say what he likes. The privilege of wealth and being at the top of your game, I suppose.

      ‘Right, so I make April fifth next year as your due date.’

      ‘No, that can’t be right,’ I cut in.

      ‘Oh?’ Will says. ‘Do enlighten us how science and the UKs most sought-after obstetrician can be so wrong.’

      ‘No, not wrong exactly. It’s just I have the Cologne Art Show that week.’

      ‘Are you for real?’ Miranda turns bodily in her chair to face me, her expression almost hostile.

      ‘That’s not what I meant,’ I reply, mentally recalculating my statement. There are certain events during the year that, for the good of my business, I must attend. This is one of them. It’s very important. But then again, so is—

      ‘It’ll happen whether you’re there or not, man. Unless Miranda decides she’d prefer an elective caesarean. You know, for your convenience.’

      My gaze follows the motion as she crosses one leg over the other, recomposing herself rather elegantly, the motion contradicted by the exhalation of a harsh breath. Pfft!

      ‘Do you want to be there?’

      ‘At the birth of my first child? What kind of question is that?’

      ‘An honest one. I think if I could do this by proxy, I would.’

      ‘Well, I want to be there.’

      ‘Well, I suppose I can just cross my legs if I go into labour and hang on until you come back.’

      ‘I’ll be here,’ I grate out, annoyed. Is this our first domestic? From a couple barely domesticated themselves? ‘I just spoke without thinking.’ I could send Theo, the exhibition manager, I suppose. If I have to. Obviously, I’ll have to.

      ‘Spoke out of your backside, more like,’ she mutters under her breath.

      ‘Sorry.’ Again. ‘I wouldn’t miss it for the world.’ Because the more I think about it, the more I see the truth in this. It’s also the truth that this is going to take a little adjusting to—all of this. Up until now, I’ve lived my life for myself, and now I have others to consider.

      ‘This’ll be more fun than an art show, man. Lots of colour and sound. You won’t want to miss out.’

      ‘And I won’t,’ I reply, reaching for her hand again.

      ‘Right, well,’ Will begins, thankfully moving on. ‘If you’d like to pop along to the next room, Miranda, Jenny will weigh you, and then I think we’ll give you a wee scan.’

      ‘An ultrasound?’ she asks, surprised and perhaps a little frightened. It occurs to me immediately that I know nothing about this process beyond how this began and how it will end. I have no understanding of why her brow should suddenly be creased or why she’s chewing the inside of her lip. Literature. I need to get my hands on some kind of pregnancy for dummies books. ‘I thought they were only offered this early if there were concerns? We haven’t confirmed I’m pregnant yet.’

      ‘You buy a test from the pharmacy?’ Will’s tone is unconcerned.

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘And did it indicate that you’re pregnant?’

      ‘Yeah. It said pregnant. It wasn’t one of the ones with the lines or anything.’

      ‘Then congratulations. Home tests are so accurate these days, there’s little point in repeating it. And as for the scan, when you go private over your choice of the NHS, you can pretty much get what you want. Especially if he’s paying.’ Will nods his head in my direction.

      ‘Oh. Well, okay.’ Miranda stands as a nurse, presumably Jenny, makes herself known to the room.

      As Will continues to sit on his desk, his eyes boring into my head, I feel compelled to speak.

      ‘Do you have something you feel you need to say?’

      ‘Not a fuckin’ thing.’

      ‘Are you quite sure?’

      ‘She seems like a nice girl.’

      ‘Woman.’ She’s not a girl, and I’m not some pervert. ‘And yes, she’s quite lovely,’ I reply, playing down what I really think about her, which is quite a lot. She’s one of a kind. Brave and capable, despite the hand she’s been dealt.

      ‘Quite lovely and quite young.’

      ‘Your point?’

      ‘You’re about to become a father.’ I incline my head, my cool response at odds with the tightening in my stomach. ‘Following a one-night stand. Heat of the moment or a condom malfunction?’

      ‘How strange. I thought you were an obstetrician, not an interrogator.’

      ‘I have the best job ever,’ he says after a pause. ‘I get to bring life into the world. And then I hand these little treasures over.’ He holds his hands in such a way that it leaves me in no doubt that he means what he says. ‘I hand them over to parents who have waited nine long months for that day. But that’s just the beginning. Parenthood is the only job you’ll keep until you make your grave.’

      ‘I think you must have a very poor opinion of me, Will.’

      ‘I make it my business never to have opinions about my patients.’

      ‘Good,’ I find myself grating out, annoyed now. He knows nothing about this. Nothing about how I feel about Miranda or our child, even if these feelings are only beginning to be formed into thoughts I can quantify. Didn’t I miss my flight to Berlin because I couldn’t bear to see her be so ill?

      ‘But you’re not my patient. And I know you.’

      ‘You might think you do. Jesus, Will, the way you’re looking at me, anyone would think I’d brought her to a backstreet clinic with a few pennies and a quart of gin. But I haven’t; I’ve brought her to the best private clinic in fucking England.’

      ‘The best in Europe,’ he corrects. ‘In fact, women from all over the world come to me for treatment.’

      ‘And do you cross-examine all the men accompanying these women?’

      ‘Miranda is the first to bring along her one-night stand.’

      ‘I somehow doubt that. And if you’ll recall, I brought her. And she is more to me than just some girl I’ve fucked.’

      ‘So you’re going to raise this child together?’

      ‘We haven’t ironed out the details.’ Sitting straighter in my chair, I pull on the cuffs of my shirt. ‘But I’ll be there in whatever capacity she’ll have me. I intend to be a part of my child’s life. Hers too, if I can.’

      ‘Interesting,’ he replies.

      ‘I’m glad you think so.’ Though my tone indicates the opposite because I don’t care to examine the expression he’s currently wearing, or what he appears to have garnered from my words. ‘I’ll endure your company because you’re the best.’

      ‘And because you’re a bit of a snob.’

      ‘Fuck you, Will,’ I snarl, desperately trying to keep my temper and volume at a level that won’t carry to the next room. ‘I’ll put up with your crude insinuations for one reason only, and that’s because I want the best for Miranda and our child. Clearly, yes, she’s younger, but I’m not some old fucking letch. I take full responsibility for the situation, and I’ll do whatever it takes to benefit her and our child.’

      ‘You’re sure?’ His reply sounds unaffected, his demeanour nonchalant.

      ‘Of course, I’m fucking sure. Who made you my confessor, anyway?’

      ‘Maybe you just looked like you needed someone to talk to.’

      ‘Do fuck off,’ I drawl.

      He unfolds his large frame from the desk, and with a wide smile, he says, ‘Aye, but let’s go have a wee peek at your child first.’

      Why do I feel like I’ve just sat some fucking test?

      Before I can respond, the nurse pops her head into the room.

      ‘Ready for you now, Dr T.’

      T for twat, I decide as I stand and follow him into the other room.

      I take my position on the left side of the padded bench where Miranda lies, her wriggling causing the tissue paper underneath her to rustle and shake.

      ‘Pull up your shirt a little more. Aye, that’s it.’ Will tucks more of the tissue into the waistband of her skirt, currently pushed dangerously low, before squirting her skin with something that looks like an industrial bottle of lube.

      The lights in the room flick off before Will begins prodding her with a wand. And just like a made for TV movie, the room fills with the sound of whooshing that even I recognise as the heartbeat of our child.

      A lump forms in my throat, and I suddenly feel a strange sense of responsibility settle over me. It’s not an unwelcome sensation. It’s like the weight of the world has been placed on my shoulders but in the best kind of way. The kind of way that warms me from my insides out. It makes me feel like I’m radiating something I can’t place.

      My child. She’s carrying my child.

      This is the first of a thousand moments, and I can see the world opening up before me. First steps and first words. Dance classes and a school play. Pride. That’s what this is. The kind of pride that makes me want to say, “Hear that noise? That’s my baby’s heartbeat. Isn’t it fucking great?”

      ‘One heartbeat, you’ll be no doubt pleased to hear.’

      Christ, I hadn’t thought about that even as my shoulders seem to sag with relief.

      ‘He looks like a gummy bear you find in a packet of Haribos.’ Miranda’s voice is so tender, and as she raises her gaze to me, it’s soft and watery. As I take her hand, she squeezes it, and I squint at the screen.

      ‘Do you need glasses?’ she asks, her words a burbling mixture of tears and amusement.

      ‘No, I’m looking for discerning features.’ I find in order to answer, I have to swallow over the lump of emotion constricting my throat.

      ‘Yeah, sure.’ Her answer burbles with the kind of laughter I wish I could bottle to listen to it again and again.

      ‘There’s not much to see this early,’ Will says, continuing to prod and slide his non-fun vibrator. ‘The next scans will show more. You can have videos if you like. Scans that are 3D, 4D, and more. But today is just a basic wee peek. Let’s take a few measurements. The heart is fine; one hundred and seventy beats per minute. And looks like you know your stuff, Miranda. The date is about right, which makes you eight weeks.’

      ‘What about sex?’ I find myself asking.

      ‘Thanks, pal, but you’re really not my type.’

      ‘Christ. Is this what we get for your hourly rate?’

      ‘I’m a bargain. Experience, a peerage, and a bit of humour thrown in. Don’t worry,’ he says, pulling the tissue from Miranda’s skirt to wipe her stomach. ‘You only have to put up with me for the next few months.’ And then he winks.
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      ‘My God. That was amazing!’ Outside, the summer evening has cooled, and the sun is setting behind clouds that look like dark, inky smudges pressed over a peach coloured sky. ‘Was that not just the most amazing experience ever! To know is one thing but to witness proof? Well, it’s mind blowing!’

      To say James’s response is effusive would be to downplay his reaction as he stares down almost stupefied at the image of my ultrasound in his hand.

      ‘Yeah. It was. And also a bit surreal.’ I immediately want to bite back my response. Swallow it. Hide it. Make it something a little more like his.

      It’s not that I’m unhappy. Before the appointment, I’d known I was pregnant and not just because of the morning sickness. It’s something I’d known intrinsically, almost. And it was something I was slowly coming to terms with, dare I even say something I’d experienced feelings of quiet happiness about? If not exactly singing my excitement from the rooftops, I’d certainly felt very protective of my unconfirmed state, finding myself turning sideways as I passed teenagers on the street and adjusting my seat belt to sit over my non-existent bump, along with other small ridiculous things. Yeah, so I’m not unhappy. Though I find I can also be, at the same time, a little bit sad. And it’s all to do with the thing he’s holding in his hand.

      If we were a couple, a real couple, wouldn’t we now be poring over the image together? My copy wouldn’t be in my purse, and he wouldn’t be sliding his into the inside pocket of his jacket for protection. It just feels like a sign of things to come; I’ll be a weekday parent, and he’ll be a weekend one. Together but separate. Together not at all.

      ‘Come here.’ Immediately, I find myself pulled against James’s broad chest as I inhale a lungful of his heady cologne. ‘You’re not alone.’ My throat constricts as I fight the onset of tears. But I am alone, aren’t I? Even if he’s here right now with me, the lion’s share of this experience will fall to me. ‘This baby will be the most cared for in London,’ he whispers fiercely into my hair. ‘I never for a minute thought this appointment would have such a profound effect. It all feels so real now.’ His hands on my arms, he pushes me away from him to better see my expression as he asks, ‘How do you feel? Now that it’s all confirmed?’

      ‘Pregnant, I suppose. Still.’

      His lips quirk in a not-quite smile. ‘You’re not excited?’

      ‘Yeah.’ I’m not sure if I’m trying to convince him or myself. ‘Really, I am. I think I’m just a bit overwhelmed.’

      ‘Don’t be. You’re going to be the best mother ever.’ He dips, bringing his gaze level with mine as I press my lips into a line. Because how can he tell? I might be a really terrible mother—the kind that actually does throw the baby out with the bathwater. ‘We’re in this together, you know.’

      I swallow an extra large and spikey ball of emotion as I nod when he pulls me into his arms again. God, he’s so good at this stuff—saying the things I need to hear, physically giving me what I need. His broad arms around me. The other distraction of his body.

      But maybe that’s wrong. Maybe I need to maintain a dignified kind of distance because I need to remember we aren’t a couple—that we aren’t ever destined to be so. I can rely on him for some things, child-related things, but that’s where our partnering ends. With a fortifying breath, I pull away from the solid comfort of his chest.

      ‘I’m okay.’ Do I say this for him or for me? My stomach is tangled, and my voice still seems stuck in my throat as I back away from him. ‘I suppose I’d best chuff off now.’

      ‘Chuffing off anywhere in particular?’ he asks with the kind of inconsequence I’m coming to understand means something else entirely. Usually that he has plans.

      ‘I have a flatulent poodle in Paddington that’s probably waiting for his dinner.’

      This isn’t true. I’ve already been to the house to drop off my things where I fed, watered, and walked the little prince. But James doesn’t need to know that. He shouldn’t need to know that.

      ‘Join me for dinner first?’

      I shake my head. ‘I don’t think that’s a good idea.’ Because we’re not together and anything else just confuses things.

      ‘You don’t?’ I silently berate myself for chewing the inside of my lip as he adds, ‘Any particular reason?’ I’m on the verge of allowing the deranged details and fears to spill when the automatic doors whoosh open behind us and another couple steps out into the night air. I move to one side before I’m trampled because the pair are so wrapped up in the little black and white image that they’re each gripping a corner of, they’re oblivious to everything else.

      That’s what this moment should look like, my mind screams. Not spontaneous invitations to dinner before falling into bed for a spot of casual sex.

      ‘I just don’t think it’s a good idea.’ The statement is like a volley of little bullets leaving my mouth. So much so, I’m surprised he doesn’t duck.

      His hands curve around my elbows as he leads me to the side of the building, away from the door and further disruptions. ‘Is this about the condom?’

      Something deep inside me clenches at the memory, a blooming burst of sensation that contradicts my stance. Sex with him is anything but casual. And after that night, if I hadn’t already been pregnant, would I now be?

      ‘Why?’ The latter isn’t a thought but an actual word, free in the air and requiring an answer. But from which of us?

      ‘Why am I asking?’ He pauses, and my expression twists. ‘Why did I . . .?’

      ‘Why did you take it off?’ My utterance is more gauntlet than velvet glove thrown at his feet. Why did you take it off and thrust yourself inside me with a look of such ownership?

      ‘Why did you agree?’ His answer is so blithe; I find myself crossing my arms across my chest as though to protect myself. The simple answer would be that it’s impossible to make a rational decision when you’re so turned on yourself. Maybe I’m wrong, but the moment felt more significant than that. Larger. More meaningful.

      Or maybe it was just evolutionary biology controlling us both. Nature’s urge driving us to procreate.

      ‘I—’ I halt, unable to go on without incriminating myself because I say this thing between us can’t happen, that a casual dinner or casual sex isn’t in my forward plans when, at that moment, I wanted to be consumed by him. I revelled in his touch and his power over me. I wanted him inside me, wild and without restraint.

      Of course, I can’t share any of that as an explanation.

      ‘I suppose it was a heat of the moment thing.’ I shrug, a sort of helpless motion. ‘An I’m already pregnant thing. A what does it matter thing.’ Or an I’m totally lying thing.

      ‘So it meant nothing to you.’ His voice is even, his gaze sharp. ‘Then why would it stop you from joining me for dinner?’

      ‘I worry about blurring the lines.’ Blurring my lines. Someone needs to manage my expectations because I like him more than I ought to.

      ‘Miranda, this will be one of many dinners I hope we’ll eat together, you and I and this.’ I physically start as his palm grazes my stomach. ‘I promise I’ll be perfectly civilised.’

      Would that be a first? James has a perfect veneer of civility, but I know what’s going on underneath those pristine suits. But in the end, it occurs to me I could treat a meal with him as exposure therapy. The more time we spend together, the easier it will become to be around him. Or, in other words, the less I’ll want to jump his bones.

      Maybe? Hopefully?

      And maybe exposure therapy is the exact reason I allow him to take my hand as we leave our cars in the parking lot and walk to a nearby Italian restaurant. The kind of establishment with red chequered tablecloths and candles sticking out of ancient wax-encrusted chianti bottles. We follow the waiter as he weaves through the clusters of tables until we’re shown to a table for two beside a window half covered by café curtains of yellowing lace. I decide it’s entirely the kind of place I’m at home in with its two-for-one Tuesdays and early bird specials and carafes of cheap house red. And probably why the place is so busy. Meanwhile, James looks as at home here as a Hermès scarf tucked into the back of a pair of dirty overalls. Not that you’d know from his demeanour. He looks as happy as a pig in the proverbial as he fights the elderly looking waiter to see who’ll pull out my chair. Wooden bistro style to match the aging décor, of course.

      James loosens the single button on his jacket before taking the seat opposite me, and the waiter then lights the candle sitting on the clichéd straw-covered bottle sitting in the table between us. With a flourish, he then produces a couple of laminated menus complete with photographs. You know, for those unsure what a plate of spaghetti carbonara looks like. As James peruses the menu, I save my gaze for him. Sitting there, he is the picture of urbane ease and supreme confidence. He wears a steel grey three-piece-suit and looks like all kinds of deliciousness as the candlelight gilds the scruff on his cheek. My instinct is to sigh—ah, me, like Juliet on her bloody balcony, gazing down at her Romeo—so I change it to a clearing of my throat instead.

      I certainly can pick a good-looking baby daddy. It’s just a pity I’m not in the position to say so.

      ‘What looks good, do you think?’

      Apart from you, you mean?

      ‘Carbs. These kinds of places are always good for carbs.’

      And as though to prove my point, the same waiter appears with a basket of bread and a little dish of oil and balsamic. He places both on the table between us before brushing the long strands of his combover back in place.

      ‘I take-a da drink order,’ he announces in possibly the worst Italian accent I’ve ever heard.

      ‘A Peroni, please,’ James answers equably. ‘Miranda?’

      ‘Just a sparkling water.’ My answer isn’t so calm, not as I roll my lips inwards to contain a giggle intent on escape.

      ‘Tuscany by way of Putney, do you think?’ My giggle rains free as the waiter retreats, quietening only as James reaches out to cover my hand with his. ‘That’s better. I hate to see you looking sad, particularly when I’m the reason.’

      ‘You don’t make me sad.’ My answer is immediate because it’s true. He doesn’t make me sad; the situation does. James has been nothing but accepting, honourable even, once he’d gotten over the initial shock. I realise it could’ve gone very differently.

      Me: I’m pregnant.

      The James I saw in my head: So when is the termination booked?

      ‘I don’t want to make things difficult between us, but I like you, Miranda. I like you an awful lot.’

      In lieu of an answer, I sigh properly this time. I feel the phantom touch of his hand as he pulls it away. ‘I like you, too. But this isn’t about us anymore.’

      And there lies the crux of this thing. The fulcrum of my dilemma, if you will.

      ‘Isn’t it? The way I see it, we owe it to more than ourselves to see what can become of this.’

      Before he’s even finished speaking, I’m already shaking my head.

      ‘There’s too much at stake. You like me, and I like you, and I think that’s probably the second best way two people can bring a child into the world.’ Even if like is a poor second to love. ‘If we take a chance on seeing where this goes,’ I reiterate, making those annoying little air quotes, ‘there’s every chance it could go the opposite way. We’ll both love this child so much—I can already tell—so let’s not take a chance on turning our like to hate.’

      ‘That’s a very fatalistic view you have there.’

      ‘Do you think so? Really?’ I goad. ‘I kind of think it’s pragmatic.’ Protective, even.

      ‘Next thing you’ll tell me you don’t believe in love.’

      ‘I believe in—I do believe in love.’ All of a sudden, I’m the Cowardly lion of love. I do believe in love. I do believe in love. I do, I do, I do believe in love. Sort of. ‘I love my parents, and they love me, even if they hate each other. And I love Heather and my cousins, and that sort of thing.’

      ‘You know that’s not what I mean.’ He smiles rather indulgently, which just pisses me off, but the waiter appears suddenly, depositing our drinks on the table.

      ‘Ready to make-a da order?’ he asks, pulling out a pad from the pocket of his hunter green apron.

      As I’ve barely looked at the menu, I order the Italian restaurant staple of lasagne—the quality of a lasagne can make or break a restaurant, as far as I’m concerned. James joins me in the carb zone with his order of spaghetti alle vongole.

      ‘Where were we?’ Clams. Yuck. I try to suppress my shiver of revulsion. ‘Are you okay over there?’

      ‘Fine.’ I swallow almost convulsively against my stomach’s revolt at the thought of ingesting molluscs, though manage not to run for the hills. Or bathroom. ‘We were talking about how we’re not suited.’

      ‘No, I think you’ll find you were trying to convince me.’

      ‘Look, you like me, and I like you, but you and me? We’re fundamentally different. It would never work.’

      ‘Different?’ he repeats, his eyes narrowed yet amused. ‘You mean generationally, of course.’

      ‘You’re hardly old,’ I mutter.

      ‘That sounds like something you might say to placate an elderly aunt.’

      ‘You mean the one who never got married but led a colourful life?’

      ‘I hope you’re not drawing comparisons. I’m not some aging starlet.’

      ‘Not yet, you’re not.’

      ‘Call a sedan chair,’ he drawls, reaching for his beer. ‘This old man has to make his way home.’

      ‘Very droll. How old are you, anyway?’ It’s just curiosity, that’s all. I’m not imagining it on a marriage certificate or anything.

      He takes a mouthful from the bottle, pausing before he answers, the bottle hanging from between his long fingers. ‘I’m going to preface this with the adage, age is just a number. But I’m thirty-eight. And you’re almost twenty-three. November the nineteenth, I believe. And none of those numbers mean anything to me.’

      ‘How do you know when my birthday is?’

      ‘I may have had a look at your file while no one was paying attention. In Will’s office.’

      ‘You could’ve just asked.’

      ‘Where the fun in that? So I’m old but not too old. I don’t see how that leads to fundamental differences.’

      ‘We’re in different places in our lives. I’m just out of a breakup, and you’re talking about a relationship, aren’t you?’ Did that sound pleading? Hopeful? Fingers crossed, it sounded like none of those things.

      ‘I don’t see why we can’t try. Apart from the fact that I’m too, what? Old? Too posh? Too outside the Miranda-prescribed mould to consider seriously?’ He leans forward, his elbow pressed to the tabletop with his chin balanced on his fist. And those brilliant blue eyes positively sparkle with laughter. ‘Incidentally, what is the prescribed Miranda mould?’

      ‘I’m not boy mad,’ I protest.

      ‘Good, because it’s been a long time since I was anything but a man.’

      ‘We’re just not suited,’ I add, my cheeks burning, my response sort of flustered. ‘Why can’t we just leave it at that? You know,’ I add, my mind suddenly snagging on something a little more highbrow and a little more serious. ‘I recently read something that’s stuck with me. It said the greatest tragedy in life isn’t that we die, but that we cease to love. How sad is that? My parents have lived together for nearly thirty years, and I’m sure they started their relationship with nothing but thoughts of love and hope. Now, the only thing they’ll love is the thought of the soil that will eventually cover the other. How can love turn to that?’

      ‘Familiarity is the root of closest loves and most intense hatreds.’

      ‘So you’re saying love and hate are the opposite sides of the same coin?’ I shake my head. ‘I don’t buy that—it’s a massive contradiction.’

      ‘Your love for your ex hasn’t turned to hatred at his betrayal?’

      ‘It turned to apathy. I’m not sure there’s such a thing as love. That kind of love, I mean. It’s probably just chemistry. And sometimes chemistry experiments go wrong. What about you?’ I find myself asking like a masochist picking a scab. ‘Do you believe in love?’ What I really want to ask is has he ever been in love, but I’m not sure I’m that big of a masochist.

      ‘I do. I’ve seen it with my parents.’

      ‘Oh. Nice. How long have they been married?’

      ‘Well, my mother passed when I was barely a teenager.’

      ‘I’m so sorry to hear that.’ Such trite words, but it’s hard not to mean them. To lose your mother when you’re so young must be terrifying. The only family member of mine who has passed is my gran. And she wasn’t particularly nice, so I really can’t compare the loss.

      ‘Would it surprise you to hear that, twenty-five years later, my father’s love for her endures? And not in any sense of a moping, maudlin love. He loved her so completely, enough for several lifetimes, I’ve heard him say. And he considers himself blessed to have had the time with her he did. And that’s blessed not in that terrible Instagram, millennial way.’

      ‘I knew what you meant,’ I deadpan.

      ‘My father is ex-military. He’s eighty years old, a great dad, and a good human, and extremely pragmatic.’ The last point he delivers with an added emphasis.

      ‘Not all experiences are the same.’

      ‘Your parents, I take it.’

      I nod, sitting back in my chair. ‘Let me tell you about my parents.’ I inhale deeply as though the garlicky air in the restaurant is somehow fortifying. ‘Last week, I woke to my mum’s tears. Our dog had gone missing. Smudge is technically my sister’s dog, but she moved to Sydney after uni, so he’s become more or less my mum’s dog, though still a family pet. He’s twelve, he doesn’t bark or bite or cause a fuss, and he’s never wandered off before. In fact, one time I accidentally locked him out of the back garden because I didn’t realise he was on the other side of the gate. And he didn’t wander off. He just went trotted around to the front of the house and stared through the window until one of us noticed him.’

      ‘I’m sorry to hear he’s lost,’ James offers as I take a sip of my water.

      ‘Oh, he’s wasn’t lost. Thankfully, he’s at home, probably sleeping soundly in one of his many baskets. But, that day, she was in a state. She called RSPCA, the local veterinary clinics, the not so local ones, the out-of-hours services, and the local pound. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if she called every animal rescue place in London. Meanwhile, she gets a call from Battersea Dogs Home. They have Smudge at their Windsor unit. He was dumped there by someone who was described as looking suspiciously like my father.’

      ‘They’re separated?’

      My expression twists. ‘Not by proximity, unfortunately.’

      ‘I’m not sure I understand.’

      ‘Me either, really.’ I place my glass down and look at the squares on the tablecloth, the door leading to the kitchen, at the evening sky through the window. In fact, I look everywhere but at him. Why? Because I find I’m trying very hard not to cry.

      ‘I’m sorry you have to go through this.’

      ‘We live in Wimbledon,’ I find myself adding. ‘And he went all the way to Windsor to try to dump the dog. And why? Just to hurt her. These are my parents. They used to be so in love.’ From heartsore to resigned, I feel my shoulders slump. ‘God, I have to get out of there.’

      ‘The house, you mean?’ I nod. ‘I must admit I’ve had my concerns about the way you’re living.’

      ‘There’s no need for you to worry,’ I respond tartly. ‘I won’t be living at home much longer. And the same for pet-sitting. A few more gigs and I’m thinking of giving my notice.’

      ‘That’s a relief to hear. Two jobs in your condition would be taxing.’

      ‘Pet-sitting isn’t really a job.’ It’s a good job Heather isn’t within listening distance after I’ve said the exact opposite to her—several times.

      ‘I was going to suggest I help you find somewhere more suitable.’

      ‘Define help.’

      ‘I have some property and—’

      ‘Nooo. No, thank you.’ That’s not happening.

      ‘That is half my child you’re carrying.’

      ‘Trust me, I know. I remember the conception.’ Oh, f . . . fiddlesticks. Am I now to add involuntary expulsions along with zoning out to my pregnancy brain now? But I’m not living in a place James owns. Blurred line city! No. I need to do some of this on my own. I’m not foolish enough to think I won’t need help, and I know James will be there in whatever capacity he can, but those kinds of living arrangements are a little too mistress-y for me. At least, right now.

      ‘I want to share these responsibilities.’

      ‘I know. And you will, but I’ve got this. Harry’s current accommodation is fine.’ I add a pat of my stomach as though to make my point, and then I realise what I’ve just called our child.

      ‘Harry Harrison? It has a certain ring to it.’

      ‘Stop laughing,’ I protest even as I join in, grateful for the opportunity to move on from the topic of my parents and my questionable adulting skills. ‘I suppose we’ll just have to go with a double-barrelled surname.’

      ‘Harry Henry-Harrison,’ he enunciates in that sharp accent of his. ‘It was in the file,’ he adds as I open my mouth to ask him how he knows my surname. ‘We should be shot for naming our child anything resembling that, particularly as Harry is short for Henry. Henry Henry-Harrison.

      ‘How does that work? They both have exactly the same number of letters.’

      ‘I don’t make the rules.’

      ‘Anyway, Harry is short for Haribo,’ I say primly as I reach for my glass, watching the flicker of confusion cross his expression. ‘It’s what he, or she, looked like on the scan.’

      ‘I like it.’ I exhale a little breath as he shoots me a small, conspiratorial smile. ‘So, accommodations,’ he says, bringing the conversation back around again.

      ‘Sorted. Or it will be soon. Actually,’ I add as a tiny jangle of excitement spikes in my veins, ‘I’m going to look at a flat on Saturday.’ Like a real grown-up who’s saved just enough money to pay the first month’s rent and another as a deposit. Though I suppose real grown-ups don’t have to congratulate themselves on feeling like a grown-up.

      Jesus, me and this kid are going to grow up together.

      ‘Would you like me to come along? To the viewing, I mean. I know one or two things about the London property market.’

      ‘I’m renting, not buying. But if you’d like to come, that would be nice.’ And it would save me from having to bribe Heather to get out of bed on a Saturday morning when she ordinarily doesn’t see daylight until gone noon. I was thinking of offering to take her out for breakfast as thanks for tagging along because I didn’t much like the idea of wandering around empty properties on my own—that’s just asking to be locked in the basement and sold into slavery—but given my current propensity for expelling food at speed, it might not have been the best of ideas.

      ‘Great. I’ll pick you up.’

      ‘There’s no need to go out of your way. I can meet you there. I’ll send you the address.’

      ‘Let me pick you up,’ he insists. ‘I do love a captive audience.’

      And erotic glimpses of wrists, as I recall.

      Dinner arrives soon after, and the conversation flows easily, though we’re both careful to avoid the more difficult topics as I make a joke about Dr Travers and how wrong it will seem to have someone so handsome between my splayed legs, which sets us on a course of easy banter and feigned hurt feelings. James orders another beer and then dessert, and when it arrives, he insists I eat half his manly serving of tiramisu. When in a fake Roman cantina, nothing but tiramisu will do.

      My mother would be abhorred by our decidedly lowbrow menu choices, but I do like the fact that James seems perfectly at home here. He’s pretty low maintenance for someone so wealthy.

      We linger over coffee, and I’m more impressed than I ought to be when I realise he somehow knows I prefer a latte. He, I note, orders a macchiato, which is served in an espresso cup, unlike the Starbucks offering of the same name.

      When it becomes clear that we’re both stalling, the bill is ordered, and we proceed to argue over it. I know it’s ridiculous, but just because he’s wealthier than I am doesn’t mean he should pay. Especially when I’m so conscious of those pesky blurred lines. But then James says something cute about being responsible for my heightened appetites, and I find myself burying my red face in my napkin to hide. By the time I surface again, he’s already handed over his credit card.

      ‘Thank you for dinner. I’m really glad I came.’ Something flickers in the depths of his gaze, but I brush it away before I’m tempted to examine it.

      Who am I kidding? The man is temptation personified. He’s basically my catnip.

      ‘I wish you many happy comings,’ he murmurs as we both stand, his delivery as smooth as silk.

      ‘And . . . I’m not touching that.’

      My eyes dip to his hands as he refastens the button on his jacket, every inch the proper gentleman. One movement leads my brain to another, the thoughts linked like charms on a chain. I’m sitting on the edge of the bed, and James stands in front, almost towering over me. His fingers work to loosen the buckle of his belt, my own hands covering his as though to speed up the process.

      ‘Of course, you’re not. Touching is my job.’

      My fingers frantically outlining the proud length of him over the fabric of his pants.

      ‘Stop it.’ I sound like an automaton, my thoughts lagging behind in the memories. ‘I’m leaving now.’

      ‘I don’t know whether you know,’ James purrs as he comes up behind me, his mouth almost at my ear, ‘we’re going in the same direction. There’s no escape.’

      ‘That sounds like a threat.’ Or a promise. I half turn, my voice a little silky with the admonishment as a shiver of exhilaration caresses my skin. It’s just how close he is, and his teasing. It doesn’t have to mean anything. ‘We’re only going as far as the cars, then we’re going our separate ways.’

      ‘I’m sure etiquette dictates I see you to your door.’

      ‘I’m not going home, remember? I’m off to look after a flatulent poodle. Oh, sorry!’ We reach the door to the restaurant, James still behind me as it swings open. Why I’m saying sorry when the fault isn’t mine, I don’t know. But I do soon know why my heart has suddenly dropped to my boots.

      ‘Cameron.’
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      My hands curl around her shoulder immediately, her body turning as the door glances past her. Protection—avoidance of injury—is my immediate instinct, my second to make sure she’s okay. My third is the overwhelming urge to pull the head off the wanker who almost opened the door on her face. But innate behaviours adapt to certain stimuli. Like the body of the woman under your hands suddenly turning as stiff as a corpse. A split second later and I’m staring over her head into a face I immediately dislike. She doesn’t even have to say his name for me to know who this bastard is, but she says it anyway as waves of hostility emanate from him.

      ‘Cameron.’

      There’s no tenderness in her deliver. No hurt or hate nor upset. No warmth or pleasure. She doesn’t even betray a modicum of shock. In fact, there’s very little to discern in her tone at all. Perhaps she’s right. Perhaps the opposite of love is indifference. At least, for her.

      He doesn’t speak, but he processes the situation, much as do I. Like two dogs circling, sizing the other up before one lunges for a bite. Metaphorically speaking; I only bite the people I like.

      The man is around Miranda’s age, maybe a little older, fairly tall and broad, though heavyset might be a more apt description. The kind of thick that has the propensity to turn to fat with age. He’s fair, not bad looking, relatively speaking, though his complexion is slightly florid for someone so young. In fact, he has the kind of colouring you’d expect to find on a pensioner with gout. On a second examination, it could be that he’s embarrassed as his gaze slides from Miranda’s face to mine, his expression shuttering.

      That’s right, fucker. You take a good look at me. Remember this face because this is the face that gets up close and personal with the woman you threw away. These hands touch her liberally. This mouth tastes and devours. This heart holds her, no matter how much she tries to fight the inevitable.

      In an unconscious moment, my hand tightens on her shoulder, her body moving closer with the kind of synchronicity that speaks of familiarity. Of intimacy. He doesn’t miss the understanding between us; this is a man who is familiar with the tide of her movements. The ways of her body.

      The realisation hurts, doesn’t it? The grass is always greener on the other side. The pussy is always tighter, and the blow jobs always more. Until you realise what you’ve lost. This is a realisation that has already settled on him before now.

      Youth is wasted on the young. And the stupid.

      ‘We should get going,’ I murmur huskily, grazing her jaw with my lips, gratified by the dozen small ways she responds to me. Her tiny hitch in her breath, her body unconsciously moving with mine. The way she leans into my touch as though she’s already forgotten he’s standing in front of her. I’m aware I’m acting like a cock, but the feathery kind. I’m just protecting my little flock. Grooming. Preening. ‘Are you ready?’

      ‘Yes.’ An affirmation delivered on a longing sigh. My head turns to him, the motion like a gun raised in an old cowboy film.

      ‘You’re in the way.’ Physically, not longer literally. Of that, I’m sure.

      His eyes flick back and forth between us. He knows we can’t get by, not unless he moves. I’ve no intention of barging past, shoulder to shoulder. What we have here is an impasse. A pissing competition. Perhaps I’d get out my cock if I were twenty years younger.

      ‘Excuse me.’ My tone is arctic, my stance bold.

      Miranda’s gaze is one of panic for a split second. Because that’s all the time it takes for me to press my lips to her cheek again.

      ‘You’re in the way.’ The second time, I’m less polite. I’m also aware of the hush that’s fallen on the tables behind us, just as I’m aware of the change in his expression as his gaze hardens.

      ‘You’ve got my ring.’

      ‘And you’ve got my best friend,’ Miranda retorts immediately. ‘But what do you know? They’re both bloody worthless. Did you think I wouldn’t find out?’

      ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

      ‘No? I bet your mother doesn’t, either. It was her mother’s ring,’ she says almost as an aside in my direction. ‘I’m pretty sure she doesn’t know that you’ve pilfered the diamond.’

      ‘You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about,’ he snarls. ‘But it sounds to me like you’ve swapped a diamond worth twenty grand for something worthless. I’m sure the police would just love to hear about this.’

      Miranda inhales sharply. And that’s my cue.

      ‘Out.’ Pushing him out of the doorway with my hands on his shoulders wouldn’t be my first choice. It’s a little too school yard for me, but what the hell, I need the space.

      ‘Get your fucking hands off me,’ he yells as he stumbles out into the evening light. ‘Or you’ll find yourself in the nick, too.’

      ‘Don’t make idle threats. Just get the fuck out of my way, and while we’re having this conversation,’ I say, going toe to toe with him, ‘don’t you ever speak to her in that tone.’

      The little prick ignores me, calling out to Miranda over my shoulder. ‘So this is who you replace me with?’

      ‘It’s called an upgrade,’ I growl, getting right in his face.

      ‘I never knew you had daddy issues, babe.’

      My laugh is all bark. I’ll save the biting for Miranda.

      ‘The only issues she has is making sure she gets enough of me.’

      Bless his cotton socks and his skinny jeans; he didn’t like that.

      ‘You’re just, like, the dude banging my old pussy.’ Chest puffed, his words carry across the street. ‘How does that feel, knowing I was fucking that first?’

      ‘It’s funny you should ask.’ My response is delivered in an even tone as I lean in, my response a growl in his ear. ‘After the first two inches? Her pussy feels brand fucking new.’

      At this stage in my life and regarding this woman, I shouldn’t behave so childishly. Be so coarse. Behave with such laddish mentality. Because this is a woman who deserves better than us both. But hot heads and tempers held tenuously in check lead to such aggrandised behaviours.

      I shouldn’t behave like this, but there’s no escaping the fact that I am—I am a slave to my feelings. And right now, I feel like I should deliver a punch to his gut. So I do, swift and hard.

      The prick makes a noise like a set of bagpipes that’s been stood on as he stumbles. But he doesn’t fall. Shame.

      ‘Don’t look at her.’ As I step forward, he staggers back, the wind knocked out of his sails now, as well as his guts. ‘Don’t speak to her.’ I wrap my hand in his shirt and tighten it. ‘If you see her walking down the street, you cross to the other side. Got it?’ The bluster drops from his stance, and there’s genuine fear in his eyes as I raise my balled fist. I fucking hate bullies.

      ‘James, leave him. He’s not worth it.’

      ‘You hear that?’ I get a little closer. ‘She thinks you’re a waste of oxygen. I’m inclined to agree.’ And with that, I push him away. In five long strides, she’s in my arms, and then we’re on our way.
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      ‘So you didn’t give him the ring back?’

      She sighs, and I glance across the darkened interior of the car, watching as one shoulder lifts in a shrug before she draws her bottom lip between her teeth.

      ‘That expression? That says you had plans for it.’

      The rush of adrenaline from earlier has long since washed from my system. I’m back to cool, if not a little calculated. Funny how, when I’d opened the passenger door to my car, she’d slid right in without a protest.

      ‘You’ll just think I’m a psycho if I tell you,’ she murmurs, turning her head to the passenger window. The light from a streetlamp catches the flare of her hair, highlighting the curl of her smile she’s trying to hide from me.

      ‘Go on. You can tell me.’

      ‘What is it about the cars in the night that makes the space feel like a confessional?’

      ‘Does it? I can’t say I’ve ever noticed.’

      ‘Or maybe it’s just because I want to confide in you. Bless me, Father, for I have sinned.’ Fuck me, her delivery is all vice and no virtue.

      ‘Where are the dark country lanes when you need then?’ I mutter, twisting in my seat with the aim of accommodating the sudden swelling of my cock. Miranda’s gaze sees all, knows all, as her tongue unconsciously rolls across her bottom lip.

      ‘Tell me about the ring.’ Distract me from a charge of indecent exposure.

      ‘I’d asked the jeweller I’d taken it to if he’d be able to remove the stone from the mount.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘He can. And I’m going to send them both back to him by courier.’

      ‘That seems like a very damp kind of vengeance. A diamond plus a mount still equals a ring, I think.’ And another girl to fool at a later date, perhaps.

      ‘Ah, there’s where you’re wrong,’ she says, turning back from the window. ‘Well, not completely. I told you the jeweller confirmed the moissanite, the fake stone, was recently set in the mount. It probably did have a diamond originally. Quite a sizable one. I thought he must’ve had it taken out because he didn’t want me to have it. That maybe I wasn’t worth it to him.’

      ‘What a complete fucking prick.’ My blood begins to boil again. How could someone profess to love another and not want to give them the world?

      ‘Has anyone ever said you sound really sexy when you curse?’ As I glance at her again, I see the honesty in her words. ‘It totally works for me,’ she utters quickly, as though desperate to speak the words. ‘Swearing, I mean.’

      ‘You want me to curse more?’

      ‘No. I like that you generally don’t. That you use it for effect.’

      ‘What kind of effect?’

      ‘You know what kind,’ she murmurs, her gaze dipping from mine before rising again, bolder now. ‘The bedroom kind. The bossy kind.’

      And there we have it. Confirmation that she’s a little submissive. In the bedroom, at least. ‘Interesting.’

      ‘You know what else is interesting?’ Along with her question comes a challenging tilt to her chin and a daring glint to her gaze. ‘Swearing is supposed to display a lack of imagination. But in your case, it’s a sign of the exact opposite.’

      ‘You have no idea,’ I murmur, slowing the car for the red light ahead. Red for danger. A red rag waved at a bull. ‘But I could show you. Any time you like.’

      She shakes her head a little disparagingly. But she started it.

      ‘So the ring.’ I don’t give a fuck about the ring. Unless we’re talking about her ring—I halt the thought before the images rotating through my brain become responsible for me wrapping my car around a nearby lamppost. ‘I thought maybe he wanted it back for Tamara.’

      ‘Your former friend? They sound like two of a kind and fully deserving of each other.’

      ‘Agreed. And she can have the ring if that’s what he’s doing with it. But I hope he’s got some glue and a lot of patience because the moissanite will be in a million pieces when I send it back to him.’ Her expression is a strange mix of wicked and bashful, and as the lights change, it takes some effort to tear my gaze away. ‘Is that too awful, do you think?’

      ‘No, I like it. I think it’s a pretty exquisite plan.’ And second only to me making him eat the sharp shards.

      ‘I thought so, too,’ she adds happily. ‘I was never one hundred percent comfortable with the thought of keeping it for myself because it had been his grandmother’s. Heather said I should’ve sold it back to him when we thought it was worth something.’ She shrugs lightly. ‘You know, if it had real sentimental value to him. But that’s not why he wants it back. I think he sold the stone and now he’s terrified his family will find out. So I’m going to crush it in a vise or something; I haven’t ironed out the details. Then I’m going to send it back to him and never think about him again.’

      ‘As far as revenge goes, I like it. Your conscience will suffer no adverse effects; he gets what’s left of his grandmother’s ring, and you can move on.’

      ‘Exactly. Except I’ve already moved on. You’re sure it doesn’t sound too crazy?’

      ‘It’s the exact opposite of psychotic. And actually a little calculating. I’m impressed. And I can help.’

      ‘Really?’ Her smile widens, reining free. ‘How?’

      ‘I’ll gladly crush it with the help of a forklift truck.’ I’m sure we have one of those in the warehouse. If not, I’m a resourceful man. ‘I’ll gladly deliver it, too. That way, I can describe his reaction to you.’

      The sound of her laughter fills the car.
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      ‘Here we are.’

      The car slows to a stop outside the house indicated by the navigation system. I turn off the engine but don’t move my hands from the wheel. Despite her protestations, I know where this is going. Where I’m going.

      Inside the house. Inside her.

      I’m pretty sure she realises this, too. But it wouldn’t do to make it obvious, not because her nature is contrary. Rather she’s easily scared by the direction of things. It’s like fear drives her to the point she can’t trust her own instincts.

      I wonder if she realises this.

      ‘I’d invite you in for a coffee, but I think those kids hanging out in the park we just passed would probably have the wheels off your car before the kettle even begins to sing.’

      ‘I heard come in for a coffee. Stay the night because I won’t be able to get home.’

      ‘You have a driver.’ Her retort is playful rather than tart. ‘And one of those fancy black credit cards, I noticed in the restaurant. I expect cabs accept those.’

      ‘Well, it sounds like I’m coming in for a coffee, then.’ With the assertion, I grasp the handle of the door.

      ‘But only a coffee.’

      ‘What happens if I want tea?’ I turn back to her with a sly grin.

      ‘I’m about to rescind the invitation,’ she mutters as she turns to the passenger door herself.

      The metal gate creaks as I push it wide, then follow Miranda along the overgrown garden path. It’s not exactly St Johns Wood or Notting Hill, but it’s hardly some dystopian enclave of London. Even if the whole of the house smells of wet dog, according to her. A rouse, more than likely.

      I enjoy the sway of her backside as she climbs the stone steps, and I don’t hide that I’ve done so as she turns to face me. Our heads are practically at the same height. And though the nights are getting colder as autumn draws ever closer, I’m not sure the air is responsible for her shiver.

      ‘Was I coming in for a coffee, or did you change your mind?’ Again.

      Did that sound like I’m trying too hard? Pushing my luck? Hopefully not.

      ‘I’m not supposed to have people in. I mean over,’ she quickly amends.

      ‘You’re such a diligent employee.’ She leans into my touch as I push a lock of hair from her face. ‘But you could be a rebel. Break your rules. Just for me.’

      ‘I’m not normally much of a rule breaker.’

      ‘Yes, you’re such a good girl.’

      In the shade of a porch that’s little more than an overhang, I lean forward, her eyes in the streetlight a drop of black ink in a whisky glass. I trail the backs of my fingers along her jaw before I take hold of her chin and brush a glancing kiss against her tempting lips. I pull back a fraction before dipping my head again, these light kisses just a warmup before the main event. Light and soft turning to dark and hard, and as I kiss her a little deeper, she moans so sweetly, her fingers rising to clasp my lapels as we make out like a couple of lust-addled teenagers.

      ‘So kissing on the doorstep is allowed.’ Is it my kisses or my sultry taunt that makes her tremble?

      ‘I’m not sure,’ she rasps, tilting her head to the side as my lips travel along the column of her neck. In a sudden motion, she tugs me closer, perhaps hoping the darkness of the porch will shield us from view. The houses in this street are more suburban than city. The kind of place with nosy neighbours and kids hanging about on street corners. ‘But you’re not exactly in.’

      At this, I pull back, my gaze intent on hers.

      ‘Peel aside a layer or two, and I could be.’

      The way she looks at me, it’s as though I’m a guilty pleasure. Like the most indulgent chocolate morsel she’s just waiting for the right time to inhale.

      One can but hope that’s the case.

      ‘I didn’t say thank you for earlier. For standing up for me.’

      ‘Don’t mention it. Mainly because he’s not worth it. I know what you want to do with the ring, but the truth is, as trite as it sounds, the best revenge is living well. It’s taking the love you poured into another and keeping it for yourself. To love yourself. Then someday, when you’re ready and when you least expect it, you’ll find someone you’ll entrust your love to. And he will love you in ways you’ve yet to imagine.’

      Her hand lifts between us, alabaster in the moonlight. ‘You have the soul of a poet,’ she whispers, cupping my cheek.

      ‘I know. Unfortunately, he wants it back.’

      ‘And you have a voice that should do audio books,’ she adds, ignoring my ridiculousness.

      ‘Really raunchy ones. Full of fucks.’ From ridiculousness to hard fricatives, her eyes widen, and my cock twitches. ‘But only for you.’

      Her answer is in the motion of her feeding her hand into her purse, pulling out a key before proceeding to fumble with the lock. Is she nervous? I wonder as metal slides against metal for the second time. Maybe I can help, cover her hand with mine. Or maybe I should take my lips from her neck, or my hands from her hips, or my cock from the crevasse of her delectable arse.

      A moment later, the metal connects, and the mechanism clicks.

      She steps into the darkened hallway, and I follow. I’d probably follow her anywhere. From there, the momentum of the moment takes over, whisking us through a door and up some stairs.

      ‘Dog?’ I murmur against her kiss swollen lips. It’s not that I care particularly, but I don’t want to find my leg in his mouth.

      ‘In his crate. Already fed.’

      ‘You lied to me,’ I growl playfully. ‘Maybe I should punish you.’

      ‘Do your worst.’ Her smile is pressed to my lips as we kiss, and we kiss, as we traverse a short landing. My shoulders bang off other bedroom doors as Miranda presses me there, fighting to strip me from my jacket. We change positions at the next door, clothes cast off like items blown from a washing line. Once in her designated room, my hands unclip her bra, the silhouette of her high breasts otherworldly, bathed in moonlight. I reach for the light, suddenly needing to see her in her entirety. To bask in her beauty and record each of her sighs for posterity, for the pleasure of playing them over and over again. Before light floods the room, her hand covers mine.

      ‘Leave it off,’ she whispers, but I twist it immediately, my hand on her wrist like a cuff.

      ‘The freedom of the dark exchanged for captivity?’ It isn’t a question I want an answer to as I press my mouth to hers and my finger to the light switch. ‘I want to love you in the light tonight.’

      The rest of our clothes fall, and we tumble to the bed, though I twist at the last minute to cushion her fall. Above me, her fingers are hot points of contact searing the skin of my chest, her gaze dark and complicit and searing my heart, branding her name over it.

      We roll, and she’s underneath me, my tongue tracing the underside of her breast, her heart a wild creature beneath her ribs and my hands. I work my way down her body, a graze, a lick, my lips pressed over our child, the tight spiral of our pleasure making our skins fit to burst.

      ‘I can’t wait to see you swollen with him.’ Her breath hits the air in a gravelly chuckle. ‘Does that sound wrong? Because that’s the truth of how I feel.’

      ‘Barefoot in the kitchen.’

      ‘No, bare and on your knees.’

      And just like magic she is, her slender fingers curled around the wooden headboard, her anticipation a shiver dancing down her spine. I gather the locks of her hair to one side, her body bowing as my cock nudges her eagerly.

      ‘You’re wearing nothing, bathed in the light. Guess what I’m wearing?’ I tighten my fist in those luscious locks, making it hard for her to turn.

      ‘Your socks?’

      ‘Just a smile, my darling.’

      Love. It’s such a head fuck, I think as I line myself up at her entrance. Yet as my hand curls around her hip, and she pushes back, accepting my body into hers, the confusion, hers and mine, our timing, the baby, our differences in life. It all falls way because she and I make perfectly chaotic sense.
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      Miranda’s parents’ house is a mid-century detached off Somerset Road in leafy suburban Wimbledon. I’ve barely pulled onto the driveway when she comes skipping out in a pair of painted on jeans and a white shirt knotted at the waist. Yanking open the passenger door, she almost throws herself into the seat.

      ‘Drive!’ she demands all flushed complexion and wide-eyed grin.

      ‘Is someone chasing you?’ I slide my hand along the back of her seat as I slide the Vanquish into reverse.

      ‘Not me, you. I’ve just told Mum I’m pregnant.’

      ‘Does your father own a shotgun?’ I ask mildly, manoeuvring the car onto the quiet street.

      ‘No, but my mum was brandishing a big brush. Anyway, it’d take more than a shotgun to persuade me to get married.’

      That’s a thread that doesn’t really need unpicking. It can’t be easy living in a house where the principal inhabitants seem to exist in a game of perpetual one-upmanship, just biding their time until they can go their separate ways.

      ‘I would’ve come with you, you know.’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘To tell your parents.’

      ‘Not on your life—no way. Mum would eat you alive. In fact, I left her ranting about the fecklessness of men when you pulled into the driveway.’

      ‘No doubt reinforced by the fact that you told her alone.’

      ‘James, I’m a big girl. I’m not your responsibility.’

      I clench my jaw against the reply I’d like to make. Whether she likes it or not, she’s at the top of my list of responsibilities and priorities. It’s only a matter of time before I bring her around to my manner of thinking. She and I? We’re not so very different at all. Small steps. And as my father would caution, In the midst of chaos, there is also opportunity. While I’m sure he’d like to claim these words as his own, they are, in fact, the words of Sun-Tzu.

      ‘Besides, one look at her and you’d have headed for the hills. You know what they say about women turning into the mothers.’

      Despite her flippant delivery, I find there’s hope in her words. A mention of a future that almost included the implications of a mother-in-law. Almost.

      Have I turned into such a sap that I get a kick out of something said with such inconsequence? And if I have, do I give a fuck?

      ‘I’m sure it would’ve come as a shock to her.’

      ‘I think it came as a shock to us all,’ she mutters quietly. ‘Apparently, I’m throwing away my life.’

      I turn to look at her, and for the first time, I notice the tension around her eyes.

      ‘She’ll come around,’ I say, reaching out and taking her hand in mine. I don’t think I imagine the gloss in her eyes as I graze my lips across her knuckles. ‘It’s just a matter of time.’ I stop short of making a comment about women and babies, especially given my own excitement at the thoughts of holding my own child.

      ‘Yeah.’ The word is exhaled on a sigh. ‘That’s what I’m telling myself. Anyway, I imagine she’ll tell Dad, and who knows, this might even bring them together a little.’

      ‘The thought of being grandparents, you mean?’

      ‘No. Unite them in their disappointment. Temporarily.’

      ‘Oh, sweetheart.’

      ‘Honestly, I’m fine. And I’ll be even better when I move out. It’s getting to the point I can’t take the atmosphere anymore. What’s that saying? Something about marriage being the most advanced form of warfare?’

      ‘Surely, not all marriages are bad.’

      She shrugs stiffly. ‘I can only comment on the ones around me. And my parents have perfected the art of warfare.’

      ‘You must know more couples than your parents?’

      ‘I don’t have many marriage aged friends if that’s what you’re asking. Except one girl on my uni course who I’m barely even Facebook friends with anymore.

      Meanwhile, my contemporaries are navigating the choppy waters of parenthood second or third time around, second mortgages, divorces, and loomin midlife crises. All with the exception of my closest friends, Beckett and Griffin, though the former has recently joined the married ranks.

      The feathering nests has a certain appeal and I have high hopes of cementing the connection between us.

      In the midst of chaos is opportunity indeed.

      ‘You must know more couples than that. Families and so on.’

      Well, my dad’s parents seemed to live to annoy one another until Granny died, and my mother’s father died when I was young, so I don’t really remember what kind of marriage they had. Heather’s parents seem to get along, but then they have seven children and four of them still living at home. I imagine no one would want custody if they split up. Can you imagine?’ she adds, unconsciously rubbing her hand above the waistband of her jeans.

      ‘You’re saying they stay together because no one would want custody?’

      ‘Not really. Heather’s folks are as nutty as a fruit loaf but there’s no doubting they’re besotted. In fact, Heth would complain there’s too much evidence, if you know what I mean.’

      ‘Seven children. They must be special people.’ I’ll leave the implications of their sex life there. But they must fuck like bunnies with those odds.

      ‘What about Olivia and Beckett?’ From the corner of my gaze, I watch her expression turn thoughtful. ‘They certainly like one another enough to get married twice.’

      ‘Oh, you know about their party?’

      ‘Beckett might’ve mentioned it.’ That’s about as effusive as the man gets. ‘I’m expecting my invitation any day.’

      ‘I might even deliver it personally.’

      ‘I do appreciate a personal service.’

      ‘Only you could make that sound sexual.’

      ‘What can I say? It’s a gift I was endowed with.’

      ‘You can’t help yourself, can you?’

      ‘Around you? Where would be the incentive?’

      ‘I bet Beckett doesn’t tease Olivia like this.’

      ‘No amount of provoking will bring me to consider what Beckett does or doesn’t do in the privacy of his own home.’ Some things are best left in the dark, especially where that man and his machinations are concerned.

      ‘It’s pretty romantic, isn’t it? That they would get married in secret and then be so happy they want to make a day just for their friends and family.’

      ‘Yes, it is quite romantic.’ And very un-Beckett like. ‘Do they strike you as desperately in love?’ I never thought he had love for anything but money, though I’d be more than happy to be corrected.

      Should I feel bad for prying? No, I decide. I’m just looking out for my friend.

      ‘Well, they argue plenty, but it never seems serious. In fact, Ols seems to get a perverse kind of pleasure out of it. And honestly, I think they only argue so much because they like making up. In fact, they like making up a lot.’ The latter she adds with a heavy emphasis.

      But something I could get behind. Get on top of. Let her ride it out on top of me. I’ve become ex obsessed where Miranda’s concerned. I could blame the scent of her floral perfume in such close confines this morning, or the way the sun makes her hair shimmer in a rainbow of blonde. Or the pale underside of her wrists where I long to press my thumbs.

      ‘This is something I really don’t need to hear.’

      ‘Me either, believe me. But the noise from her office just carries, and there are only so many times you can escape to the bakery.’

      ‘Oh, God,’ I mutter, slowing for a corner.

      The car fills with her peal of laughter.

      ‘Hypocrite much?’ I turn to her narrow-eyed smile as she twists in her seat to face me. Her shirt is open at the neck, a tiny gold pendant on a chain dipping out of sight beneath the fabric. I want to trace my tongue there. ‘They aren’t the only ones to get a little frisky on that desk. Do you know where you’re going, by the way?’

      ‘To Crouch End? Give me some credit.’

      ‘I’ve got two apartments to see, but they’re both close together. You’re sure you don’t mind coming with me?’

      ‘I wouldn’t miss it for the world.’ And just like that, we aren’t talking about relationships anymore, but the practicalities of housing. And I have some thoughts on this, though I’m unwilling to share these right now.

      The Saturday morning traffic isn’t too bad, providing you know where you’re going, and it isn’t long before we’re pulling onto a perfectly nice suburban street in Crouch End. There’s something I never thought I’d hear myself say. Narrow red brick terrace houses stand on both sides of the road like very proper sentinels, both sidesof the street filled with the kinds of cars that would indicate this is a street filled with families. Minivans, sedans, the odd car with L plates.

      

      ‘Wimbledon to Hoxton must be a terrible commute,’ I mutter, pulling in to an available parking spot on the street.

      ‘It’s not fun. But when I took the job, I wasn’t living at home.’

      ‘Ah.’ I think I’ll leave that line of questioning. She must’ve been living with her ex.

      ‘And it’s not like I’m travelling in from there every day, not while pet-sitting.’

      ‘But you’re giving that up soon.’ I don’t pose this as a question. Surely, this has to be inevitable.

      ‘Yeah. That’s the plan.’

      ‘You know, Miranda, I want to help—’

      ‘Number thirty-seven.’ She dips her head, peering under the overhanging leaves of a nearby tree, searching for the house, and act of avoidance. I take her cue.

      ‘Parking isn’t optimal.’

      Miranda makes a noncommittal noise in answer.

      The houses have no gardens to speak of, though each has a wrought iron fence and a garden gate to protect a small patch of greenery. No gardens and no place for a child to play, not that it matters because this is just a temporary measure, even if she’s unaware.

      As I follow the numbers on the odd side of the street and the brightly coloured doors, I spot the number she’s looking for. I should be happy, but I’m not. She’s going to be so disappointed that we’ve come to look at a shithole.

      ‘Well, I think we can assume that number thirty-seven is the redheaded stepchild of the street.’ I point at the house with peeling paint and a pile of refuse where the houses on either side have potted plants or a rockery.

      I sense Miranda physically deflate beside me.

      ‘Come on. It might be better inside.’

      But it isn’t. If anything, it’s worse. Ten times worse. To begin with, the flat she’s come to see is in the basement. It’s dark and dingy and smells of bleach.

      ‘Do you think he’s trying to hide something?’ she asks, pressing herself closer to me. The landlord lurks somewhere in another room, and I don’t think I imagined his disappointment when he realised Miranda had brought a “friend” to the viewing.

      He looks like a pervert. There’s just something wrong about him. Something I couldn’t put my finger on at first. I’ve worked it out now, though I’m not quite sure how to break the news.

      ‘Definitely.’

      ‘A dismembered body?’ she whispers, but whether aghast or titillated, it’s hard to tell.

      ‘Mould, more likely.’

      ‘I know it looks a bit grim, but with a lick of paint and some nice bits from Ikea, I think it’d be okay.’

      A contradictory sentence, if I ever heard one.

      ‘Are you trying to convince me or yourself?’ It takes some effort, but I manage to keep my voice even and my expression calm. But really? Come the fuck on. I’ll buy this place and knock it down before I allow her to move in.

      ‘It’s not that bad.’

      ‘That’s not an answer.’ I scratch behind my ear and indicate the landlord behind me.

      ‘Does he look like the kind of man you want owning a keyto your private space?’

      ‘Look, it’s not like I’ve got the option of moving into Princes Gate, is it?’

      ‘Look at the marks on the wall. There’s been flooding here. And look at the window.’ I point at the large bay. ‘There are three windows in this whole place, two of them have bars, and that one has a direct view down into your potential living space. You’d need to keep the blinds closed to stop passers-by from seeing down and in—drunks coming home from the pub we passed at the end of the road.’

      ‘This has got nothing to do with you,’ she answers mulishly. ‘Check your rich man privilege,’ I think she mutters next. But for all her obstinacy, she knows just as I know that this isn’t the place for her.

      Excuse me a moment while I bang the final nail in the coffin.

      ‘And this.’ I point at the ceiling without looking up myself.

      Her brow creases, and her eyes tighten in concentration. ‘What is it?’ Her gaze flicks to me. ‘Is it mould?’

      ‘I’m no expert, but I’d say that’s a hole from the floor above. There’s another in the bedroom in the same place.’ A key-sized hole next to the light pendant. ‘And another in the bathroom, though this time in the corner.’

      ‘What . . .?’ I watch as a range of emotions flicker and fade on her face. Confusion. Disbelief. And finally horror. ‘In all the rooms?’ she hisses, her gaze flicking to the doorway where her potential landlord had disappeared, along with his potential of becoming her landlord.

      ‘I didn’t see any in the kitchen. I suppose watching you put the kettle on isn’t part of his voyeuristic kink.’

      I try not to smile too broadly as we leave. And the same again when we don’t even bother climbing out of the car at the second place above a massage parlour, though I take no pleasure in her dejection as we drive away.

      ‘Let me set you up with an agent. You can have a look at a few properties, maybe get a better idea of what a half decent place will cost.’

      ‘I’m almost frightened to,’ she mutters as she stares out of the passenger window.

      ‘That doesn’t sound at all like you. The Miranda I know meets problems head on.’

      ‘I sometimes wonder who you think I am,’ she says, turning back to face me. ‘I’m nothing special. I’m just muddling on like everyone else, probably making a bloody mess of it all.’

      ‘You’re selling yourself short. Look at what you’ve done to keep yourself afloat. You have two jobs and plans to move out into your own home. You’re about to bring a child into the world without fear.’

      ‘I wouldn’t exactly say that. I have fear—plenty of it. I just keep it to myself.’

      A chink in her armour and at her own hand, a tiny fraction of her innermost self bared.

      I’m calling that a win, despite the circumstances.

      ‘Fear is a very human reaction,’ I say gently. ‘But the flip side is courage. And that you have buckets of. But that doesn’t mean you need to do everything on your own. That’s not courage but sheer bloody mindedness.’

      ‘Oh, James,’ she says, offering me a hint of a smile. ‘And you were doing so well on the flattery front.’

      ‘Have I blown it?’

      ‘I don’t know, have you? I wouldn’t imagine there’s space in this car to even try.’

      ‘Very droll. But if you’re going to talk about blowing it, perhaps you should put a little skin in the game yourself.’

      ‘I think you’ll find the skin goes in here.’ The minx pouts, pressing a fingernail to her bottom lip. ‘Why do you suppose the skin of a penis is so silky, anyway?’

      I groan like I’m being tortured because I sort of am.

      ‘If we’re going to have this kind of conversation, I’ll be forced to take you home.’

      ‘Go on then,’ she says, almost resigned. But for the spark of devilment in her eyes. ‘Take me back to your lair, G.O. Did I tell you this whole sexy CEO look does it for me?’

      No need to ask for an explanations as she trails the tips of her fingers down my shirt sleeve.

      ‘You look so hot in a suit, and I don’t know if you already know, but you have a bum made for jeans.’

      ‘Are you trying to make me blush? And by blush, I mean hard?’

      I’d like to think her increasing openness is a result of her becoming more comfortable around me. But it could be pregnancy hormones, apparently. Whatever it is, I’m loving the results.

      ‘G.O.?’ I find myself repeating. ‘Would you care to explain the reference to me?’

      ‘It could stand for gorgeous one or maybe god.’

      ‘You’re missing a d.’

      ‘Don’t worry about it. I know you’ll give that to me later.’

      There really is ony one answer to that.

      ‘Your place or mine?’
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      Good morning, beautiful.

      Staring down at the phone in my hand, I read my early morning text and try to contain my smile. There are only so many times I can lie to Heather, citing a humorous meme as the reason for my smile. Smile. Sigh. Giggle. Saturday was fun. Well, apart from discovering the kinds of accommodation my income will stretch to. But since, I’ve become the regular recipient of a dozen daily messages. Some sweet, some sexy, some just an enquiry or a short word.

      They’re just texts, I silently remind myself. Don’t read into it too much.

      Because it would be madness to fall in love with him.

      Sheer, unadulterated madness.

      But fun. And fun might be totally fine if I only had myself to consider.

      But I don’t.

      At least I now realise Cameron didn’t break my heart. It definitely took a hammering but seeing him last week cemented my understanding. I no longer feel anything for him. Not love, nor hate, nor fear, nor shame. Sure, I’ve talked a big game, but when faced by him at the door of the restaurant, it all just fell into place. But boy did I relish the look on his face after James was through with him. I don’t remember the last time someone stood up for me. I usually have to fight my own battles, so it felt good to hand this one over to him.

      I doubt I’ll be getting anymore emails. But James’s texts? They’re more than welcome.

      Ah, James. He’s a one off. A gentleman in the streets  and a freak between the sheets.

      ‘What are you smiling at, miss lady?’

      With a start, I look up into Olivia’s pretty face. She looks better lately. Healthier. Whatever virus she’d been suffering from, she’s definitely made a full recovery. I wonder if she’s been taking some kind of vitamin or supplement because she looks really bloody good. Maybe I should ask her for the brand. Plus, she’s back to making her own coffee, and I no longer feel like I have to feed her chocolate biscuits to keep her alive. It was stressful for a while. And a bit like looking after a human Tamagotchi.

      ‘I wasn’t smiling. I . . . have wind.’ Really? That’s what you come up with, brain?

      ‘Pretty sure that only works with babies,’ she replies with a smirk. A smirk that I meet with a grimace.

      Note to self: Google babies, smiling, and wind. Or maybe borrow one of those pregnancy books that James said he’s ordered from Amazon. He’s really taken to this fatherhood idea. But wind and smiling? That was a blast from the past, and the first thing that came into my head—something my grandmother used to remark if I smiled at all in her presence. You know, instead of crying. Really, it’s no wonder I cried rivers around the old cow. She was just so unpleasant.

      But babies. Everywhere I look babies! Magazines. TV advertisements. The books lying on James’s coffee table. There was even one on his nightstand which I’d teased him mercilessly about as we’d undressed. Sometimes we just get into bed to sleep. It’s not always heightened passion and clothes ripped from limbs.

      Though it mostly is.

      Kinky, much? I’d teased, though secretly, I was thrilled. It’s just another sign of his commitment to our baby. Not that I’d said that at the time, instead going with, Is this a new fetish or something you’ve been keeping under wraps for some time? 

      My interest is in one particular pregnant woman, not pregnant women. I’d skimmed over the implication, telling myself it’s good that he’s interested in my wellbeing. 

      Pregnancy porn is a thing, you know, I’d found myself blundering on. I can hook you up with some good sites.

      I don’t even want to know where you find that kind of thing. He’d slipped the shirt from his shoulders and thrown it in the direction of the laundry hamper before turning to the bathroom without even checking to see if it had made it. 

      It hadn’t.

      From the other side of the bed, I’d tried to resist the pull.  

      I hate mess. 

      But I couldn’t leave it. So, in my underwear, I’d tip-toed across the bedroom floor, reluctant to let James know how cuckoo I was. Am. Also, who wants to be the woman who picks up after a man?

      He has cleaners and a housekeeper, crazy pants, I’d told myself as I stuffed the navy blue Tom Ford number into the hamper. Meanwhile, you just have issues.

      Miranda. At the sound of my name, I’d stilled. Can you come in here a moment?

      What is it? I’d asked as I reached the bathroom door. He gestured me closer, and I could see there was something on his mind. He’d pulled me in front of him as we faced the vanity mirror. His body was warm behind mine and he smelled of toothpaste and the faint lingering scent of his cologne. His hands settled over the bump that only a few days ago seemed comfortably concealed in my jeans.

      Nine weeks, he’d murmured. Nearly ten. A few more and we’ll share our news.

      I’d nodded. This is the timeline we’d agreed. Twelve weeks seems to be the time ascribed as best for making the official announcement. So near yet so far. I don’t like to dwell on the fact that we’re not there yet or what would happen if.

      No. Not going there. This baby is already so loved, even if everything else is up in the air, it’s just beyond contemplation.

      But the twelve-week point falls on the week of the wedding, so we’ll wait until week thirteen to make it official. I’ll probably tell her on the Monday following the big event, especially as they’re going on honeymoon the week before. They’ve done everything else their own way, why would they wait to honeymoon after the wedding!

      I’m going to tell my father this week. His eyes were so blue in the mirror and I’d wondered if our baby would inherit my colouring or his. A little girl like me or a little boy like him?

      Do you want me to come with you to break the news?

      He’d chuckled softly and, pulling my hair from my face, pressed his lips to my cheek. I think I can take care of it. Though I do want you to meet him. When you’re ready. He’ll adore you.

      I’d nodded and swallowed back happy tears at his words. 

      I’d like that. I just have so much to sort out before I full commit to becoming one of those pregnant women who float around the place on a cloud of blissful happiness. 

      We have time. I sometimes think he has the patience of a saint. But then again, I’ve heard the way he speaks to his staff over the phone. He’s very exacting and not exactly what I’d call Zen. Tyrannical, maybe?

      Three more weeks and the books say you’ll have a definitive bump. His arms tightened.

      I’ll start getting fat, you mean.

      I’m not going to dignify that with an answer. But. He paused. This pregnancy porn you were talking about? Something inside me twisted a little as his hand slipped from my belly, dipping under the elastic of my knickers. How would you feel about watching a little of it on my flat screen mirror?

      I smiled. And I’m still smiling now.

      ‘I guess you don’t want to share what’s tickling your metaphoric pickle this fine London summer’s morning.’ 

      Oh, fiddlesticks. This zoning out business if becoming a professional hazard.

      But I certainly don’t want to share. And I’m pretty sure, as wife of James’s best friend, she also doesn’t want to hear how my metaphoric pickle was well and truly ticked just a few days ago, bent over the bathroom vanity, and that since, both my metaphoric pickle and the rest of my body has been focussing on a recovery. Let’s just say preparation for night spent with James should include more than washing my hair and shaving all pertinent bits. It should also include stretches. Lots of stretches.

      I should learn to limber up before we limbo if you know what I mean.

      I’m not at all sure I can blame baby brain on the way my mind seems to drift to him continually, snapshots of him playing through my mind on a loop. Those eyes, those brilliant blues that speak of so many naughty things, laughter lines denoting a wealth of experience. It’s amazing to me how his gaze can go from laughter to smouldering suggestion in a beat, and how one glance from him can ignite a million tiny fires under my skin. Sometimes, when he looks at me, I feel literally pierced in place.

      God, who knew sex could consume your thoughts? I find myself thinking about it, about him, all the time. And when I’m with him, I’m literally putty in his hands, soft and malleable, moulding to the touch of those long-fingered hands, melting at the sound of his pleasure breathed in my ear.

      ‘Miranda, are you unwell?’ My spine snaps straight as I realise I’ve zoned out, possibly in the middle of a conversation with Olivia again, who’s staring at me now with her head tilted to the side like a redheaded terrier.

      ‘I’m fine!’ Why do I sound like I’m auditioning for a part in Glee? ‘Just spiffy!’

      Or just losing my mind. One of those things, anyway.

      ‘Are you sure? You just did this whole spaced-out thing. And you’re a little pale. And I thought I heard someone vomiting in the bathroom this morning.’ She glances over her shoulder to where Heather sits at her desk, quite wisely paying supreme attention to her laptop.

      ‘Vomiting?’ Guilty as charged. ‘It wasn’t me.’

      And in the bathroom? I should be so lucky.

      I’d barely made it up the stairs this morning before needing to barf so badly I’d pulled out the plastic bag I’ve taken to carrying around in my purse—not the same bag, obviously—because it’s almost like something, or someone—naming no names because we’re nowhere near that stage yet—pulls on my intestines at random intervals during the day, causing me to puke almost immediately.

      Anyway, I thought I was alone in the office when the urge to purge struck.

      How the jiggery-pokery am I going to hide this for the next couple of months?

      I realise Olivia is still staring at me. And that I’ve spaced out again.

      ‘I’m fine,’ I repeat, fixing a smile on my face as I do one of those you’re crazy dismissive waves.

      ‘If you need time off—’

      ‘Did you just say it’s a fine summer’s morning?’ I exhale a relieved breath at Heather’s interjection. ‘Ols, it’s chucking it down out there.’

      Olivia’s gaze moves to Heather before gliding to the grimy windows. Outside, the sky is a thunderous grey, sheets of water slapping the window as though offended to be on that side of the pane.

      ‘Oh, so it is. I guess I never noticed.’ With the same kind of secretive smile she’s been wearing all week, she turns and takes her steaming coffee cup back in the direction she came.

      ‘Did she just float across the floor?’ Heather sounds almost perturbed as Olivia begins to climb the stairs.

      ‘She seems happy,’ I respond with a shrug. ‘Happy works for me.’

      ‘She seems weird, more like,’ she says, coming to stand next to my desk. ‘How long does the honeymoon period last, do you think?’

      ‘Do I look like I know the answer to that? But I’d like it to last at least until after the wedding I’m planning.’

      Not my wedding, hers.

      I’m pleased to report there have been two developments on the second job front. First, I got a call from the agency to say there’s been an influx of bookings in their diary. Also, apparently two of their more sought-after sitters are retiring to the South of France. I’ve no idea how pet-sitters are able to afford to do that, even on joint pet-sitting incomes, but I suppose they might be living in a caravan for all I know.

      Also, the school half-term holidays are coming up soon, and people appear to be booking ahead for the upcoming winter. It would be nice to escape the upcoming rain and snow for a few days, but hey-ho. I’ll just stay at home with their pets.

      I know told James I wouldn’t be doing the job much longer, but yesterday I’d also gotten a call from James’s property agent, and I nearly fainted at some of the prices he quoted.

      But I won’t be deterred, which brings in my third income stream.

      Not only have Olivia and Beckett decided to hold a wedding blessing for their family and friends to attend next month, but they’ve also asked me to arrange it.

      Well, asked might be stretching the truth a bit. I might’ve begged Olivia, and Beckett seems quite happy to go along with what Olivia wants.

      Happy wife, happy life, right?

      As they snuck off for a quickie ceremony in New York earlier this year, while she was supposedly there visiting her ill granny, the big fibber, they now want to do it all again. Or something.

      And on the back of my speed dating success, discounting my drunken antics, Ols has very graciously allowed me to arrange the event for her. I didn’t even have to plead that much. Better still, I’m getting paid! And I’m beyond excited. I’ve always enjoyed the styling of events. It’s not strictly part of my job as a marketing manager but as I’ve always worked for smaller companies since leaving university, start-ups mainly, my job has often extended to such things as preparing for trade shows and dinners, meet and greet opportunities, speed dating, and now wedding ceremonies! Well, wedding parties. I believe Olivia has a celebrant in mind for the actual vow thing. In fact, I’m not entirely sure what vows they’ll be undertaking, given they’re already married.

      Some would say it seems a little premature for them to be renewing their commitment to each other. But me? I say cha-ching!

      ‘Well, she isn’t the only one smiling like someone who needs a time-out in the loony bin. Oi! Are you even listening?’

      ‘I was just thinking,’ I mutter, waving my hand as though this somehow proves it. ‘About the wedding.’

      ‘And this?’ Her gaze drops to my desk as she stares meaningfully at my phone.

      Oh, the text.

      Good morning, beautiful.

      I must remember to reply.

      ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ My brisk response supports no nonsense, even if my head is full of the stuff.

      ‘Oh, I think you do. How many times has lover boy text this morning?’ she purrs playfully.

      ‘So he texts. Big deal. He’s just checking in.’

      ‘That answer wasn’t a number. Not last time I was in a classroom, anyway.’

      ‘Heth, bugger off and mind your own business.’

      ‘If I’d minded my own business, you wouldn’t be smiling at your phone because he wouldn’t be calling because you, no doubt, would have given him the cold shoulder last time you—’

      ‘Who needs E-Volve?’ I say, speaking over her because I don’t need to hear the end of that. ‘Who needs romance dating apps when you’re matchmaking, eh?’

      ‘I can’t help it that I’m good.’

      ‘You also can’t help being a little crazy.’ Leaning forward, I tap my index fingers between her brows. ‘Maybe Aunt Polly dropped you on the head when you were a baby.’

      ‘By that logic, maybe your mum dropped you on your face.’

      ‘Harsh, Heth. Harsh.’

      ‘Says the girl who just called me stupid.’

      ‘You’re not stupid. I know because your mother had you tested.’ Her gaze narrows, but she knows I’m only playing even if, as a child, she was tested for all kinds of things. But maybe she doesn’t realise I’m kidding as her mouth forms an unhappy moue.

      ‘I have ADHD. I’m not stupid.’

      ‘Heth, of course you’re not stupid! If it’s any consolation, I totally am at the minute. And I seem to have borrowed the attention deficit bit from you. I can barely concentrate.’

      ‘No, it doesn’t help actually.’ Her response appears to be the beginning of a snit.

      ‘Oh, come on. Please don’t get grumpy. You know you’re a proper smarty-pants, so you don’t need me to tell you. But clever or not, you’re wrong about . . . about what you’re talking about. There’s no romance between him and me. Also, never refer to him as my lover again. This isn’t a soft porn film.’

      He’s not my lover, even if the sex is great. There’s no love between us, even if he keeps saying he wants to look after me. Because he’s a good human who wants the best for his child. But back to my original point, I’d be mad—I’d be the stupid one, the crazy one—to read too much into this.

      Because we’re unsuited on so many levels.

      ‘Is he Voldemort now? He who shall not be named?’ she utters in a deep tone. When I open my mouth to answer, she just talks over me. ‘So, according to you, he sends you multiple daily dick pics and not sappy love notes?’

      ‘What?’ My gaze darts to the kitchen to where Jorge is probably stuffing his face with chocolate biscuits. It’s not even eleven o’clock, and that’s his third trip. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. And keep your voice down.’

      ‘Why? Give it a couple of months and people will know a certain someone hasn’t just been sending you cock shots, but that he’s also been giving you shots from his cock.’ She takes the opportunity of an empty office to mime some kind of unpleasant groin explosion.

      ‘Just stop.’ The note of pleading in my tone earns me a frown. ‘I just. I just don’t want people judging me, all right?’

      ‘That sounds suspiciously like you’re not planning on telling anyone, which is ridiculous because you’re going to look pregnant soon, on account of the fact that you are pregnant. And then a few months later, you’re going to have a baby. And that you won’t be able to explain away. Babies aren’t a cool accessory you pick up in a sale.’

      ‘Do you think I don’t know that?’ I sort of hiss. ‘I’m the one whose insides become their outsides twice a day because of the parasitic little thing.’

      Heather’s face falls, and I immediately feel guilty—for her and for the candy-sized baby I’m carrying. I resist the urge to cover my flat stomach with my hand as though to ease my harsh words.

      ‘Sorry.’ I’m not sure if my apology was for Heather or for baby Haribo. Not that it matters as neither party acknowledges it. ‘Stop looking at me like that. It’s not like it can hear.’

      ‘How do you know?’

      ‘Because it’s too early. It doesn’t have limbs yet, let alone ears.’ It’s been a while since I sat in a biology class, but I seem to remember that’s probably the case. Probably. I really need to borrow those books. ‘I know I probably sound like a bitch, but I don’t mean to. But right now, I just feel like I’m a bloody host. I vomit on demand, smells are starting to make me feel ill, and just this morning, when I woke up, I was desperate to eat baked beans for breakfast.’

      ‘But you hate baked beans.’

      ‘I know!’ I cry, throwing my hands up in the air. ‘They’re illuminous orange and disgusting, yet I ate them cold. Out of a can. With a slice of white bread slathered in butter. And I hated every mouthful I chewed, yet every mouthful seemed to settle something inside me.’

      ‘Can I have your Michael Kors skirt?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Clearly, it’s going to be out of fashion before you fit back into it. Butter, white bread, pregnancy.’

      ‘If you’re trying to make me cry, you’re too late. I already did that when I made a floor cloth of it after I caught it in the hinge of a dog door.’

      ‘The night of conception.’ She waggles her eyebrows like a cartoon villain. ‘You’ll have to call it Michael, or Michela, in honour.’

      ‘We’re not talking about this. And I am going to tell people.’ I reach out and begin to straighten the pens and pencils in my For Fox Sakes mug. ‘I told Mum already.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I assumed you already knew.’ I thought Aunt Lou would be the first person she’d called.

      ‘So now I officially know, right? When Mum corners me sometime later today, or whenever, I don’t have to plead ignorance.’

      ‘Fine. But the barest of details. I didn’t tell Mum James is loaded.’ Or older. Or that I’m trying very hard not to fall for him.

      ‘Did you tell her he’s drop-dead gorgeous?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Hung like a horse?’

      ‘Eww. What kind of person discusses this stuff with their mother?’

      ‘Me—not voluntarily, though.’

      ‘Poor Heth. But it could be worse. Instead of free love, your parents could be practicing free hate. Like my lot.’

      ‘When are you going to tell Olivia?’

      ‘At twelve weeks. I’ll tell everyone who needs to know then. Twelve weeks seem to be the sweet spot for these things. And please don’t mention it to her before then.’ Pulling out an E-Volve branded pencil, I brandish it in her direction.

      ‘Jeez, okay. You know I won’t. But you must admit, it’s better that I told him when I did.’ She taps the back of my phone. ‘Because when he sends you . . . whatever it is he sends you,’ in response to me rolling my eyes, her voice becomes a little more forceful, ‘you actually smile.’

      ‘I smile other times,’ I retort with another fake smile.

      ‘I think I’d prefer it if you did have wind.’
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      ‘Another drink?’

      We’re at Mortcombs again but inside this time. It’s too cold and wet today to sit out.

      ‘Sure.’ I barely glance up at Griffin, my gaze falling to my phone again, having just enquired what Miranda’s plans are for the evening. Since the ultrasound, I’m happy to say I see her most days, though it’s during the night more often than during the day, not that I’m complaining. But I have made voluble my complaints with regards to her pet-sitting position.

      ‘Are you willing her to answer?’ I ignore Beckett’s tone. We haven’t spoken of Miranda since the day I called and asked about her.

      ‘Who?’ Griff is like a shark sensing blood in the water. ‘Who are you fucking? Is it that model?’

      ‘Isn’t it always a model?’ Beckett interjects in that infuriating drawl. Though I’ll credit him as not supplying Griff with further ammunition. Just as he kept Olivia away from out little group, I’ll do the same with Miranda.

      Perhaps we’re just greedy and keeping them to ourselves.

      ‘What was her name again?’

      ‘I don’t know who you’re talking about,’ I reply evenly.

      ‘Yeah, you do. You were in the social section of one of the local rags—one of the newspapers.’

      ‘Why, Griffin. I never pegged you as a devotee of the social sections. How quaint.’

      ‘Get fucked, you,’ he retorts, sending Beckett a derisive grin. Because somehow, quaint sounded more like deplorable. ‘I’m not looking to make connections with anyone but the gorgeous and almost divorced.’

      ‘A public service, no doubt. You’re like the human version one of those wide-mouthed whales, sucking up the flotsam and jetsam of the world.’

      ‘Thank you, Beckett. But I don’t suck clients. Often,’ he adds with that grin again. ‘But come on.’ He turns his attention back to me. ‘What was her name again? I want to say it was a name that sounded like an animal.’

      ‘She should be right up your alley, then.’ Neither of us pays Beckett’s muttering any attention as he picks up his broadsheet newspaper, opening it with an annoyed flourish. Or perhaps an annoying flourish.

      ‘You’re the only animal I know.’ My phone vibrates with a text. He means Giselle, of course. I wonder how she’s still window-shopping in anticipation of her divorce settlement? I should give her a call. She might be interested in a preshow viewing of the Kenyan photorealism showing I have coming up. Or maybe I won’t call her at all. Last time I tried to sell her something, she roped me into going to an event, and a more boring night I’ve never had.

      Just on my way out of the office for an hour. Same place as last night. Will call you soon x

      Miranda. She’s as graceful as any gazelle and has the same attractive doe-like gaze, but her temperament is closer to that of a donkey. The woman is as gorgeous as she is both infuriatingly independent and mulishly determined to continue refusing my help. But I stay the course and continue to chip away at her walls. It’s hardly surprising she’s built them so high given her experiences and role models. But I persevere, quite happily usually, though it is tiresome never quite knowing whether I’ll be sleeping in my own bed or some stranger’s bed from day to day.

      It’s a little like backpacking all over again.

      But I have a plan. It’s not a very nice one, but sometimes good medicine tastes bitter. And there’s usually something nicer that follows to take away the taste. I certainly intend there to be so. But she can’t continue like this—she needs to set down some roots. According to the assemblage of literature I’ve collected, at some point during the last few weeks of her pregnancy, she’ll slave to the biological need to nest in preparation for the arrival of the baby. I know she’s not keen on reading up on her pregnancy, referring to the books as horror stories, but perhaps she ought to. Because then, she might realise she doesn’t have a nest to bloody nest in!

      If I had to title a show featuring my life, currently the most apt would be Sex in the Suburbs. We’ve screwed in a cottage in Camden, a villa in Maida Vale, and over a sofa in South Kensington. We’ve had sex with a poodle staring, had a Bichon bark and leave the room in a cloud of disgust, and I’ve even fought off a Labrador when it tried to hump me as I humped the lovely Miranda. And quite frankly, I’m done.

      Except it looks like tonight, I’ll be back to a tiny flat in Marylebone with two rabbits the size of overgrown corgis.

      Perhaps I’ve judged Beckett too harshly for his own machinations when I have some of my own.

      The waiter arrives, drinks are ordered, and we each turn to our respective thoughts for a while.

      ‘“There exists”,’ Griffin begins, in his best orator’s voice, ‘“for everyone a sentence that has the power to destroy you”.’

      ‘Are you waiting for a round of applause?’ I ask. ‘Or perhaps the thump of a gavel and shouts of or-der?’ It sounded like a pronouncement a barrister might make, though if I hadn’t seen him in his wig and gown myself, I probably would believe he was a criminal before I would a criminal barrister.

      ‘No. I just read it in this article,’ he replies equably, tapping the arts section he appears to have pilfered from Beckett’s newspaper. ‘Do you think that’s true?’

      ‘Who said it?’

      ‘I did,’ Griff retorts idiotically.

      ‘Philip K. Dick, I believe.’ Beckett’s reply comes from behind his newspaper.

      ‘Which sentence is it for you?’

      ‘I don’t know. Talisker has gone out of business?’

      ‘Good one. Same as the Guinness factory has burned down.’

      ‘Ass, I don’t drink Guinness, so that wouldn’t be an issue. What about you?’ I ask, turning the question back to him.

      ‘Your brother was better in bed.’

      ‘That’s not soul destroying. It might true—’

      ‘Fuck off!’

      ‘Or not nice, but it’s hardly the kind of thing that would make you want to lie down and never get back up again.’

      ‘You don’t know how much I hate him. But that would never happen because his would be is it in yet. He’s probably heard that one already.’

      ‘It’s not the size of the boat but the motion in—’

      ‘Yeah, okay, tripod.’

      What can I say? Rugby games and communal changing rooms don’t make for secrets.

      ‘But seriously, mine would be something like the defendant is hereby sentenced to a maximum term of . . . ’ He visibly shudders. ‘Grim places, prison. I think I’d rather be hung.’

      ‘Hanged.’ I know what’s coming next before it even does.

      ‘I know what I meant. And if I’m going to prison, I want to be the big guy on top.’

      ‘Prison isn’t meant to be holiday camp,’ Beckett retorts, ignoring the rest. The paper lowers like a flag. He then folds it in a crisp and concise motion. ‘I never loved you.’

      ‘Whoa. That took a dark turn.’ Griff frowns discomforted, but Beckett’s expression doesn’t flicker.

      ‘Dark was my mother’s maiden name. Or perhaps it should’ve been. Anyway, she’s under the ground, and I’m on top of it.’

      I never met Beckett’s parents, but I know he didn’t have the best of childhoods. It seems I underestimated just how awful it was.

      ‘Well, if we’re baring our souls here’—Griff throws back a mouthful of beer—‘the baby’s yours would be right up there.’ He shivers, whether feigned or real, I can’t be sure. ‘So apart from the whisky company going bust, what about you?’

      You’re not the one.

      But I won’t voice either because they aren’t factual. The truth isn’t in what Miranda says but rather in what she doesn’t say. It’s in her behaviour. The way she shields herself from me, and in the way she thinks she must protect herself and our child against her heart being broken. It’s in the way she responds to my touch, and in her soft smiles in the sunshine and her whispered confessions in the dark. She might not know it yet, but she loves me. I see it. I feel it. I know it. And I’ll wait for the truth to dawn on her.

      Meanwhile, I’m not baring my soul to these fuckers. But I will share my news, sort of anonymously. I could argue sharing our news brings Miranda into focus. Telling my news keeps her protected somewhat.

      Reaching into my back pocket, I pull out my wallet while the pair look on.

      ‘He’s going to demonstrate it for us.’ Griff’s hand taps the table in quick succession, clearly enamoured by his own mirth. ‘The thing that frightens him the most? It’s your round.’

      I pull the ultrasound image from my wallet carefully, smoothing the crease between my fingers. Griff’s laughter stops immediately as though a television program switched off midsentence. I place the shiny paper on the table and run my finger over the edges, careful not to make it look any more careworn than it currently is. Both men lean forward in their chairs, staring down at the thing, apparently mute with shock. Or perhaps sensible enough to keep their opinions to themselves. I watch their reactions, rather than look at it again, familiar with what I’ll see. A black background. The grey ghostly arc. The tiny jellybean smudge that is my child.

      ‘Big foreheads don’t run in the family, by the way. He’s just developing a big brain.’ According to the maternity manuals I’ve collected, in this image, he’s currently working on defining all kinds of body parts. Ears, lips, nose, arms, and legs. Bones and heart valves.

      A heart when he already has mine.

      ‘Fuck me.’ Griff leans closer as though not quite believing his own eyes.

      ‘No, thanks. My swimmers are, apparently, potent. And impervious to latex. I wouldn’t like to get you pregnant, too.’

      ‘I’d screw you over child support,’ Griff mutters. I make to move the image, to secret it away, when my heart pinches.

      Fuck. How did I forget the text printed there?

      Notes. Measurements. Plus, three pertinent details I hadn’t sought to share.

      Miranda Henry.

      Aug 29

      8w3d

      If Griff notices, he doesn’t say, not that her name would mean anything to him. Beckett, on the other hand, sees it fucking all. Thankfully, he says nothing. At least not right now.

      ‘Your shout.’ Griff rubs his hands together gleefully, his shoulders almost around his ears.

      ‘And you’ve decided that how?’

      ‘To wet the baby’s massively big forehead.’

      I’m not going to repeat myself. There really wouldn’t be any point.

      ‘Try not to be so ridiculous,’ Beckett intones, speaking for the first time since my big reveal. ‘The tradition relates to the birth of the child, not the conception.’

      ‘I don’t know. Harry here looks pretty happy. I think we should at least drink to that.’

      And as the waiter passes just at that moment, Griff orders a bottle of vintage champagne. For my tab, of course.
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      ‘Hey, you missed the hot courier earlier.’

      Olivia’s teasing tone greets me as I stand on the threshold, shaking out my wet coat. I’ve been to check out the florist this morning after he’d called and said he was having trouble sourcing the shade of cabbage rose I’d ordered for Olivia’s bouquet. I shiver a little because it’s almost as though autumn has arrived overnight, bringing the rain with it as my mind reels with cold weather contingency plans. Who on earth thought getting married outdoors in England during the last week of September was a good idea? September certainly can be very pretty, all sunshine and golden leaves, but it can equally be awful; soggy, grey, and cloudy. It’s a good job they’re getting married in their own garden because if it’s too windy for the marquee I’ve ordered, at least they have a mansion to use.

      I’m going to need to get a new winter coat. Something roomy with space to grow, I consider, hanging it up.

      ‘Didn’t you hear me? The hot courier was asking after you—the one with the tattoos.’

      ‘That’s nice.’ I smooth the wet strands from my face, shooting her a disinterested smile as I make my way to my desk.

      ‘Nice? The man is hot! And he’s hot for you.’

      ‘Eh.’ My expression scrunches as I slide into my seat. ‘I’m not interested.’

      ‘Help me out here, Heather. He asks questions about Mir every time he visits, doesn’t he?’ Both our gazes glide Heather’s way, Olivia’s seeking an ally, mine delivering a warning.

      ‘Some of us are too busy and too wise to get involved,’ she mutters before looking up. ‘Although, if he’s looking for romance, he’s come to the right place.’ My stomach tightens then relaxes as she adds, ‘We should sell him a subscription.’

      Olivia smiles as though this is the best of ideas. ‘Yeah, you might pull him up as a match.’

      Or she might get one of the boffins upstairs to force it from the backend. That’s not as dirty as it sounds, by the way. Still, I need to put a stop to this. I know we’re in the business of romance, but matchmaking in the office is a step too far.

      ‘I’m sort of seeing someone,’ I murmur nonchalantly as I wiggle my computer mouse, my screen flickering to life.

      ‘You are a dark horse, miss lady. Why didn’t you say something earlier?’

      I shrug shortly. ‘It’s new.’

      Olivia nods as though she gets what I’m saying, even if what I’ve just implied isn’t true. Are James and I new? Yes and no. Ten weeks and counting, according to my pregnancy tracker. But you might say our relationship is on an accelerated track in some ways. Or you might say we’re not in a relationship at all.

      A sexual relationship, yes.

      A relationship of respect and trust.

      But a romantic relationship? Nope.

      I like James. I like him way more than I should. I might even love him if I could allow myself. Take away the issue of money and the differences in our ages, and we might almost have been made for each other. We get on well. Really well. We both like classic British film, my favourite being the black comedies like The Ladykillers, while his tastes lean more toward thrillers and The 39 Steps. We both believe in the restorative properties of a bacon sandwich smothered in Heinz tomato sauce as the perfect hangover cure, not that I’ll be having one of those for a while, and we both agree that dogs are far superior pets to cats.

      He’s gorgeous, has impeccable taste in clothing, and what he’s packing in the Coke can stakes is quite enormous. Add in his magical tongue and the fact that he’s also been an exquisite reminder of just how one human should treat another, and he’s almost perfect. I could go on because he’s smart and he’s charming, kind and funny, and when I’m feeling fearful, he tells me I’m amazing and that I’ll be the yummiest of mummies. He loves his father, and he loves ice cream, and he loves the idea of being a father himself—but despite all these things, I just can’t let my heart take that final leap.

      Even if I want to.

      Sorry, Haribo. But I’m doing this for us both.

      ‘That is a very pensive look. Penny for them?’

      ‘Sorry?’ Coming back from my tangled thoughts, I meet Oliva’s gaze with a bright and probably vacant smile.

      ‘I said a penny for your thoughts.’

      I contemplate how radiant Olivia looks in her navy blue woollen dress. Her hair is sleek, and her knee-length brown leather boots are super shiny. I think fashion is what I like best about autumn. Or maybe crunching through leaves. Actually, I think I like the crisp mornings best. As well a new coat, I’m going to need some new clothes. Baggy jumpers. Warm leggings. Maybe a pair of chunky, funky boots.

      Pregnancy doesn’t mean I have to be mumsy.

      ‘There she goes again.’ I turn back just in time to see Olivia’s exasperated reaction.

      ‘My thoughts are worth way more than a penny, especially when I’m thinking about your wedding. It’s not easy, you know,’ I add, my tone slightly aggrieved. ‘Most people take years to plan a wedding.’

      ‘Why do I feel like I’m being managed? I get enough of this at home, you know.’

      ‘Ha. As if anyone could manage you.’

      ‘It doesn’t stop Beckett from trying, let me tell you.’

      ‘Something tells me you enjoy trying each other. Hang on, I didn’t mean it that way.’

      ‘Oh no, I get it,’ she agrees. ‘I also get that you’re trying to distract me from your news. You want me to dig? No need. You know Heather can’t keep a secret.’

      Both of our attentions turn to Heather again, who appears not to have heard. Or maybe she only appears that way to Olivia because, hunched over her laptop, I still register her flinch.

      But no. She wouldn’t squeal. The girl is a vault.

      ‘You don’t believe me? Heather let it slip last week that you have a beau.’

      ‘I didn’t realise we’d slipped back in time. I have a beau, do I, Heth?’

      But beau sounds better than baby daddy or pregnancy fuck buddy, my mind supplies. I push away the thought as I turn my head again, this time like a turret on a tank. I think my smile must be just as frightening.

      ‘Nooo.’ Heather draws out her response over a dozen syllables. ‘I did not. But good try, Ols.’ She sends her a wink. ‘I know better than to get involved in this discussion.’ She sits straighter, and adds, ‘Just think of me as the embodiment of the three wise monkeys. I see, hear, and speak not at all.’

      Good.

      ‘If you must know what I was thinking about,’ I say, my words directed towards Olivia. ‘I was thinking that we could add some metallic accents to the teal. A little copper and gold, nothing too tinny.’

      This time, Olivia’s expression changes, clouding with what I’m calling the wedding wow. I’ve never seen her as happy as she’s been lately. It’s as though she’s suddenly fully embraced being married. And while she’s happy, more like ecstatic, to hear about my plans for the day—the colours, the catering, the contingency plans for an autumnal wedding in rainy old England—she’s also happy to leave the planning to me. Which I’m loving. And loving getting paid for.

      I might have a flat before much longer.

      ‘Copper would be gorgeous with teal,’ Heather agrees, happy to help in moving Olivia along from the topic of my love life. ‘You can add some subtle touches to the tables, maybe gold shoes, if you haven’t bought them yet.’ The pair begin to talk shoes as my phone buzzes with a text.

      I believe I left something at your house last night.

      My house? My thumbs fly over the screen of my phone as a warm glow heats my chest. You mean Muffy and Buffy, the house rabbits?

      Rabbits? I thought they were strange looking fluffy dogs.

      Nope, giant Angora rabbits. The size of small dogs, but still.

      That would explain a lot. Anyway, getting back to the thing I left there.

      I hope you haven’t left anything there, I type back. My week is up. The owners are back this evening; bunny services no longer required.

      Because I’m not supposed to have overnight guests, before we left, I’d fed and locked away the bunnies in their room, popped the sheets from the guest bed into the washing machine, thrown last night’s pizza box and wine bottle into the recycling, before doing one last sweep of the house for evidence—I mean, belongings. Then James had thrown my little suitcase in the back of my car just as his driver, turned up ready to whisk him off to wherever.

      And that’s it. The keys were popped through the letterbox, never for me to return.

      Or until next time the couple goes on holiday.

      How does he not remember this?

      Play along, darling girl.

      I try and fail to curtail my smile as I type out my answer. Oh, dear. What did you leave, oh, gorgeous one?

      I appear to have left a blow job on your sofa. I was wondering if it’d be all right to come over this evening to collect it?

      Chancer, I respond, actually biting my lip to restrain my smile now.

      That’s actually my middle name.

      Really? Do you mean Chance? It seems unlikely.

      Near enough. It’s Charles. About this blow job . . .

      Ah, about that. I lack a sofa for you to receive your blow job on.

      There’s a pause when I just know he’s thinking about asking me to come over to his. Then the little blue bubbles appear.

      How about I buy a goldfish and pay you to come and look after it?

      Pay me to look after it? Or look after you? I type out, wondering if he’s really joking. Or just really dense when it comes to this sort of thing.

      You look after it. I’ll look after you.

      That still sounds a little too service orientated for my tastes.

      Really? When you’re the one getting serviced? And by serviced, I mean fucked. Really rather well.

      And you’re going to PAY me for my inconvenience?

      Ah. I see. Would you do it for free?

      I’m not moving in with you. I will, however, come over and help you look for your blow job later. First, I have to go into the pet-sitting offices.

      ‘Teal is also a beautiful jewel colour,’ I hear Olivia say. ‘And it goes with most skin tones.’

      ‘Hmm.’ Heather’s response is less than enthusiastic as she approaches wedding information critical mass.

      Any idea what for?

      Nope. I just got a text.

      GTG, I respond. Shall I grab something for dinner on the way over?

      No need. Sandy has made food. Chicken pasta something or other. Is that okay for you?

      Perfect. Perfectly weird that the woman who looks after his house has left him dinner. Almost like he’s planned to get me over there. See you around seven.

      I can’t wait to get my hands on you, even though I don’t know what GTO means. Go to Oban? Is that the same as get tae fuck? That’s Scots for go forth and multiply.

      I can’t answer you, I respond. I’ve already gone.

      I almost end the conversation with love you, but that would be absurd.

      ‘And she would have us believe she doesn’t have a boyfriend.’

      I lock the screen on my phone and place it down, giving myself a moment to school my expression.

      ‘It was my mum.’

      ‘Ha. You’re such a bad liar,’ Olivia replies, tapping her phone against her thigh. ‘The worst liar ever. You know what I think? You should bring him to the wedding.’

      ‘What?’ Jinx. Heather and I say the same thing at the same time. But while my answer sounds deep and sort of masculine—and loud—Heather’s is gurgling with laughter.

      ‘Okay . . .’ Olivia draws the word out over a dozen syllables. ‘That was weird.’

      ‘Ha!’ I cough and pat my hand against my chest. ‘I’ve got a frog in my throat.’

      ‘Frog? It sounds like you’ve swallowed a man.’

      ‘She probably has,’ Heather mutters under her breath, causing me to shoot her a look. A look that approximately says I will end you if you utter another word. Yet she still has another word to utter. ‘And I’d say recently.’

      ‘Oh, a mystery man. Say you’ll bring him to the wedding.’

      ‘We’ll see.’ He’ll be there. I’ll be there. But we won’t be there together. ‘Oh, before I forget,’ I add, cutting off her next enquiry, ‘did I show you the metallic additions on the mood board?’

      Olivia’s like a magpie for shiny wedding things. I was going to rescue Heather from more wedding talk, but now I think I’ll make her suffer.

      Because payback, like a cousin, can be a bitch.
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      ‘I’ve been sacked.’ Miranda drops heavily onto the Gio Ponti sofa, discarding her purse to the floor.

      ‘You’ve been what?’

      ‘Sacked. Fired. Given the big E. Dismissed!’

      ‘Whatever for?’ I’d never win an Oscar but I’m certain my reaction is convincing enough for my current audience. Particularly as she isn’t looking at me.

      ‘The flat with the rabbits? They had a nanny cam.’ Elbows on her knees, she drops her head to her hands. ‘Who the hell uses a nanny cam to spy on the pet sitter!’ she cries, raising her head again. ‘Who?’

      ‘Overly cautious people?’ I suggest mildly.

      ‘Or bloody idiots,’ she retorts.

      ‘Or people who enjoy watching their pets play while they’re on holiday?’ At least, that’s what they’d told me when I called around to their flat yesterday.

      ‘Don’t stick up for them. They got me fired!’

      ‘I’m sorry. This is clearly my fault for being there.’ Even if it was at her behest. Her behest and my pleasure. But that’s not the issue here.

      ‘You’re not the one who “signed a legally binding agreement” to say they wouldn’t have “friends over” to the places I was “paid to stay,” apparently.’ Who knew finger quotes could be so vicious? ‘And the agency is “doing me a favour” paying me for this month because I broke the “sacred contract.” ’

      You bet they’re paying her, the trouble I went to and the amount I paid to have this happen—for the bunny owners to lodge a complaint. I’d have gone direct to the agency if I thought it would’ve helped. But a pair of teachers were easier to deal with than a company, no matter how small. Easier to manipulate, you might say.

      ‘They were so condescending, James. And this from a couple who work out of their garage. I mean, their office is in their garage! Urgh!’

      ‘It’s over now.’ Thankfully, for both of us.

      ‘Do you know, she said I’m only getting paid for the month because the rabbit’s owners said they could see I was very sweet to their pets and obviously an animal lover.’

      ‘Hmm.’ Nothing to do with the fact that I offered them money to say so—because it’s true—while they lodged their complaint. Of course, I also explained my predicament. Somewhat. I’d said hat my girlfriend was pregnant and that I was afraid she was overtaxing herself working two jobs. That I couldn’t get her to listen to sense because she because she didn’t want to let the agency down as their most experienced pet sitter . . . Always putting people first, my lovely girl.

      So I may have laid it on a little thick. But I could hardly tell them Miranda wasn’t actually my girlfriend but the woman carrying my child who I was trying to get to commit to me in one way or another. Anyway, I get the impression the pair would’ve provided her with an alibi for murder for the amount of money I’d offered them.

      So, onto stage two of my not-so nefarious plan.

      More despicable-lite.

      ‘I’m so sorry,’ I say taking a seat next to her on the high-backed sofa, which was bought more as an investment than for comfort. I take her hands in mine and rub my thumbs over her knuckles. ‘Your hands are so cold.’

      She sniffs as though reminded of the temperature outside. She’s not . . . crying, is she? I duck my head. Her lashes are lowered demurely. And wet.

      ‘Oh, Miranda.’ Her name almost bleeds from my chest as a knot of something unfamiliar tightens in the pit of my gut. I didn’t think for one minute she’d be this kind of upset—disappointed and dejected. I’d expected her to be incensed, raging mad!

      ‘I’m so sorry.’

      ‘You keep saying that.’ Her words have a watery quality to them as I pull her to my chest, pressing my lips to her head. ‘But it’s not your fault.’

      Except it is. But I can’t say so. I need to stop this remorseful outpouring. Anyone would think I’d picked up a bunch of apologies on special offer from some internet site. Apologies! Apologies for every-fucking-one!

      Except I’m not sorry at all. Not really. This was an intervention!

      Maybe if I keep saying so, I’ll believe it at some point.

      Fuck, her stoic tears feel like they’re tearing something inside of me.

      ‘I’m sure something else will come along,’ I murmur softly, rubbing equally soft circles on her back.

      ‘Will it though? I’ve never been sacked before. They won’t give me a reference, and it’s not like I can go and work in a pub or a restaurant because I’ll be as big as a house in a couple of months.’ Too bloody right she’s not working in a bar or serving plates of ceviche in a bistro somewhere. Big or not, the point is moot. ‘Pet sitting was easy,’ she adds with a sniffle. ‘Inconvenient, yes.’ I second that. Bloody inconvenient. ‘But relatively stress free. Where else am I going to get paid to cuddle up on the sofa with you?’

      ‘I can always get that goldfish.’

      She smiles sadly and I have to remind myself I’m doing this for us both—for the three of us. What started in the bedroom, or the dog door more likely, has bled through both our walls. But her walls have always been a little taller than mine, a little tougher to break through.

      My actions are kind of like bringing in a demolition crew.

      Her face is cold. Thanks to the evening chill, but her lips are warm as I press my mouth to hers.

      ‘It’ll all work out.’ I promise.

      She pulls back, rubbing the back of her hand under her nose. ‘How am I ever going to be able to afford to move out now?’ All will be revealed in good time. ‘Seriously, I thought I was going to start hyperventilating when the estate agent called and started reeling off the prices of what he has available. Olivia has already given me half of the fee we agreed on. I won’t get the rest until after next week.’

      ‘Ah, the big day looms.’ Maybe she’ll let me take her as my date. Or maybe the pack of bacon I have in the fridge will sprout wings and take to the air before then. ‘Let’s go and eat. You’ll feel better with a full stomach. Bad choice of words?’

      ‘You might say that. Anyway,’ she adds dismissively, ‘I couldn’t think about eating right now.’ With a groan, she falls forward, pressing her head to my chest again. ‘Don’t let me keep you from your dinner.’

      ‘I’m not eating alone. But I might have just the thing to cheer you up.’

      She pulls back, taking my face in her hands. The whites of her eyes are a little red, and the skin underneath looks almost bruised. But she’s smiling, at least, even if it is a tiny wry looking thing. ‘I’m sorry to say I’m not in the mood for penis.’

      ‘It was worth a try.’ Her shoulder shake with an almost silent chuckle. ‘And while penis is always good for a little mood lift, I actually had something else in mind.’

      Before she has a chance to ask, I’m up from the sofa and pulling the brochure from the mantlepiece, something I’d printed off from the real estate agents website this afternoon. I also pick up a small early Sarah Lucas sculpture from a side table as I make my way back to sit next to her once more. Miranda gaze is circumspect as I slide the brochure out of sight for now to the cushion behind me.

      ‘I’ve never been sure if this is what I think it is.’ She trails a finger along the bronzed length of the sculpture.

      ‘What do you think it is?’

      ‘Well, it looks like a penis, but it seems to have boobs.’

      ‘It is quite an androgynous piece,’ I agree lifting the piece between us as though examining it myself. ‘I always thought there was something a little Matisse about the composition.’

      ‘I wouldn’t know.’

      ‘You don’t need to. Most people are only interested in what it’s worth.’ The art of art is dead? I wouldn’t say so, but most buyers are only interested in art for investment purposes. ‘But for the purpose of this exercise, this is just a talking piece, or talking stick if you like.’

      ‘Okay.’ Her reply is a little wary. ‘I am pleased it can’t talk. I’d be a little frightened about what it might say.’

      ‘I’m sure whatever it would say, it couldn’t be as bad as what the nanny cam repeated, especially if it was repeating me.’

      A ripple of amusement crosses her face.

      ‘Thankfully, the camera was in the rabbit’s room, not anywhere else.’ Yes, the rabbits had their own room. ‘But I must admit that was my first concern. I’d hate to think we had an inadvertent sex tape floating around the internet.’

      ‘Yes, that kind of thing is much more dangerous than porn watched on a flat screen mirror.’ At the mention of this, she drops her head, her hair shielding her face like a pair of drapes. ‘I can’t believe you’d bring that back up at a time like this,’ she mumbles.

      ‘Bring it up? It’s practically the first thing I think of when I open my eyes in the morning. And let me tell you, it certainly brings me up in record time.’

      ‘Oh, the innuendo,’ she protests, red cheeked as her head comes up again as she treats me to a gimlet stare. ‘Such filth and lies; I know for a fact you don’t need any encouragement in the morning.’

      ‘Not when you’re with me, I don’t.’

      This conversation is going our usual way. Banter and silliness that eventually leads to the bedroom, and I’m fine with that ordinarily. But right now, we need to have this conversation. I’ve laid the groundwork. Now it’s time to bring the dynamite. I didn’t take time out of my day to go and speak with a couple of strangers to let this moment fade.

      ‘The talking piece,’ I repeat, my voice a little more forthright as I grasp the sculpture in the middle of its turgid length. ‘Whoever holds it—’

      ‘They’re lucky? Giving, not taking?’

      ‘Whoever holds it talks. The other person keeps quiet. Got it?’

      ‘Oh, you’re so masterful.’

      ‘Stop pretending you don’t love me for it.’ Her mouth opens with a sharp intake of breath before she closes it again with a snap. While her words go unspoken. I hear them anyway.

      I love it.

      I love you.

      I love your penis.

      Any of those would be a step in the right direction.

      ‘I have it.’ I brandish the piece in her direction. ‘So I talk. Ready?’ She nods. ‘This week, I bought something for the baby. Ah-ah, you don’t have the talking stick so you can’t respond.’ But you can look at me with that small swell of pleasure, particularly as I sense it won’t last very long. ‘I bought this.’ Reaching behind me, I bring the printed brochure between us, placing it in her hands.

      ‘What—’

      ‘My turn to talk still. Maybe I should’ve gone with a forfeit,’ I mutter as her gaze falls to the paper as she begins to read.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            31

          

          
            James

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        BELGRAVE MEWS SOUTH

      

        

      
        A tastefully refurbished three storey mews house in a cobbled lane with exceptionally large reception rooms and master bedroom. An unusually light house with three ensuite bedrooms, complete with . . .

      

      

      

      ‘It has a book nook,’ I declare, unable to help myself. ‘And original wainscot panelling. And a working fireplace. High end finishes; Miele appliances, marble and bespoke cabinetry. And it’s within walking distance to my place. And it’s pink. Just look at the place—it’s as cute as a button.’ Only she’s not looking at it. She’s looking at me. Or glaring might be a better description. ‘And a terrace,’ I add, still reciting the ad copy. ‘And it’s in a very pretty cobblestoned lane . . .’

      Suddenly, Miranda reaches out, snatching the sculpture out of my hand.

      ‘You’ve bought this place already?’ I nod. ‘Without waiting to speak with me about it?’

      Try as I might, I can’t help the rise of my eyebrows or the way my lips curl up at the corners. Angry Miranda is so fucking pretty. And fiercely cute. And I understand completely now what she said about Beckett and Olivia and the benefits of making up after an argument. One can but hope.

      ‘Well?’

      I shrug. Then I nod, because it appears my gosh-shucks shrug wasn’t a clear statement.

      ‘I can’t believe you would do this,’ she murmurs, her voice dangerously low. ‘I already said no.’

      Now that utterance was at a higher volume. I hope she’ll excuse me as I snatch the penis out of her hand.

      ‘Hey!’

      ‘My turn. You said I couldn’t buy you a house. You also said I couldn’t help you find somewhere to live, in any capacity. You didn’t want my input, you wouldn’t countenance living in one of my properties, and you were positively obstreperous when I recommended you speak with my property agent. You won’t let me help you financially. In fact, I bet you wouldn’t let me help you pitch a bloody tent!’

      ‘But—’

      ‘Ah! No cock, no talk. I haven’t bought you a house. I’ve bought Harry the Haribo one. And when he’s born—’

      ‘Or she.’

      ‘Shush, woman! When our child is born, I’ll transfer the deed into his or her name. And you will be responsible for keeping the investment for him. Or her. What you do with it is up to you. You can live in it with Harry, or you can rent it out and use the income to help pay your own rent. Or mortgage. Whichever. Though, quite frankly, that seems a little ridiculous when this place is perfect. There are parklands and excellent schooling nearby, and it’s pink for goodness sakes!’

      ‘I can’t take it.’ Her expression firms as she leans over, placing her hand on the penis head. The head, not my head. ‘I can’t, James.’

      ‘I’m not giving it to you. I’m just entrusting it to you for our child. Stop being so bloody pig headed. You need somewhere to live. Some sort of permanence. Somewhere you can nest.’

      ‘I’m not a bird.’ This time, she doesn’t even bother touching my dick.

      The dick, I mean. I set it down on the coffee table, then sit back with a sigh.

      ‘We can’t keep on like this. And I’m a little tired of being treated like your own personal travel sex toy.’ Now there’s a sentence I never thought I’d ever utter. Do travel toys come in regular sizes, or only small ones, I wonder? Not that it matters. Have penis, will travel for this women, despite my currently much aggrieved tone.

      ‘I don’t treat you like . . . like . . . badly.’

      ‘Like a vibrator? Perhaps not intentionally, but if I want to see you, I’m at the whim of your job, and you don’t like visiting me here at my home. We hardly go out together, as a couple or not, because you worry we might be spotted. I’m beginning to feel like your dirty little secret.’

      These are our truths unacknowledged until now. Perhaps not even realised until the moment the words launch from my mouth.

      ‘I . . . I know.’ Her shoulders slump as she exhales heavily. And this wasn’t the answer I was expecting. What could be the issue? ‘You and I, we’re—’

      ‘If the end of that sentence is not suited, I’m going to withhold the D. Indefinitely. And I don’t mean the one on the table.’

      ‘I was going to say that we’re getting on well. That we have this huge amount of mutual like going on between us.’ Like. I can work with that. It’s promising. ‘And I enjoy spending time with you. You’re smart and charming and you make me laugh. You make me feel a whole heap of stuff, and a lot of those things I’m feeling are brand new.’ More than promising. I’m feeling confident now. Feeling good. ‘But whether you agree with me or not, we are different. And this is no more apparent than when I step into this house.’

      Annnd, not so good again. ‘I’m not sure I follow.’ It’s just a house. Bricks and mortar and money. An investment. I don’t even spend long enough here to call the place a home. It’s a status symbol erection—a concrete dick!

      ‘You live in a house with two kitchens, James. You have four or five floors? I’m not even sure. There are countless rooms, a gym, and a subterranean pool. There’s art on the walls and fancy furniture,’ she says, throwing out her arm. ‘And you sneer at the mention of Ikea. You have cleaners and gardeners and even someone who comes in weekly to tend to your indoor plants. And your housekeeper dresses nicer than me!’

      ‘That’s not true,’ I reply, running my hand over her knee where the hem of her skirt lies. ‘I’m sure Sandy has nothing as nice as this. In fact, no one has any item of clothing I’m interested in getting under. No one but you.’

      And it’s not just your clothes I want to get under. I want to get under your skin. I want to crawl under your ribs and wrap myself around your heart. Can one touch convey that? One look? Maybe not.

      ‘I feel like this house is a huge fence or a wall; a demarcation line between your world and mine. And when you invite me around for dinner, you don’t pop into Sainsbury’s for a couple of steaks or a pizza, you get Sandy to cook. And she leaves the fridge full of breakfast things which just makes me feel odd.’

      ‘Breakfast is the most important meal of the day, Miranda. And you’ve been so sickly lately I wanted to give you the best start to your day.’ This conversation is asinine. Can’t she hear what I’m saying?

      ‘So have a loaf of bread in the cupboard! You don’t need to provide yoghurt made from goats that live at the base of the Himalayas, goats that are fed on a diet of basil and kale. And homemade granola? Come on, James, I’m sure Sandy has much better things to do with her time than bake oats and nuts.’

      ‘Right. So, no nuts.’

      ‘Are you saying it like that because you think I’m one?’

      No comment. ‘Actually, I’m not finished.’

      ‘Oh, God. What else?’

      ‘Miranda, I want you to move in with me.’
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      ‘You’re funny.’ And either really dumb or really clever. Right now, I’m not sure which.

      ‘If by funny you mean serious, then yes, I am.’

      ‘Don’t buy me a house. You buy me a house—’

      ‘It’s not for you.’

      ‘I say we’re not suited. You ask me to move in!’

      ‘You’re clearly not listening.’

      ‘Oh, I am. My issue is that I don’t understand.’ I push my hands through my hair then let them drop to my lap. ‘Why buy me a house and then ask me to move into this one?’

      ‘Let’s unpack this for a minute. You need to move out of your parents’ house, correct?’

      ‘Yes,’ I answer carefully. The same kind of careful as when, mid-stride, you find yourself about to step in a puddle of rainwater. You’re in such a position that you can’t do anything but carry on and step in it, but you hope it doesn’t soak you right up to the shin.

      ‘And you no longer have the pet sitting job, which means both less income and more time at home.’

      ‘Thank you for the reminder. This is a happy conversation.’

      ‘It’s a necessary one because, if you’ll forgive me for saying so, living at your childhood home is detrimental to your health.’ He’s right, I know he is. I can literally feel my blood pressure rise the minute I step through the door. That can’t be good for our little Haribo.

      ‘But you also have the chance to move into a beautiful chocolate box worthy house.’

      ‘Urgh. Not this again.’

      ‘But this charming abode won’t settle ownership for at least another six weeks. Possibly even eight.’

      ‘So?’

      ‘So you can’t move in until then.’

      ‘Who said I was moving in at all?’

      ‘You will. You’re a bright woman, when all is said and done.’

      ‘Do you think I’m bright, or desperate?

      ‘You want what’s best for the baby,’ he says, ignoring my attitude, ‘and right now, that means doing the best thing for you.’

      My response is a dissatisfied sound that is pure Marge Simpson.

      ‘And here I am, living in this great big house. All alone. With so many empty rooms. And a bed just crying out for you.’

      ‘You seem to have managed quite well on your own so far.’ I sit back, my spine now pressed against the arm of the sofa. ‘

      ‘How do you know what happened before you, well, happened.’

      ‘I suppose you’re going to tell me you cried yourself to sleep alone every night?’

      ‘No. Just like you, I have a past. A past that barely registers. A past that doesn’t matter.’

      ‘Also, did you not just hear me say I don’t like being in your house? That it makes me feel like Cinderella or the chambermaid who the lord and master got up the duff?’

      ‘I’m not even going to dignify that with an answer.’ I’m not surprised. I don’t feel very dignified myself. ‘But if you move in, live here, it’ll become easier. Think of it as exposure therapy.’

      Like spending more time with him in order not to want him? Yes, because that’s already worked out so well. I’m practically repulsed by him. But at least I have another eighteen years to get it right.

      ‘There’s another good reason behind my suggestion.’

      ‘I’m almost afraid to ask.’

      ‘Having you around would, well, help.’

      I shake my head as though shaking away flies from my stagnating brain.

      ‘I’m not sure what you mean by help.’

      ‘I’m not interviewing for someone to push me around in my bathchair, if that’s what you’re worried about.’

      ‘Ha, no. I’m sure someone of your advanced age would want a woman more experienced around for that kind of stuff. You know, someone who at least knows what to do in the event of a stroke.’

      ‘Your stroke action is more than adequate.’

      ‘And that’s why I’m not moving in with you,’ I sort of singsong in response.

      ‘Obviously,’ James adds quickly. ‘I’m not asking you to move in because I expect you to have sex with me all the time.’

      ‘Oh, God. That’s not what I meant—I was just pointing out that your jokes are awful.’

      ‘That’s a relief.’ His sly grin is quick to rise. ‘Because why wouldn’t we have sex at every opportunity. We have so far, right?’

      ‘Yes. And no,’ I add swiftly. ‘Yes, we’ve had sex at every opportunity. But no, I’m not moving in with you. Still.’

      ‘Miranda,’ he draws out my name over a hundred syllables. ‘You’re not listening to me.’

      ‘I am. I promise I am.’

      ‘Give me one good reason why you won’t. Just one.’

      ‘Because skinned knees are easier to mend than broken hearts.’

      His response is in the pinch of his brows and I think for a moment that he finally gets it. That he understands. He sort of deflates before me, his head dipping between his shoulders, clasped hands dropping between his splayed knees.

      ‘Can you think about me for a minute.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Try not to think about yourself. Just for this one moment. Maybe I’m not offering you the Prince Charming experience you seem to think I am. Perhaps I’m thinking about me.’ His head lifts, his gaze almost pinning me in place—pinning me to the arm of the sofa—like a butterfly under a piece of glass. ‘You’re having our child, Miranda, but I’m so outside of the experience. Our child. A child that may never live with me full time. I want to be part of this process. To see him grow. To see you grow heavy with him. And I want him to know me before he makes his grand entrance into the world. I want to talk to him, maybe even sing a little. Play music, read. Feel him move inside you while we’re curled in bed watching TV.

      ‘Whatever you think of me, whatever you can or can’t see yourself doing, please don’t shut me out from this experience. I’m asking for eight weeks. At least to begin with. Longer if it all goes well, maybe even up to his birth.

      ‘You talk about blurred lines, but if you give me this time, I’ll do whatever it takes. If you don’t want to sleep with me, I’ll keep my hands to myself. We’ll keep this purely platonic. I want to be part of your life, Miranda. But if you can’t see that ever happening, at least give me this.
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      ‘Are you okay?’

      ‘Hmm?’ I turn from the window and watching the blur of buildings that is London. Not that we’re going very fast. In fact, it’s much the opposite. Maybe the blurring has more to do with my tired eyes.

      ‘Sorry? What did you ask me?’

      ‘I asked if you were okay.’ His hand covers mine where it’s pressed to the seat between us, his thumb caressing my knuckles.

      ‘Yeah, I’m fine,’ I answer with a small smile. I think small smiles are the order of the day because I don’t have the energy for anything else. Truthfully, I am exhausted. It was a huge relief to find I’d slept in and that James insisted on getting his driver to take me into work. What I didn’t expect was that he’d come with us, too.

      ‘You look tired.’

      I shoot him another small smile. ‘I always look grotty after I’ve been crying.’ Also, after last night, I barely slept. And when he said thing between us could be purely platonic, he wasn’t joking. Last night, I’d lain in his arms, in his bed, and the only touches that passed between us were chaste. Over T-shirts, arms entwined. Honestly, it’s no wonder I look terrible because once his soft snores started to sound, I just cried and cried.

      I am an awful person.

      A selfish bitch.

      How couldn’t I see that he wanted more than sex?

      Please don’t cut me out of the experience.

      How did I get to this age without realising I’m an awful human? I try to stifle a sigh. I’m not even looking forward to going to work this morning, and I’ve always considered work my happy place. It’s the corner of the world I can control, and that makes me calm. When I slip into a cute dress or a nice shirt and a tailored pair of pants ready for the office, I’m in work mode. I’m all business and I take pride in my position and in my work—I’m a professional.

      There, I’m not the girl who pet sits, or who happens to be the only form of communication between her parents. Discounting their rows. I’m not the twenty-two-year-old who got herself pregnant by sleeping with the wrong man.

      But today while at work I won’t be any of the good things. I’ll just be the girl who made the very decent and very lovely man sitting next to her very, very sad.

      This time, I can’t stifle my sigh.

      ‘That sounded very pensive.’

      ‘Not really. Why were you up so early this morning?’ I ask, turning to him. James’s bed is always a pleasure to sleep in—it’s like sleeping on a pile of clouds—but I’d found no peace in it last night and had woken tangled in the high thread count sheets. Panic and disorientation were quickly followed by the realisation that James wasn’t in bed next to me. He says he’s a light sleeper, that he doesn’t need the help of an alarm clock to wake him because he has his own alarm clock built internally. But I’ve rarely found it to be the case. It’s usually me that wakes first, often with his hand on my breast or pressed between my legs.

      But not this morning.

      The bed was empty, his pillow cold. But then he’d appeared in the doorway of the bathroom, his broad shoulders almost filling the space. He’d lifted his hand to scratch his cheek, his bicep tanned and taut, and I’d watched a lone rivulet of water snake its way down his body from collarbone down, disappearing as it was absorbed into the downy white cotton towel wrapped low on his hips.

      The moment seemed to span the distance between us as I watched him, watching me. And I’d thought for a split second he’d make his way back to bed, that’d we’d reset what had broken between us.

      Not broken, but bruised, maybe

      But the moment passed when he made his way to the dressing room.

      ‘I didn’t sleep very well.’ His brow furrows and I see the truth in his words in the dark smudge beneath his lowered lashes. ‘I got a call from the states which necessitated getting out of bed. I just tossed and turned after it.’

      ‘Oh, yeah. I remember you getting up.’ I was too far gone at that point to even lift my head. ‘Is everything okay?’

      ‘Yes. Just another day in the lift of a precious artist. Someone I’m representing, new to the pressures of the art world, and suffering a crisis of confidence. It happens occasionally. I just wish they would learn to schedule their melt downs around British Mean Time.’

      ‘Part businessman, part counsellor?’

      ‘And all tired. So much so I’d had the most lurid fantasy while listening to him drone on and on. He was hanging from the ledge of a tall building—’

      ‘And you were trying to talk him down.’

      ‘I’m supposed to, but instead, I put my size forty-four shoe over the top of his fingers.’

      ‘That’s a little harsh.’

      ‘It’s not all bad. His death would only help increase the value of his catalogue. I’d certainly be richer.’

      ‘But unable to spend it on account being sentenced to a fifteen-year prison term.’

      ‘I’m sure once my lawyer has finished describing his personality, and how this is the fourth time he’s interrupted my sleep, any jury would see my point of view.’

      I chuckle softly as his phone begins to ring.

      ‘It’s going to be one of those days.’

      James pulls the phone from the inside pocket of his jacket, glancing down at the screen, then at me. ‘I have to take this,’ he says with a note of apology.

      I raise my hand—it’s all good—and turn back to my window watching the people pass on foot quicker than the car crawls along this route. But it’s a surprise when James launches into, what sounds like, perfect French. His tone is low, and the flurry of words sound very sexual for a business call. But that’s just the nature of the language, isn’t it? Everything sounds erotic en français.

      It almost sounds like he’s purring, dammit, because along with neck kisses, foreign languages do it for me, a spark igniting low in my belly and shimmering across my skin. And I used to have the maddest crush on my French teacher at school. Monsieur Dumas, or Mr Dumb Arse as the other kids used to call him. But not me. The man might have had an unfortunate taste in shirts, and a touch of halitosis, but his accent warmed him to me.

      Warmed me in a very particular place.

      ‘J’imagine que je te reparle bientôt. Oui, d’accord.’

      He hangs up and even I, with limited high school French, can tell he didn’t end the call with a goodbye.

      ‘More trouble?’

      ‘You could say that.’ He looks pensive for a beat, his expression clearing just as quickly. ‘About last night,’ he begins, but I cut him off, because this is my cue.

      ‘I’m sorry. About everything. I know I’m not the easiest person to deal with, and it seems pregnancy has just made a colossal bitch out of me.’

      ‘I wouldn’t say that’s true.’

      ‘I would, because you’re right, I haven’t thought about you and your thoughts and your fears. Your worries and concerns. I’ve only though about me. About how I feel.’

      ‘Have you thought about how you feel about me?’ he asks carefully.

      ‘You know I like you, and you know I’m scared. But I am going to move in with you.’

      His expression lightens, lightens a hundred times, and he reaches for me when I hold up my hands. I’m not warding him off, exactly. But tempering his response.

      ‘I’m making no promises. I don’t know how it might look or what will happen, or if it’ll even work, but I’m willing to give it a go. For you. And for our baby.’

      ‘And what about for you?’

      ‘Well, that’s part of it, too.’ I look down at my hands, not sure what else to say.

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘You’re not my dirty secret. And I want you to know, I think you’re pretty special. But I watch my parents hurting each other, and I think about what Cameron did to me, and I don’t see how there can be such a thing as love, because even if it dies, surely it would leave some sort of residual energy.’

      ‘I—I don’t know what to say.’

      ‘You can promise me you’ll try never to hurt me.’

      ‘Miranda—’

      ‘This is a huge leap of faith for me and I’m not even sure what’s on the other side.’

      ‘I’ll be there. I’ll be your other side.

      ‘I need to hear you say it. Say that you’ll try not to hurt me—you need to promise me, James. As the mother of your child, as the woman you want in your bed. Because believe me when I say, you hurt me, and you’ll be hurting our child, too.’

      ‘I would never do anything to harm either of you.

      I don’t stop him this time as he reaches for me.
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      ‘James!’ Out in the garden, Dad straightens, though I notice he’s a little less straight these days, his soldier’s carriage giving way to old age. ‘You didn’t say you were calling today, did you?’ His words tiny puffs of white in the crisp morning air, and though he looks a little confused, I know there’s nothing to worry about there. The man is as sharp as a tack still.

      ‘Do I need an appointment to catch up with my old man these days?’

      ‘I might still have been in my pyjamas watching the morning news.’ He’s right. It is a little early to be making unannounced social calls, but after dropping Miranda at her office, I found myself unprepared to start my own workday.

      ‘But clearly, you’re not wearing pyjamas.’

      His aged brown cardigan matches a pair of baggy corduroy gardening pants, his feet in a pair of rubber shoes from the same colour palette. A few more weeks and he’d be able to wear his ensemble as autumnal camouflage.

      ‘Just let me finish pruning back your Mother’s roses and then we’ll have tea.’

      My Mother’s roses. They run the length of the garden now, wild and colourful all summer long, but I remember a time when they were just a row of neat little bushes, tended to by her slender hands.

      ‘I’ll go in and put the kettle on.’

      Rufus’s tail thumps the floor as I step inside, though he doesn’t move from his basket. These days, it seems you’ve got to at least open the fridge to get him up from the floor. After a quick stroke, I brush clumps of his golden hair from the sleeve of my jacket and make my way into the kitchen.

      This room has undergone some remodelling, but the rest of the house is largely untouched since my mother passed. I’m sure she wouldn’t be very amused at dad’s housekeeping skills, I think, as I pull a wad of old newspaper out from the sink, and last night’s dinner preparation—vegetable peelings—fall from the paper to the brown tiled floor.

      So much brown in this place.

      I clean up the mess, then fill the kettle, placing it on the stove top before pulling a couple of mugs out. Dad appears at the back door.

      ‘Tea or coffee,’ I call over my shoulder.

      ‘Tea. Coffee in the afternoon. Always tea before lunch.’ He makes his way to the kitchen sink and washes his hands, drying them on a piece of kitchen towel before he turns to address me.

      ‘What’s on your mind, son.’

      ‘Is it that obvious?’

      ‘You’ve better things to do than have tea with your old man before nine o’clock in the morning. You must’ve been in the car an age getting out here.’

      ‘It wasn’t too bad,’ I lie, leaning back against the kitchen worktop and folding my arms. ‘I suppose I’ve come for a bit of advice.’

      ‘Oh.’ A ripple of pleasure seems to lighten the lines on his face. Am I so bad at asking for help? ‘Well, as you know, I don’t have much of a head for business, but I can make a soldier out  of a man.’ Dad shuffles over to the breakfast bar having exchanged his rubber boots for a pair of dogeared slippers, pulling out a high stool.

      ‘I think it’s a bit late for me.’

      ‘I’ll say it is. Some men are born to take orders. Some are meant to issue them.’

      ‘What about me? What was I born to do?’

      ‘According to your mother, to give her a head of grey hair.’ He chuckles, glancing down at the buttons of his cardigan, which are fastened incorrectly. ‘Eurgh. Stupid elderly fingers.’ His head lowers as he concentrates on putting the issue right. ‘You, my boy, are a one off. They broke the mould after you.’

      ‘That was probably a good thing.’ Especially given my behaviour over the last twenty-four hours. Fuck, she looked so forlorn when she climbed out of the car, several streets away from the office, of course. Some things don’t change. Though she promised this will all change after the wedding this weekend.

      I’d hoped she’d come to the wedding as my date, but that is apparently asking too much. Beckett’s and Olivia’s day must not be spoiled, no matter how I feel about her going alone. No matter how I feel about her running the fucking show.

      ‘Would it surprise you to find I’ve come for a bit of life advice?’

      ‘Go one.’

      ‘You know, it’s always hard to tell what you’re thinking.’

      ‘Me?’ His body retracts with surprise. ‘Where do you think you get it from?’

      ‘Dad, I wear my heart on my sleeve. I’m like Mum.’

      ‘Ha! You’d like to think so. Still rivers run deep with you. You like to give people the impression you’re as open as a book, but what goes on inside here,’ he taps his temple, ‘and here,’ and then his chest over his heart, ‘is rarely up for discussion.’

      ‘Well, it is today.’

      ‘Out with it, then.’

      ‘I’m going to be a father.’

      ‘I take it congratulations are in order?’ he enquires carefully.

      ‘Yes. I’m happy about it. I think we both are.’

      ‘Then why are you frowning, hmm? I take it you’re not together.’

      ‘No.’

      ‘I don’t understand you young people. In my day, you found the one that made you happy and then you did your damndest to make sure they’d never want anyone but you.’

      ‘That’s just it. I do want her. I find I love her, Dad.’

      ‘Ah. A terrible business, love. Isn’t it?’ Yet he smiles and I find myself smiling back at him. It feels weird.

      ‘I’ve definitely had more fun times.’ More fun times with Miranda than he’d care to hear, that’s for certain. But then last night was the kind of fun you only find in the dentist’s chair. And in the car this morning, too.

      ‘Love,’ he sort of grumble-huffs. ‘It’s like slicing your chest open voluntarily with a rusty spoon, then letting them have a good old rummage through to see if they find anything they like. What about this girl then? Has she found anything she likes about you?’

      So many ways to answer this question. But I’ll keep it simple and smut free.

      ‘She’s scared.’

      ‘Of you?’ He sounds offended.

      ‘She’s younger, but not too young, obviously.’ I rush on. ‘Maybe it shouldn’t work, not on paper, but it does. If only I could convince her to take a chance.

      ‘Well, you’re a lot to take on. But children need fathers, so you carry on.’

      ‘I’m trying. And it’s not bringing out the best in me. I’ve manipulated her into moving in with me.’

      ‘Hmph.’

      ‘That’s it? That’s all you’ve got to say?’

      ‘Did I ever tell you that your mother was engaged to another man before I came along?’ I just about catch myself from cursing, because fuck no, he has not. ‘Hmm. She was due to get married the following month, but I wasn’t going to stand for that.’

      ‘What did you do?’

      ‘Well, she told me she loved this other chap. What could I do?’

      ‘Please don’t tell me you locked her in a basement somewhere.’

      ‘Ha! As if I could’ve gotten her to do anything she didn’t want to. She was as stubborn as the day is long. The looks of a thoroughbred and the obstinacy of a mule.’

      ‘That sounds like someone I know,’ I mutter, thinking of how I’d described Miranda in similar terms.

      ‘I should think you’d recognise your own description so.’

      He’s deranged! I’m not fucking stubborn. What the hell am I doing asking an octogenarian for advice on modern relationship problems? This wouldn’t have happened in his day. You got them pregnant and you got to keep them, regardless of the suitability of the match. Well, perhaps not forty years ago, but maybe sixty.

      ‘Anyway, I told her that I didn’t doubt she was in love. We all fall in love at some time or another. But not all loves are equal. Some loves are short stories, and some are novel length. Some are just tiny bylines in our lives. I promised your mother I’d love her into an epic tale, the kind that spans oceans and continents.’

      ‘So she left him.’ Well, obviously.

      ‘No, she married him,’ he answers with a grin. ‘It lasted a week.’

      ‘How do I not know any of this?’

      ‘Because it had nothing to do with our lives. But I’ll tell you something, I was wrong about love and distance, because my love for your mother has travelled between heaven and earth.’

      ‘Dad.’ What do you say after that?

      He sniffs and pulls out a white handkerchief, blowing his nose as the kettle begins to sing. I turn away not sure what to say, pouring hot water over teabags in mugs.

      ‘So, what are you going to do about this?’

      ‘Whatever I can,’ I reply without turning around. ‘She thinks we’re not suited but she’s wrong. I just feel like I have no say in the matter. Like I’m tangled in these silky strings, and all I want to do is let her tighten them.’

      ‘Not suited, yet she’s still around?’

      ‘I’ve made it difficult for her to do anything else,’ I admit.

      ‘Given her the illusion of choice? I’m sure it’s not that bad.’

      ‘You wouldn’t be saying that if you knew what I’d done.’

      Lies and manipulation.

      ‘Unless you’ve locked her in the cellar, I’m sure whatever you’ve done is justified.’ There speaks a parent. It’s hard to criticize when I know I’ll be exactly the same. Worse probably. ‘Sun Tzu would say—’

      ‘I know; all’s fair in love and war.’

      ‘That’s not what I was going to say, even if it’s true. Juliet would’ve stayed married to someone else if I hadn’t fought for her,’ he says quietly. I still, the tea stained teaspoon suspended in mid-air in my hand. He rarely invokes her name, almost like it costs him too much. ‘So, the advice I give to you, is go forth. Let your plans be dark and as impenetrable as night, and when you move, fall like a thunderbolt. Make the woman yours. What’s her name, by the way?’

      ‘Miranda.’ I bring over his tea and place it in front of him, turning the handle to around.

      ‘Welcome to the family, Miranda,’ he says raising his cup, as though the battle were already won.
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      Two days after James buys Harry the Haribo and me a house, I move into his.

      The day after that, I find out he’s paid over six million pounds for the property he’s referring to as being chocolate box cute.

      That’s an awful lot of chocolates.

      Something else that’s sits heavy on my chest is the fact that we haven’t had sex since bunny-gate. I’m not sex crazed, at least not yet. Okay, maybe just a little bit. And I feel too awkward to broach such a sensitive subject.

      If he wanted me, wouldn’t he say? Up until now, our movements have been as natural as the tides. But I’ve tried to press these worries and more to the back of my mind. And this week, I’ve been too tired to think of this house as a symbol of our differences because I’ve spent all week fighting wedding fires in preparation for tomorrow.

      Tomorrow is the big day; Beckett and Olivia are getting hitched.

      Again.

      And I will no longer be the getting hitched bitch.

      ‘You really have worked too hard this week,’ James says, greeting me at the door.

      ‘I’m getting paid for doing a job and I want to do it well. Besides, we’re at the pointy end of the stick now.’

      ‘You’ve done too much. You look exhausted.’

      ‘Well, that’s because I’m pregnant.’

      ‘No, that’s because you’ve been traipsing a warehouse looking for the correct shade bonbonniere, whatever they are.’ He takes my coat by the shoulders, easing me out of it.

      ‘Heather squealed.’ I try not to roll my eyes. Honestly, between the two of them, it’s like being bullied by polite thugs. ‘And it was boxes I was looking for, for the bonbonniere. I’d ordered some bespoke, but the supplier called this afternoon to say they couldn’t make them in time. Something to do with their glitter supply. I have two hundred handmade cookies in the shape of an X and O, plus some little E-V ones for E-Volve, but nowhere to put them. I had to find something.’

      ‘I could’ve suggested somewhere for them,’ he says, dropping my coat to the table. ‘I’d have stuffed them down Beckett’s throat. Because you know where they’ve been all day? At a day spa.’ Fists on his hips, his words are accompanied by a very pissed off expression.

      ‘That sounds lovely,’ I say brightly, even if I’d prefer a week in bed. With James. I pick my coat up from the chair and open the cloaks cupboard, hanging it inside.

      ‘It sounds like they’ve shoved all their shit onto you.’

      ‘That’s not true. Stuff just keeps going wrong.’

      Wednesday it was an issue with the industrial generators hired for the event, yesterday it was the portable powder rooms. The rich and fabulous don’t use common old porta-potties. Heaven forbid they should be faced with rubber floors and cheap tissue. Their bums would probably stage a revolt. But fixing the issue, sourcing more, all fell to me. And yes, the job has been bigger than I’d expected, but I wouldn’t change it for the word. It’s been like a baptism of fire and next time won’t be half as hard. Because yes, I want to do this again. Even if it means begging contractors to deliver portable bathrooms that look like they belong in hotels, at prices that would make your eyes water.

      Next time, I’m going to add in a commission of this type of thing.

      ‘Anyway, I managed to find some glittery boxes and some lovely matching ribbon.’

      ‘Fuck glitter.’ James’s clipped enunciation tightens something deep and twisty and entirely pleasurable in the pit of my gut. Not that he’d realise. ‘And yes, I called Heather when you didn’t turn up for dinner.’

      ‘I grabbed a sandwich from Tesco’s.’

      ‘That’s hardly dinner,’ he says, taking my hand and leading me up to the stairs. ‘And you might’ve answered my texts.’

      ‘And I would’ve done, but my phone went flat. Where are we going, anyway?’ With any luck, my tone sounds less hopeful and desperate and more slightly perplexed. But then again, if we’re going to the bedroom to resume our sex life, I might just beat him to the top of the stairs. And I expect I’d unrobe with the speed of Jim Carrey in that scene from the film Bruce Almighty.

      ‘I’m going to run you a hot bath. And if you’re a good girl, I’ll soap your back.’

      ‘Oh.’ Well, I suppose that’s a pleasant second.
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      It’s hardly like she’s living here. Not at the minute. I’m just hanging on for the weekend when everything will change.

      After the wedding.

      After she tells Olivia she’s pregnant

      After everything becomes official.

      And she becomes mine again.

      Hopefully.

      I hate sharing her time and I’ve become . . . resentful. Resentful of the fact that Beckett and Oliva swanned off to Mustique, leaving the wedding planning in the hands of a woman who has only this week stopped hugging the lavatory. Not that they’re to know that yet. Or at least, Olivia isn’t to know. Beckett on the other hand, I’d like to give him a piece of my mind. Tear fucking strips off the man. Take my frustrations out on him, because it’s not like I can pick up the phone and bawl him out over this. Not without risking telling Miranda that he knows. He won’t have told Olivia. The facets of that man’s personality are many and varied. And, quite frankly, a bit shit.

      Meanwhile, I feel almost impotent. Though not that kind of impotent, proven by the heat seeking missile that is my penis most nights. It’s almost torturous sleeping next to her, keeping my hands, and missile, to myself. But the ball is in her court and I’m just waiting for a serve. A serve of Miranda spread out across the bed.

      Let your plans be dark and as impenetrable as night.

      I’m not intentionally withholding sex. Just waiting for her to make the first move.

      And when you move, fall like a thunderbolt.

      And I will fall on her like a thunderbolt. And expect it’ll be over just as quick as a lightning strike. Meanwhile, as I punch my pillow for the seventieth time tonight, I glance at her sleeping soundly, before I turn and try to get some rest myself.
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      Later, much later, I wake to a Miranda stirring in my bed.

      Stirring. Crying out. Her hips rocking upwards.

      My response a primal thing, even as my brain plays catchup, sleep dragging at it. I reach out and touch her hand, a shadow at first. But as my eyes adjust, I make out her palm held upwards on my pillow. An invitation I’ll take.

      ‘Are you okay?’ Those slender fingers tighten and we’re holding hands as my eyes adjust to the dark.

      ‘Yes. I was dreaming.’

      ‘I hope it was a good one.’ My delivery is husky whisper cutting through the darkness as I instinctually move closer, realising too late that she can probably feel the hard line of my cock pressed to her thigh. ‘It sounded like a good one.’ The words are out of my mouth without thought. ‘Do you want to tell me about it.

      ‘No.’ I hear the smile in her words, see the gleam of her teeth, the heat of her body calling to me. ‘I’m sorry I woke you.’

      ‘I’m not.’

      ‘Then I’m not, too.’ This time, her tone is all encouragement.

      ‘I hope it was me you were dreaming about, but feel free to lie.’

      Every single one of my muscles is tense, my cock literally aching for her touch.

      A whisper. A kiss. A sign that she needs me.

      ‘I’ve missed you.’ As she rolls to face me, bringing with her the scent of soap or shampoo or whatever alchemy that potion is. ‘I didn’t know how to say it.’

      ‘I’m glad you did.’ I lift my head just enough to press my mouth to hers, the rest of my words going unsaid. I missed you, too.

      Her lips part, her tongue warm and soft, her knee hooking over my thigh, her skin alabaster in a slice of moonlight.

      ‘Oh, James.’ The feel of her is like sheer relief, wet against my fingers, the press of her against my hand.

      ‘You came. In your dream.’ The realisation is a thrill though my body as the evidence coats my fingertips and residual tremors pulse around them. ‘Tell me. Tell me how you’re wet.’

      ‘It was you. All you.’

      If her orgasm has passed, mine shimmers on the surface, my balls drawn tight as she reaches between us, her palm a burst of electrical friction across the head. I grit my teeth, but it doesn’t stop me from thrusting into her hand.

      ‘Tell me what I was doing.’

      ‘What you always do.’ Her words are more sigh than anything as she brings my cock between her legs, brushing the meat of my palm. ‘You were teasing me.’

      ‘Like this?’ My fingers are wet as I press my hand over hers, swiping the fat head though her wetness. Every ounce of blood in my body rushes to be part of this connection.

      ‘Yes. Oh, yes.’ A breathy sign. ‘And no.’ A petulant pout. ‘You wouldn’t give it to me. You said I had to help myself.’

      The images, fuck, the images running through my head, the way the curve of her hand slides over mine as she touches herself.

      ‘Oh, darling.’

      ‘I did this, while you watched standing over me.’ I suck in a breath, losing my ever-loving mind as that curved hand becomes a slide of slow fingers, slow fingers that encourage her sigh. ‘That feels so good . . .’As she arches, I cup her backside, pulling her more fully onto my cock. It’s not enough, and it’s everything. Bumps and glancing touches. Sighs in the dark that wrap themselves tightly around my heart.

      My breath halts—I might be dead—as she lifts suddenly, sliding her knee over my thigh, her body now balanced over mine.

      ‘Mmmm.’ Up on her knees, she slides her hand between her legs, continuing her torture of me.

      I think my head might explode, or maybe my balls, as her hand slips slowly away with each inch that she lowers herself. Her wet fingers trail my chest and before I can question it, I’m lifting them to my mouth.

      ‘I’m addicted to you. To the way you taste.’

      ‘I’ve missed your filthy whispers.’ She groans, sliding her thighs wider, pulling me deeper, my own moan a desperate, ragged thing between us. I try hard for restraint, try so hard not to buck up into her as she leans forward, her pleasured whispers pressed against my mouth.

      The muscles in my abs tighten as her nipples brush against my chest, her hair falling around us like a veil as she tightens her hands in mine.

      ‘I fucking love you.’ I know I’m not supposed to say it—I know she doesn’t want to hear it—but I can’t keep it to myself anymore. I am literally fit to burst. Fit to bleed my love all over.

      ‘Tell me in the morning.’ Her hands on my shoulders, she pushes herself upwards, undulating above me. Riding me, using me, her hands on my shoulders, her nails piercing against my skin.

      ‘Harder,’ I beg, because I’m not going to last. Because I need her to feel me. Her pussy clenches around me, her nails digging further into my skin as my body bows and I begin to fuck her the only way I can.

      ‘Come. Please. Come. Give it to me. I want to feel it.’

      ‘Christ.’ My abs twitch and my thighs ache as something blindingly hot barrels through me. I see stars created—universes—right here in the dark, and when I come back to the earth, she’s crying out her own love in the dark.
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      ‘I hate that you won’t be on my arm today.’ I’m fastening an earring when James appears behind me, his expression pensive.

      ‘You’re too pretty to need arm candy. Except maybe to discourage the hordes of single girls.’ Hmm. There’s an angle I hadn’t anticipated.

      It’s a truth universally acknowledged that a single man at a wedding must be in possession of a rideable cock. Some of the sights I’ve seen at weddings would put an orgy to shame. Well, not on my watch, bitches. I’ll bat them off with a champagne tray if necessary.

      ‘The hordes have nothing to interest me.’

      ‘Good.’

      ‘This is the last day we’re keeping things under wraps.’ Though he phrases it as a statement, I still hear the note of uncertainty.

      ‘Definitely. I’ll tell Olivia first thing on Monday. And don’t forget, we’ve got an appointment with Dr Travers at the end of the week.’

      As expected, his countenance lightens immediately, and he tightens his arms around me, bending at the knee to rest his chin on my shoulder.

      ‘Christ, you are beautiful.’ His hands on the soft roundness of my stomach, I rest mine over his.

      ‘It’s just an old dress.’ In my reflection a few moments ago, I’d decided I didn’t look too bad. I’d picked up this dress on a site that sells the previous season’s designer stock. This is an Osman dress, and I got it for half the usual price. Half price that cost me half my week’s pay. Drop waist and gentle balloon sleeves, there’s enough draping going on to hide my little bump. ‘It’s almost the colour of your eyes.’ Almost, but not quite. Nothing can have the same kind of vibrancy, except maybe an actual peacock.

      ‘Then we’ll be matching because I’ll be wearing this tie.’ From his pocket, he pulls out a strip of blue silk. ‘We’ll be matching, even though no one will realise.’

      ‘That doesn’t mean we can’t hang out.’

      ‘Oh, so you’re not going to give me the cold shoulder and dance with all the other men.’

      ‘Something tells me I won’t get much opportunity to dance with anyone, but I will dance with you. And we’ll let them watch and speculate.’ I turn to face him, pushing up onto my toes to thread my arms around his neck. ‘And then when I go into work next week and tell Olivia who made me pregnant, she’ll be astonished at just how fast you work.’

      ‘Ah, flattery. You know just how to work me. And feel free to use that magic on me anytime.’ I roll my lips together to stop from giggling as his eyes open ridiculously wide. ‘Now, turn around and close your eyes. I have a surprise for you.’

      ‘Sounds suspiciously like a game of hide the sausage,’ I say, turning as I let my smile reign free. I’m so happy we’re back at that ridiculously silly and flirty place.

      Despite my earlier words, as I turn, the dress clings to my stomach. Static, probably. But I can’t blame static electricity for my next actions as I exhale and push my stomach out in a ridiculously exaggerated fashion. I look like I’ve eaten all the pies and drank all the beers. In fact, I look like Homer Simpson, but less yellow. And with boobs. ‘I’ll look like this in a few months. Do you think you’ll still love me then?’

      I straighten almost, immediately realising what I’ve said. I could almost kick myself. We haven’t spoken about last night. About the things that were said in the heat of passion. Aren’t our lives complicated enough without putting this strange relationship of ours under a microscope?

      My heart starts to beat, seeming to bump awkwardly against my ribs, but before I can backtrack or make some stupid comment to laugh it off or take it back, his hands come to rest on my shoulders, the action somehow calming me.

      ‘Yes.’ His answer is accompanied by a smile I’ve never seen him wear before. A smile that doesn’t look at all comfortable. ‘And I’m sorry if you’re not ready to hear that but the fact of the matter is, life is like a china shop and love is the bull rampaging through it.’ He clears his throat then kisses my cheek. ‘But I had something to give you. What?’ He pulls back a little, feigning surprise. ‘You’re not going to bite?’ But the innuendo just flies over my head.

      He loves me.

      And I’ve just moved in with him.

      And how I feel about him?

      You know how you feel, my mind whispers. So I shut that shit down. Immediately.

      Something cold drops to my chest, settling in the V of the neckline. My fingers rise to touch as my eyes do the same in the mirror.

      ‘You don’t mind, do you? I’ve never really seen you wearing jewellery.’

      Tiny stud earrings. My (former) engagement ring. A watch before the battery died. I’m not exactly what you call fancy.

      ‘It’s beautiful.’ I swallow thickly and blink back the sudden and very uncomfortable onset of tears as the stone sparkles, catching the light overhead. ‘I don’t know what to say.’

      ‘You don’t have to say anything. Except perhaps that you’ll think of me when you wear it.’

      ‘Of course I will, silly.’ Something cold shimmers over my skin in response to his phrasing. I turn again, pressing myself against him, absorbing the heat and the solid feel of him.

      ‘Come on.’ One quick hug and he’s pulling away. ‘Beckett and Olivia only get you for today. Afterwards, you’re all mine. But it’s almost eight o’clock. You said you wanted to get going before then.’

      ‘Yeah, I suppose I’d better.’ I smooth my dress over my hips and wonder if Sandy the housekeeper has any drier sheets to help with the cling. One last quick turn to the mirror and the light catches the pendant pressed against my chest. It’s so lovely, and such a surprise. And there’s one thing for sure; this isn’t moissanite.

      

      I take the chance that Olivia and Beckett are too busy to notice that I arrive in James’s car, mainly because I’m a little late, but also because I don’t want to walk.

      I have my iPad, the modern-day clipboard, with the all-important list recorded by priority and, though I’m wearing the same dress for the ceremony and reception, I have running shoes on my feet for now.

      I follow the ant-like trail of staff around to the back of the house and start checking off my tasks.

      ‘Are you the wedding coordinator?’ I’m inspecting the tables in the marquee when I turn to the voice to find a girl in a white shirt and black apron, her blue hair pulled up in a high ponytail. One of the wait staff, brought along by the caterers, I’d guess.

      ‘Yep, that’s me.’ Sort of.

      ‘Oh, great.’ She smiles, her shoulders visibly sagging with relief. ‘My boss told me to go find the person in charge, but I could only find this tall guy in a suit who snarled at me when I asked him if he could help.’

      ‘Sharp jaw? A sharp suit? A tiny bit arrogant?’

      ‘Good looking and kind of scary.’ She nods.

      ‘Ah, that would be the groom.’

      ‘Ah. Shit. I mean, sugar. Anyway.’ She slides her hands into the back, titling back on her heels. ‘Is there any way you could come and have a word with him? My boss, I mean. He reckons the cables at the workstation aren’t regulation.

      ‘Absolutely.  No probs, lead on, Macduff!’ This is my jam—lead me to your crisis and let me fix it.

      ‘Oh, no. I’m not Macduff. My name’s Naomi. My mates call me Nomes. Ironically, like. On account of me being nearly six foot tall.’

      Nomes chatters all the way to the catering manager who, once reassured, goes about his workday. I straighten the hem of my dress and huff my iPad to my chest, and with a grin, return to the next task on my list, but before I can make it back to the tent, I’m intercepted by the florist.
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      ‘There you are?’ This time, Heather finds me, I’m touching up my makeup and I don’t mind saying, I’m bloody knackered.

      ‘Don’t tell me; a troop of monkeys have turned up and they’re expecting to entertain the Queen?’

      Her mouth hitches at one side. ‘I’d ask if you’ve dropped acid but for the bun situation.’

      ‘Bun?’ As I realise what she’s talking about, I close my compact with a snap. ‘Shush! You do realise where we are, don’t you?’

      ‘Relax. Everyone’s outside. Well, everyone who’s not working, that is.’ Her gaze drops to my shoes. ‘It’s a brave choice, designer dress and adidas, but I’m digging it.’

      ‘I’ve got shoes somewhere. I just didn’t want to end up with sore feet.’

      ‘Or ankles like an elephant.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘When mum was pregnant with the last of the brood, she didn’t have ankles so much as she had cankles. She even wore runners with Velcro.’ She shivers theatrically.

      ‘Remind me not to rely on you for pep talks. Anyway, was there something wrong?’ My checklist has been well and truly checked and I’m hoping I’m just about done.

      ‘No, but the ceremony’s going to start soon. I thought we could snag a couple of seats at the back. That way we’ll get first dibs on the reception champagne.’

      ‘Have you forgotten something?’ I ask, as she threads her arm through mine and we begin to make our way through the vast interior of the house.

      ‘Nope, that’s why I’m taking you. To swap my empty glass for your full.’

      ‘You look nice, by the way.’ Heather’s hair has been curled into soft waves and she’s wearing a pretty floral skater dress and her ballet flats.

      ‘I scrub up all right, don’t I. You look pretty gorg yourself, cous. Where Mr H?’

      ‘James, you mean?’ I can’t help the furtive look I slide over my shoulder. ‘We’re not together today. Haven’t you seen him?’

      ‘Nope. But then I haven’t seen the happy couple, either.’

      ‘They’re probably somewhere annoying each other so they can make up.’

      ‘Love is strange.’

      I’m not touching that.

      We reach the door that lead out to the expansive gardens filled with a riot of autumnal colours. Scarlet and crimson, purple and gold. It’s like Mother Nature chose the perfect day for our boss babe.

      ‘They scored with the weather,’ Heather says as we pick our way down to the babbling brook, no less, that looks like it was imported just for today. Subtly bronzed chairs festooned with ribbon make up the rows of pews, and an arbour covered in ivy and pale cabbage roses make up an altar.

      ‘Babe, you should do this stuff for a living.’

      ‘I’m quite good at it, I think. Does that sound big headed?’

      ‘Nope. It sounds like good advertising. Speaking of which.’ She tugs on the hem of my dress which has ridden up my thighs. ‘They do say it pays to advertise, but I think your Mr H is already sold.’

      ‘Stop it.’ No don’t. Really, go on.

      The chairs start to fill up, people milking around, choosing sides and vying for the best spots as Heth and I take a seat at the back. The couple have chosen a nondenominational ceremony which is being conducted by a woman.

      As a string quartet strikes up, I look down and realise I still have my runners on. And in another epic fail, I’ve left my phone plugged into a socket in the kitchen. I hope no one swipes it.

      I turn to the aisle, looking at the people on the other side, but I can’t see James anywhere. He said he’d sit with Griff—Beckett had opted to forgo a large bridal party—which is probably just as well as James seems to be in a bit of a snit with him. Anyway, as I don’t know who Griff is, it hardly helps. I’m sure we’ll catch up after the ceremony. Maybe for a dance or a quick smooch among the trees.

      I begin to wonder if I should be at the side making sure the congregants stand when it happens organically right before the bride arrives. She’s accompanied down the aisle by her grandmother, and they look so darling together as they exchange happy yet somehow conspiratorial looks. As they pass our row, I hear the old lady mutter to her granddaughter, ‘Oh, look at him, Libby. He looks like a proper Bobby Dazzler.’

      And then we’re looking at the backs of their heads; one neat little pie hat in pink and one ivory cathedral length veil.

      The symbolic offering of the bride’s hand follows before the celebrant begins to speak.

      ‘Please be seated. I’d like to begin by welcoming everyone and thanking each and every one of you for being here on this most joyful of days.’

      I am pretty joyful right now.

      The satisfaction of a job carried out to the best of your ability.

      ‘I can’t think of a better venue than Beckett and Olivia’s beautiful home for such an occasion, a home that is filled with love. And we are blessed to be here today to take part in this celebration of their love.’

      A home that is filled with love.

      They’re a strange couple, but the way she looks at him? It’s as though he hung the moon. Or something.

      ‘It’s the most remarkable moment in life when you meet the person who makes you feel complete. The person who, for you, makes the world a better place. A beautiful place. The person with whom you share a bond so special you can see no other standing in their place . . .’

      Something in her words strikes a chord deep inside me.

      Could it be that James is my person? I clasp my hands to my stomach as tears suddenly prick at my lids as I recall a kaleidoscope of tiny moments. When he makes me laugh. The kindnesses he has shown. The way he’s made me face my fears without me really knowing.

      James is my person. He is! Something inside me cracks, something as cool and as sweet as a watermelon, the sensation souring almost as quick.

      Am I his person? Do I make him feel the same? Or do I keep him at arm’s length because I don’t trust myself? Is he waiting for me to claim him?

      I’m not pragmatic. I’m a coward. James deserves better, and I’m going to deliver.

      Readings are read, vows are made, and kisses bestowed before a cry of congratulations goes up marking the first moment of the rest of their lives.

      Or did that start in New York?

      I don’t see James in the congregation and he’s not at the marquee. He’s also not in the house, as far as I can tell. Back at the tent, Heather and I are served champagne and we weave through the happy people still looking for him.

      ‘I can’t see him.’ I push up onto my toes, even though I know he’s taller than most people here.

      ‘Maybe he was called to work,’ Heather suggests, her voice even.

      ‘He would’ve text. And he’s not answering his phone.’

      ‘Don’t stress. And swap me your champagne.’ As we exchange glasses, the happy couple appear. I refrain from pointing out that Olivia’s veil is coming lose and that Beckett’s shirt tails are hanging out. I also tug at Heather hand to make sure she doesn’t point out the obvious.

      ‘You haven’t seen James at all, have you?’

      ‘James?’ Olivia looks to Beckett, though his expression betrays nothing.

      ‘She means Harry,’ Heth says.

      Cue a literal shit-tonne of expressions on all of our faces in something akin to a farce.

      Mine. Mortification. Awkwardness. My gaze sliding away.

      Olivia. Surprise. A narrowed expression. Suspicion directed at her husband.

      Heather: Ouch. Painful. Where is that waiter when you want a fresh glass?

      Beckett: I refuse to be drawn into this.
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      ‘He was supposed to be here. I called him at the last minute and asked him to stand up with me as best man.’

      ‘The day of the wedding?’ Olivia complains. ‘Are you high?’ A look passes between the two; a wince from her and imperious glance from him.

      ‘We’ve both been rather busy.’ Cue another awkward look. This time, from me as I examine the clouds. ‘The man is like a brother to me. If I call him five minutes before something, I know I can rely on him to be there. Proximity permitting.’

      ‘But he’s not here,’ Heather points out unhelpfully before draining what’s left in her glass. My glass?

      My phone rings, James’s name lighting up the screen. Well, his initials. We were keeping this thing between us on the down low, so that included making sure no one guessed by looking down at my caller display or texts. But after today, I’m going to take a photograph so I can see his face every time her calls.

      Were.

      ‘Where are you?’ I don’t wait for greetings as my heart starts to pound, that sixth sense where you just know something is wrong. The noise in the background. What is it? A  tunnel or an airport?

      As the person on the other line begins to speak, my world tilts on its axis.
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      I feel like I’m underwater. Sounds are muted and indistinct, colour, too. I’m being dragged under. Down. My limbs heavy as my heart is squeezed tight.

      ‘Mir.’

      At my name, the sounds come rushing back. Warm hands clasp my cheek, Heather’s worried expression looming large in my gaze.

      ‘I’m not going to fall apart.’ I’m not sure if the room agrees with me, the pale walls behind my cousin’s head swimming. ‘I need to stay strong.’ Eyes wide, I tilt my chin and I stare at the ceiling to ward off the sensations still pulling at me.

      ‘Of course you’re not,’ she agrees softly. ‘That’s not you.’

      ‘Right, I’m here.’ Olivia skitters down the last couple of stairs. Jeans, jumper, and boots, her wedding makeup giving her the air of a painted doll.

      ‘You can’t leave your wedding. The Guests.’ I wave ineffectually in the direction of the garden, the same hand pressed to my forehead as I try to process what the caller had said.

      Miranda, my name is Thomas Harrison. I’m James’s father. I’m at the hospital. I’m afraid there’s been an accident.

      ‘Don’t be silly. Of course I can. We’re already married, this was just an excuse for a party. Heather, will you find my Gran? Tell her what’s happened. Then get Griff to follow us to St George’s. We’ll go ahead with Mir. Is that okay?’

      I don’t answer, not as Beckett appears, traveling swiftly and almost silently down the same staircase. He’s still in his wedding suit, car keys in hand.

      ‘Which one’s Griff.’ Heather sounds so young, and her eyes are as wide as saucers.

      ‘Gran will point him out. Remind her he’s the cheeky one. Tell her she’s in charge. She probably have them all drunk and singing karaoke before we’re out of the drive.’

      ‘Ready?’ Beckett’s voice is all business, but my knees are all mush. I curl my fingers around the edge of the table even as I nod. How can anyone prepare for this?

      I think I’m going to puke.

      ‘Did he say what happened?

      ‘A—’ I cough and force back the rising bile. ‘Just that he’d had a car accident and that he was at St George’s Hospital.’

      When did it happen? What was I doing while he was being whisked away in an ambulance? How could I not have known?

      ‘That the best place they could take him. The trauma unit is first class. Come on.’ Without waiting, he strides for the door.

      Heth presses her lips to my cheek hard. I’ll be there soon. Kick his butt for me for frightening us all.’ I nod and wonder why it is people say such ridiculous things. Comfort, obviously. To ward off anything else. Her eyes glisten as she dashes off in the direction of the party, swiping her hand across her face.

      Olivia take my arm and we head in the opposite direction a Beckett begins to yell at the twenty-something valet to start moving cars. I sourced the valet company. I arranged for two attendants to park cars and one to man the keys. But I couldn’t have anticipated this. The chaos as cars are reversed onto garden beds to make just enough space for us to leave.

      Beckett’s car smells of leather and that new car scent. The seatbelt embraces me, keeping me in the moment.

      Was he wearing his seatbelt? A montage of moments pass through my head as I try to work it out. I know it’s a ridiculous thought—these days, who doesn’t?—but it doesn’t stop me from thinking about it anyway.’

      ‘You’ve been seeing Harry for a while, then?’ From the front of the car, Olivia twist in her seat to face me.

      ‘Three months.’ The words are out of my mouth before I can stop them. This is patently not true, unless together means gestating.

      ‘Oh.’ An oh that means why didn’t you say?

      ‘It was just a fling. I didn’t ever know James and Beckett were friends.’ I can hear my voice getting higher and it feels like there’s a fist squeezing my heart. ‘Not until later. And by then—’

      ‘Miranda.’ Beckett’s gaze catches mine in the rear view mirror. ‘Breathe.’ At the sound of his instruction, I find myself inhaling a lungful of air. ‘You must try to calm down. This isn’t good for either of you.’

      He’s right. Of course he’s right. Pull yourself together. This baby feeds off your emotions. But I don’t even know if that’s true. Is should have read those bloody baby books. As my heart suffers another awful squeeze, I take another deep breath.

      On some distant level, I become aware of the look exchanged between the two. And then I realise.

      ‘He told you.’

      ‘I gather he wasn’t supposed to,’ Beckett replies.

      ‘Not until Monday.’

      ‘Is someone going to tell me what’s going on?’ Olivia asks, her gaze swinging between us.

      ‘I love him and we’re going to have a baby.

      ‘You are literally the worst driver,’ Oliva snipes. ‘Even I could’ve told you to ignore the last turn off.’

      ‘This is a hundred thousand pound car, Olivia. Who would’ve thought the navigation system could be improved by the input of your directions.’

      ‘The navigation system obviously doesn’t watch the news, or else it would’ve know the roads in this area would’ve been busier because of the Brexit demonstrations.’

      ‘You might’ve said before we left.’

      ‘Mum, Dad, for goodness sakes. You’re upsetting the kids.’

      At my light-hearted intervention, Olivia murmurs and apology, but there’s not necessities for her husband.

      ‘You should really have a round the clock driver on staff in case anything like this ever happens again.’

      ‘God forbid,’ I whisper, and the car goes quiet again.

      ‘What I can’t understand is, if he was on the way to the wedding, why has he been taken to a hospital nearer? St George’s is miles away. There are nearer—p

      Beckett presses his hand over his wife’s, his gaze, for the moment, intent on hers.

      ‘Why?’ I ask. If Olivia isn’t allowed to ask, tell me.

      Beckett sighs heavily, flicks the blinker, and begins to turn the car into a corner.

      ‘Because St George’s is the leading trauma centre in London for brain injuries.’

      ‘It’s probably just a precaution.’ Despite her words, Olivia’s expression is grim. But I don’t have the bandwidth to process any of it as I tighten my hands over my stomach and begin to pray.
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      Beckett takes charge at the hospital, herding Olivia and I as though we’re hens. Down a corridor, the scent of disinfectant cloying as small things register during our hustle.

      Automatic doors buzz open.

      Industrial sized dispenses of hand sanitiser with signs of instructions  for use.

      The squeak of rubber against shiny floors.

      The rustle of uniforms and scrubs.

      Then we’re bustled into a room where faces greet us, but not the one we’re here to see.

      ‘How did you get here so fast?’ I ask, as Heather stands, her hair in disarray.

      ‘Griffin, he had his bike.’

      ‘Your mum will kill you when she finds out.’

      Olivia greets a man with dark hair, pressing a kiss to his cheek, but it’s Beckett I’m watching as he take a sea next to the man who could be James in forty years or so. The man, Thomas, holds his head in his hands, and then I begin to belatedly wonder why we aren’t standing around a hospital bed because this isn’t a hospital room. This is a room they put families when they have to break bad news.

      I blink rapidly, though I can’t take my eyes off the two men on the chairs. His dad’s head rises, his gaze red and watery. I feel Heather’s arm tighten on my shoulder as she tries to get me to move, but I’m too busy trying to process what’s being said at the other side of the room.

      He died. James died at the scene of the accident.

      Like a judges gavel or the reaper’s scythe, the finality of this sweeps my legs from under me.
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      ‘This too shall pass. It sounds like something you’d say to a kidney stone.’

      I close the magazine I wasn’t really reading, placing it on the bed. My comment goes unremarked upon. One day though, I know.

      Traffic trundles past the window, the working hums of the hospital carries from the other side of the door. These sounds are all now as familiar to me as my own sigh.

      ‘Come on. You usually like my jokes.’

      There comes no answer, just the stead rasp of his breath as I reach out and rub my fingers over the coarse golden hairs on his wrist.

      James died on the last Saturday in September, on the most beautiful day of the autumn so far. His death was brief, and his guardian angel wore a uniform that day. She was there to save him when his body went into Ventricular Fibrillation. He was shocked twice before reaching the hospital. He died, and they brought him back to life, and for that, I have insufficient words to convey thanks.

      The man I love, while on the way to attend the wedding of his best friend, met with a drunk driver in a side impact b pillar collision. In other words, James’s car was T-boned. The car was totalled, and didn’t fair much better when the fire crew arrived to cut him out.

      He’s suffered three fractured ribs and an open tibia fracture with blood loss complications. But the more pressing concern was the subarachnoid haemorrhage as a result of his brain being battered against the walls of his skull on impact.

      It’s almost impossible to describe the elation I felt as I’d discovered cI’d misread the situation in that bland little family suite on the side of the emergency room. Elation that turned to despair when Thomas and I were finally allowed to see him. At first, I didn’t believe it could be James—that there had been a mistake. He barely looked human, never mind like himself.

      How could someone do this to him?

      Swollen, bruised and battered, I wanted to hold him, comfort him, but I could barely reach him through the web of tubes and wires and monitors and IVs and other things I couldn’t even name.

      I stood dumbfounded, silent tears streaming down my face. And then I realised I wasn’t the only one crying. Thomas stood next to me, sorrow etched in his face so acutely, I could only watch on.

      No parent should have to see their child suffering.

      The realisation was the prompt I needed. I wouldn’t allow our child to suffer my worry. And I would carry his—Thomas’s. I took the stranger’s hand in mine and together we approached the bed, waiting for someone to come and tell us what we could expect.

      I didn’t know then, but he had been placed in a medical induced coma for the protection and control of the pressure dynamics of his brain. Who knew sleep really can make you heal? Or maybe that just too simplistic a view, especially as he’s still sleeping. But what do I know? I’m just a marketing manager who is in awe of the people who dedicate their lives to save lives.

      ‘Knock-knock. A blonde head appears around the half open door, halo of soft curls framing her sunny smile. Lisa is the first of the many people since September the twenty-eighth who’ve had a hand in saving James’s life. A paramedic, she was at the scene first. His guardian angel. The woman who brought him back.

      ‘I thought I’d just pop in and see how my favourite patient is doing.’ This isn’t the first time she’s called in to see us, each time bringing her very own brand of wry wit.

      ‘Your favourite, eh?’

      ‘Well, since about half-past two.’ She twists her wrist, glancing at the face of her watch. ‘When my original favourite left the building.’

      Did I say wry wit? Maybe I meant a gallows type humour.

      ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’ And a little appalled, but being a medical professional must, at some point, make you appeal a little ghoulish to those not in the trade. I can’t ever be upset with her, not after all she’s done, even if I have the sudden urge to cover his ears against more. ‘It must be awful when you lose a patient.’

      ‘Oh, I didn’t lose him, love. He just went home with his mum earlier today.’

      Coming farther into the room, she does what everyone seems to do when they walk in here, and that’s lift then peruse the chart hanging from the bottom of his hospital bed. That’s professional and visitors both; everyone seems to be drawn to look. Though the nurses so do in a medical capacity, jotting down measurements after administering meds, checking vitals, and measuring urine output. But the poor girl who checked his catheter last actually winced before shooting me a strangled smile.

      I’ve no idea what that was about.

      ‘Yeah, I helped deliver my favour patient last week at the side of a MacDonald’s drive through. A preemie baby.’

      ‘Oh!’ And phew. ‘How lovely.’

      ‘Yeah, he’s a sweet little thing.’ She hangs the chart back. ‘So, how’s he doing? Are you seeing any change?’

      ‘Well, your conversation skills sucks, I’m sorry to say.’ I rub his forearm, including him in the discussion.

      I might not have picked up many of the baby books James ordered, but I’ve read a literal tonne of literature on traumatic brain injuries. It seems lots of coma patients have reported that, while unconscious and uncommunicative, they could actually hear things going on around them. So Thomas and I make it a point of including him in our often one-sided conversations. Even when we’re watching TV in this room, which is more often than not a tea-time game show, we compete, totting up our scores as we go, which means James always loses.

      I keep hoping he’ll call us out one day in a fit of annoyance.

      Please.

      ‘But you’re also getting prettier to look at, so there is that.’ I try to inject a little levity in my tone, as I try for everyone. But it’s true that some of the swelling has reduced and he’s looking a little more human.

      ‘He’s got a lot of colour, for sure.’

      She’s right, but she’s not commenting on his skin like you would after a  friend has been on holiday but the full colour palette of bruising.

      ‘But other than that, nothing. But we’ve got lots of time. Haven’t we?’

      The latter comes out as a tiny question, a question that’s already been answered by the doctors several times. James is no longer in a medically induced coma. That only lasted for a few days, enough to give the medical staff time to assess his injuries, as well as help reduce the swelling and inflammation around his brain.

      And this is where we are now. He’s breathing on his own and we’re just waiting for him to wake. Three days in a forced coma and now four more on his own.

      According to the neuro-specialists, James can get better, becoming more alert, or else the coma will evolve, which sounds much less positive that it is. An evolved coma is otherwise known as a vegetative state. This is an outcome I refuse to acknowledge.

      Lisa hangs out with us for while more before heading home after a gruelling twelve hour shift. Before she leave she give me the kind of hug you can’t help but feel fortified by. Some people are just good, and Lisa definitely falls into this category.
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      Please, if you’re listening, let him wake.

      Another day, another evening.

      I rest my head on the mattress as send a prayer to a God I’m only just coming to know. These past days have been a whirlwind of knowledge building through medical texts and the internet, as well as the kind of knowledge seeking that includes the quest for divine intervention. And in the quiet hours, it’s hard to avoid reaching inside myself to feel my shame. I know I’m not at fault for the current state of body, but I wonder if it would’ve made a difference if I’d shared the knowledge of my love with him.

      I spent weeks avoiding my feelings, and in this avoidance I also kept my love from him. I can’t help but feel that, if I hadn’t denied it, maybe he wouldn’t have been in that car at all. He would’ve left with me earlier, and we’d have held hands in the back seat while his driver pretended not to look. James would be whole and his Vanquish stowed away in his garage, not lying somewhere in bits.

      ‘We haven’t had enough time,’ I whisper, my words strangled with tears I’m finding hard to restrain, when a hand comes to rest between my shoulder blades.

      ‘A lifetime isn’t long enough for love.’

      ‘Thomas, I thought you were done for the day.’ Like me, Thomas spends most of his day here, chatting to me, reminiscing one-sidedly with his son. Earlier, we’d watched The Chase together and eaten a dinner of sandwiches I’d grabbed from the cafeteria before he left for home.

      ‘Marjory, my next door neighbour, popped in with a casserole. I thought, well I thought I’d bring you some. You’re not eating enough for a girl in your condition.’

      ‘I’m eating fine.’ I rub the soft rise of my belly, though in truth, I don’t have much of an appetite.

      ‘Anyway, here you go.’ He passes me a thermos flask, taking a seat in the other chair next to the bed.

      ‘How are Pawdry Hepburn and David Meowie?’

      ‘Who?’ His thick grey brows lower and he leans closer as though worried he’s misheard.

      ‘The cats next door?’ Of course, they might not be Marjorie’s. Too many houses have passed since them.

      ‘Ah!’ Those ugly chicken-y looking things. Well, that makes sense now.’

      ‘Does it?’ I ask, my voice a little tremulous still.

      ‘He must’ve taken a shine to you then because he called me, you know, asking for the name of the agency Marjorie used. He was obviously after was after tracking you down.’

      ‘You said you’d buy a goldfish, remember?’ No answer.

      ‘My boy! Please tell me he didn’t approach you like that.’

      ‘No.’ I smile. ‘I work for Beckett’s wife. That’s my main job, and we just sort of bumped into each other one evening, didn’t we?’ More like you bumped into me drunk, I can almost hear him say.

      ‘He loves you, you know.’ I nod. Swallow. Lean down and graze my lips over a patch of James’s skin. ‘Did he say?’

      ‘Yes. That morning. And I didn’t say it back.’ I break out into gulping, painful sobs.

      ‘Hush, now.’ Thomas pulls his chair next to mine and slides his arm across my shoulders to give me a very proper kind of hug. ‘Here, blow your nose, m’dear.’

      I try my eyes and blow my nose, doing as I’m told. It’s hard not to. Thomas has an innate kind of authority that I’ve seen reflected in his son. Except Thomas’s takes an  avuncular direction, while James is more like, take off all of your clothes.

      ‘God, I miss him.’

      ‘Me, too. But we keep the faith, he whispers quietly. ‘Just as he would do. Just as he did with you, I know.’

      ‘How can you say that? How could he have known if I didn’t tell him?’

      ‘Quite simple. You see the chain your wearing? It was his Mothers. When she was diagnosed with cancer, she found it started to affect her hands. Something to do with the nerves, the cancer causing numbness. They swelled terribly, too. And she stopped wearing her wedding ring. Now, this necklace,’ he adds, pointing at the brilliant sitting against my chest. ‘This was her engagement ring, and for Mother’s Day, James used his own money to have the stone from the ring set into a mount. We knew she was dying.’ His gaze falls away for a beat, his memory slipping back to that awful time. ‘We were prepared for the one thing you cannot prepare for, and my boy wanted to bring a little happiness into her life.

      ‘She was overjoyed to be able to wear the ring. And she told him, that when she passed, he was to keep the necklace for his wife. His wife, Miranda. He knows you love him. You’re wearing the evidence of that around your neck. Love, dare I say it, pays no attention to age, or station, or gender. It is completely indiscriminate. And let me tell you, any chance you get to experience it, grab it with both hands. Revel in it.’ He reaches for my hand, his fingers almost punishing in their grip. ‘Because you just never know how long you’ll get not keep it. And however long, you’ll find it’s never long enough.

      ‘Now, enough of that. Eat some casserole. I also brought you something to read while you’re here.’

      ‘Thanks.’ I swallow convulsively, my voice hoarse. ‘But Heather brought me some magazines.’

      ‘Yes, I know. I heard you reading an article about winter fashion earlier today.’ I read aloud. You know, so James can hear. ‘And I have to say, if you were reading such drivel to me, I jolly well wouldn’t wake up, either!’

      Okay . . .
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      Your mum wanted to come in with me this morning.’ Heather kicks up her feet onto the bottom of the bedframe, folding her hands behind her head.

      ‘Eesh. A Sunday morning visit would’ve been all I needed. Sunday is supposed to be a day of rest. Of peace, not of pecking people’s heads.’ Hooking my hand under her ankles, drop her feet back onto the floor. ‘Were you raised in a barn? Didn’t anyone ever tell you you don’t put dirty shoes on furniture?’

      ‘Harry isn’t complaining. Are you?’

      I open my mouth to complain, then realise I’d be contradicting everything I’ve been saying about not talking over him. I’d gotten a little cross this morning when Griff and Beckett arrived and did just that when discussing yesterday’s football results.

      I think I might be going a little stir crazy.

      ‘So she’s not coming?’

      ‘Nah, mum persuaded her to stay home. Apparently, she’s going to bake and deliver a quiche and an apple cake to Harry’s place tomorrow because she says she’s worried you’re living on hospital food. And everyone knows that stuff makes you ill.’

      ‘I’m fine. But it’s nice that she would think about me.’

      ‘She’s your mum, Mir, Of course she thinks about you. Granted, she might not have done a great deal of that lately. But it looks like that’s changing. Maybe it’s the thought of becoming a grandmother. Anyway, she wants to help.’

      So I’ll let her. There’s no point saying that Sandy, James’s housekeeper, cooks for the same reasons. Not the grandmotherly reasons. Anyway, I’m rarely there to eat it.

      ‘She’s my mum and I love her. And if she’s decided to act like my mother again, then I think that’d be great.’

      ‘Olivia said you got a little cross with her this morning.’ Talk about a change of direction, though I refrain from asking why my boss and my cousin have been talking about me. Mainly because I’m not sure I want to hear.

      ‘She asked if I wanted her to come with me to my next antenatal appointment.’

      ‘That’s nice of her. You know I’d do it. Your mum mentioned it, too.’

      ‘Then she asked if I had a birthing plan, and who’d be in the suite with me.’ As I speak, I can feel all those reactions from this morning bubbling like lava to the surface. Irritation, rage, hurt, all swirling and red. ‘And I told her, James would be.’

      I said it as though it were one of the ten commandments—an incontrovertible truth.

      Because . . . because I can’t contemplate anything else.

      ‘Okay.’

      ‘No, not okay, actually. She said I should have a fallback plan.’

      ‘Oh, babe.’

      ‘So I told her she could fuck right off.’

      ‘She’s only trying to help, Mir.’ Heather’s gaze is as soft as her reply. And though I know they’re all trying their best, I can still feel my eye twitching.

      ‘I suppose you think I should be nice because she’s said I don’t need to go into work for a while.’ Oh, that did not come out nice.

      ‘Why don’t you and go for a nice stroll around the hospital grounds, eh?’ Some might call it a stroll. Others an intervention. ‘And if we pass the psychiatric ward, maybe we should pop in?’

      

      Another evening, this time I’ve wedged one of the chairs at the side of the bed and I’m lying half on and half off of the mattress, my foot pressed to the chair making sure I don’t roll off the edge.

      ‘Scooch over.’ No response. ‘No? Fine. Be a bed hog. Make it difficult for me. Do you want to hear this bedtime story or not?’

      No answer.

      One day.

      With some difficultly, I pull the book open, balancing it on my open palm.

      ‘Week thirteen. What's up, baby? That’s what the book says, not me,’ I begin. ‘It’s all in the intonation. Keep up. So, babe is now as a lemon, which is pretty subjective, don’t you think? Some lemons are huge and some are no bigger than a satsuma. Weird,’ I mutter. ‘Anyway; babe’s head is now about half the size of her crown-to-rump length, so still a little alien looking. What a horrible thing to write. Our baby does not look like ET! Harry Haribo is beautiful, isn’t he?

      ‘At thirteen weeks, your babe is beginning to form bones in her arms and legs. Isn’t that cool? Oh, listen to this next part, James; because he now has more movement, he might be able to get his thumb into his mouth. How cute is that?

      ‘Babe is also developing vocal chords, the first step to Harry complaining. But because sound can’t travel through your uterus, you won’t be able to hear any sounds or cries just yet. Yet? I didn’t know that was a thing. Can you imagine; Oi, Mum, eat more of those biscuits. I’d freak!

      ‘Your thirteen week pregnancy body. You’re just a week away from the second trimester, and should be feeling pretty good. The person who wrote this has obviously never been pregnant.  Most early pregnancy symptoms will be behind you soon, but some mums suffer nausea and fatigue into the fourth and fifth months. That’s not very reassuring. Also, you might be faced with some of the following symptoms; bloating, constipation, headaches and breast tenderness, and vaginal discharge. God, James, I’m so sorry. This isn’t a very good bedtime story, is it?’

      I close the book and drop it to the chair behind me, pressing my ear to his chest. And I just lie there in the quiet, listening to his breathing for a while, willing him to open his eyes.

      ‘James. I need you to wake up. I can’t do this on my own.’

      No answer.

      I’d loved him. Held him as best as I could. Stoked the skin available to me. Whispered words of love in his ear, and other stuff . . .

      I’d talked to him constantly, so much so that sometimes, I was hoarse at the end of the day. I’d told stupid jokes, goaded him, read Cosmo and even started The Iliad at his dad’s suggestion. I’d sang, and I hate singing. Sprayed my perfume around the room.

      I’d begged and I’d pleaded. I’m promised and I’d wept.

      And still no answer.
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      It’s the strangest of sensations. I’m here and yet I’m not.

      Time is meaningless, days unmarked. And I’m just floating on air. At first, I put the sensation down to being dead. There was nothing beyond and awareness that there were thoughts in my head. I was comfortably numb, I suppose.

      But then I heard her voice. And I realised I hadn’t gone anywhere.

      I wasn’t here. And I wasn’t there. But some place in between.

      But I’m still floating. Floating on air.

      She calms me. Her voice. Her presence. Her love.

      But there’s something missing.

      And I can’t put my finger out

      I think I’d cry if I could.

      

      ‘I’m just going to take your blood pressure, love.’

      A kindly voice. And familiar. One of my favourites, if she’s not in the room.

      Pressure on my arm expanding. The beeb of a machine.

      But I’m still floating.

      And waiting for her.

      And missing something I can’t quantify.

      

      ‘Morning, lovely man.’

      The press of her lips against my cheeks.

      The mechanical susurration of the blinds opening. Light, my head filled with white.

      I remember when she called me GO. D withheld.

      I remember the craving of her and the feel of her underneath me.

      A don’t remember many other things. But I feel the now. When there’s no one else around, I feel her tears against my skin. Her quiet sobs echoing through me. Sadness. So much sadness. And I can’t even wrap her in my arms.

      ‘Your dad’s coming in soon. He’s bringing a new book. I don’t know how you posh boys survived school with all that dreary Greek stuff.’

      She starts to hum. She once accused me of being unable to carry a tune in a bucket. I wonder if she’s heard herself lately?

      Nails on a chalkboard.

      But I love her.

      Even though she farts when she thinks no one can hear her.

      Floating. Still floating.

      Still missing something.

      

      The door swishes. Voices are hushed.

      A snuffle. A mewl. A scent I can’t define.

      Is it sweet? Musky? Why does it remind me of sunshine and innocence.

      A protest. A hitch in a breath. Another. And another. And then a wail.

      ‘Wa-wa-Waaa!’

      Like a wave, the realisation smacks me in the face.

      The thing that I’m missing.

      ‘Wake up.’ Her voice waivers, the sob and hitch no less pitiful.

      ‘Wa-wa-Waaa! Wa-wa-Waaa!’

      ‘Wake up, James. Open your eyes for our child.’

      Maybe that was a wave. Because I can’t breath. I think I’m drowning.

      The little bundle is lifted away. A flurry of voices. The squeak of rubber shoes, my hair being pushed from my face.

      ‘Don’t you dare—don’t you dare take that back! I saw your eyes flicker. Open them, goddammit!’

      And there she was.

      ‘Did—’ I cough, my head fit to explode. And, fuck me, my ribs feel like they’re crushing me.

      Faces. Voices. None of them hers. They swim in and out of focus, prodding and poking and questions and lights.

      ‘Miranda. Where’s our baby?’
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      ‘Is that a fire engine?’

      My words are thick and woolly as I try to lift my head from the pillow but find I can’t. It’s like someone filled it with sand and then glued it to my head.

      ‘That,’ Miranda mumbles from somewhere on the other side of the bed, ‘is your son.’

      I groan like I’m in pain, because I am. Or maybe I’m just pained by our child’s lung capacity. He was born five days after his due date and I’m certain this is the reason he has the kind of volume he has. Babies aren’t supposed to be this loud, surely.

      I manage to successfully push myself up onto one elbow as I rub sleep from my eyes. ‘How many times were you up with him last night?’

      ‘More than you. And last time only twenty minutes ago.’ I see where this is going as she pulls the pillow over her head, snuggling down under the bedding.

      ‘Darling, I don’t know whether you recall, but I’ve recently had a traumatic brain injury.’

      Due to the pile of covers, I’m not quite sure what she says but I’m certain it wasn’t pleasant.

      ‘Ouch, my head.’

      I realise my mistake a beat too late as she whips off the pillow, and glares over at me. She looks like Medusa’s crazier but hotter cousin, and the resemblance ends at her hair because the rest of her is utterly beautiful. As she inhales a deep breath, maybe as a precursor to join in with our son’s wailing, I can’t help how my eyes dip to the strap of her tiny nightdress as it slips from her smooth shoulder. Fabric clings to the swell of her breasts as one nipple pokes above the fabric, like a puppy intent on escape.

      And then I remember she’s glaring like she’d happily deliver me another brain bleed.

      ‘You had a car crash? Well, I squeezed a human out of my vagina last month. That was hardly fun.’

      ‘I know. I was there. You nearly broke my hand.’ For a girl, she has a freakishly strong grip. ‘And I thought it was a particularly nice touch when you yelled you’d decided you never wanted to try fisting.’

      ‘It. Was. The. Drugs!’

      ‘The ones they wouldn’t give me, you mean.’ As I mutter, I slide my legs out of bed and make my way into the nursery.

      ‘I wonder if we can get Lisa to swap our son for sweet baby William.’

      ‘I heard that,’ she grumbles as I make my way into the adjoining room. ‘And if you remember,’ she calls louder, ‘he cried in your arms, too.’

      But that day is a vague memory to me, though I still recall most distinctly the weight of the child laid in the crook of my arm. A plan devised by my beautiful Miranda, enlisting the help of the paramedic that saved me on the roadside, before delivering William later that day.

      Just amazing.

      As for my recovery, I’m one of the lucky ones. I’ve no memory of the accident itself, which is surely a blessing, and the after effects have been few. I tire a little more easily, and when I’m tired, I find my stutter returns. Which is apparently adorable. I suffer the odd headache and my leg sometimes aches. But the most life altering aspect of the whole experience is that I’m sometimes overcome by a strangeness, an overwhelming of feelings, which comes from being utterly loved.

      ‘Come here, you.’ I lean into the crib, lifting my son onto my chest, where he quietens almost immediately. ‘You know I didn’t mean it.’ I press my lips to his fair downy head. ‘I wouldn’t swap my Thomas for a hundred babies or more.’ He’s named for my father, and at the insistence of Miranda. The pair are inordinately fond of each other. I can’t say the same for my father-in-law, though Miranda’s mother is a delightful woman. And the kind of grandmother who will drop everything just for baby cuddles.

      ‘Is that because you’d have to get out of bed ninety-nine times more?’

      I turn at the sound of her soft voice, sleep deprivation now put to one side for us both. Despite both struggling to get out of bed, and despite the promises we continually make about alternating the early morning ritual, it just hasn’t worked out that way. When he’s up, so are we. We’re both so enamoured by our little bundle of screams. And this has become our favourite part of the day.

      Our morning love-in.

      As she crosses the space between us, her hips swaying unconsciously, she twists the wild tangle of her hair to one side.

      ‘Morning, lovely baby.’ Up onto her toes, she kisses his head, taking a deep inhale of his sweet, musky head. ‘Mummy loves you.’ Then it’s my turn as she tilts her chin offering me her lips. ‘Morning, lovely Batman.’ As I lower my head to hers, her hand connects to my rump with a slap. ‘I love you. And as much as I love seeing you in your novelty boxers, I can’t wait until you can sleep naked again.’

      ‘I can sleep naked now,’ I protest. ‘I just can’t sleep naked with you.’

      ‘You’d better not be sleeping naked with anyone else,’ she purrs, pulling the elastic of my boxer shorts away from my waist.

      ‘What are you doing?’

      ‘Just making sure it’s all good under the hood. The Batcave hood. You know, for next month,’ she adds meaningfully.

      ‘You know it works. Yesterday you—’

      ‘Ah-ah, not in front of the child!’ she singsongs. ‘Mum’s coming over later this morning. Maybe we can sneak off for a little afternoon delight.’

      ‘Will hasn’t given us the go ahead yet,’ I remind her.

      Four weeks. Two more to go.

      Not that I’m counting or anything. Not that I have it marked on the calendar of my phone. Nor have I asked Miranda’s mother to babysit that afternoon. And I certainly haven’t booked a suite at the Dorchester to mark the occasion.

      Or have I . . .

      I’ll never tell.

      ‘Do you think this is how he gets his kicks?’ I chuckle at her thoughtful expression.

      ‘I wouldn’t like to ask. He’d only charge me three hundred pounds just to have the conversation.’

      ‘Want to break the rules a little?’ she purrs. ‘I’m game if you are.’

      ‘You’re a temptress.’ I dip my head as though to kiss her, changing course at the last minute to press my lips to her neck. ‘And a rebel.’

      ‘What are rules for if not to be broken.’ I shift the baby between us, making space for her under my other arm. ‘Just ask the young girl who bagged herself a gorgeous older man with the kind of bedroom skills that—’

      Thomas snuffles, then he makes the kind of noise that sounds like a detonation.

      Miranda pulls away as she physically gags. ‘No. No. I can’t deal with that this morning. Oh!’ she holds up her hands as though to ward the smell away. ‘It’s oozing out of the legs of his onesie.’

      ‘I did the last change,’ I counter, holding him out now at arm’s length, though it does nothing to help the noxious smell, but adds another level to the senses as a yellow blooming stain spread across the legs of his tiny blue pyjamas.

      ‘No you didn’t. I was up five times with him—I changed him then!’

      ‘But he couldn’t have made this kind of a mess because I had to practically bathe him at two in the morning. No, this change is definitely yours.’

      ‘Please, James, I can’t. I’ll be ill. I’ll do anything.’

      ‘Anything?’

      ‘Almost anything,’ she counters.

      ‘Well,’ I reply, taking her hand as I lay Thomas down on his changing table. ‘There’s only one thing that will persuade me to clean that child’s bottom, and that’s if you’ll agree to be my wife.’

      She sets off laughing. Laughing like I’ve just told the funniest joke of the century.

      ‘This is doing nothing for my confidence,’ I grumble, beginning to pull the snaps of his pyjamas before having, purely logistical, second thoughts. I pull the tub of wipes from the lower shelf, flipping the lid as her laughter still. Because there, on top of the wipes purported to be good for delicate bottoms is a note in Miranda’s hand. And it reads:

      
        
        Roses are red

        Violets are blue

        I’d really love

        To marry you.

      

      

      

      
        
        What do you say?

      

      

      

      And I say,

      ‘Yes.’
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