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Prologue: 10 Years Earlier
NORA



What do you get when you cross stuffy portraits from the Stuart period with a shit-load of ultra-violet lights?

The Freshers Week Glow in the Dark Paint Party at Emmanuel College, Cambridge, of course.

In other words, utter debauchery.

The Old Library, where the party’s being held, dates back even further than these paintings, to the Elizabethan era, but no one in the room gives a flying fuck. No one feels the judgement radiating from these Stuart men and women looking down their oil-painted noses. And while the architecture and art are centuries old, no one at tonight’s party has racked up more than a couple of decades on this earth.

The scene before me is the epitome of entitlement: the crème de la crème of the next generation of British society. Industry. Government. Already half-naked and getting down to some serious shenanigans like it’s their birthright.

It’s not my birthright.

But believe me when I say I am there for it.

Because unlike a lot of the people in this room, and against all odds, I’ve worked my arse off to be here.

My brand-new friend Elle is as entitled as everyone else here, but she wears it well. I’ve only known her a couple of days, but I can tell she’s spent her school years gravitating towards Cambridge as if it were inevitable. She’s already explained, in a genuinely non-obnoxious way, that she’s ended up at Emmanuel because her aunt and uncle met here, and her three boy cousins came here, and the youngest is still here and helped her out by having her to stay when she was looking around colleges.

It doesn’t help that she’s unnaturally, staggeringly gorgeous and articulate. I really want to hate her. But she’s an utter delight. A ray of sunshine. So when she decides to take me under her wing, I allow myself to be her orphaned duckling. Her pet project.

Because while the machinations of a place like Cambridge are in many ways new and mysterious, they’re also as old as time. This place is tribal. That much is obvious immediately. And if I have someone as lovely and knowledgeable and obviously at home here (and by at home I mean she fits right in, immediately, as if she belongs here), my chances of drowning in a place that’s still a lot more blue-blooded than it should be are lessened.

Anyway. Enough of my left-wing musings, because despite myself, I’m already being drawn in. Hooked. By this intoxicating mix of people whose confidence is self-fulfilling. They’re high on their own publicity, and I’m close to fangirling.

It helps that Elle and I have gone matchy-matchy in white t-shirts, knotted high on our stomachs to make crop tops, white hot pants and strappy heels. And it helps that we shared a bottle of white wine in her room before we came downstairs. We look good together, and we feel good. We’ve made a deal that we’re each going to kiss someone tonight. It’s not ideal that my pulling partner is indecently beautiful, but I already know we won’t get hit on by the same guys. And I’m fine with that.

We necked a couple of shots each at the bar when we arrived, and we’re back on the white wine as we dance with a few other girls from our corridor. There are glow-in-the-dark pens everywhere, and we’ve graffitied our t-shirts, shorts and most of our limbs in ultra-violet rainbows. As the music gets worse, our dance moves grow more flamboyant. We gyrate to Starships and I laugh hysterically as Elle executes the Gangnam Style dance routine in an utterly flawless manner. How she still manages to look sexy doing it, I have no bloody idea.

The guys are circling around us like moths to a flame, and it’s not hard to see who they’re after. But Elle doesn’t bite. She ignores them and pulls me in towards her, throwing her arms around me as Guetta’s Titanium comes on. We scream in unison and we go for it, its insane beat pulsing through us as we lose ourselves in the music.

Until the most gorgeous guy I’ve ever seen materialises in front of us. He’s a vision and I am thirsty. He’s not gorgeous in the way that any of the sporty guys back home are. No, this guy’s a walking Patek Philippe ad. He has that flawless skin, even tan and glossy, floppy dark hair that says we summer at Daddy’s villa on Como and we winter in St Barths.

Someone has drawn a scrotum on his forehead that’s glowing neon pink, and it doesn’t even detract from his stunning good looks. Not one jot. Nor does his totally (and predictably) Eurotrash look of fitted white jeans, an equally (and gratifyingly) fitted white t-shirt, and loafers (no socks. Obvs). His clothes are covered in graffiti, and yet he still manages to look like he’s just stepped off his yacht.

Obviously, on a normal day I’d laugh this guy out of town, because come on. He has entitled twat written all over him. But when I’m high as a kite on wine and shots and the buzz of finally being at Cambridge, and when David Guetta’s particular form of magic is running through my veins, I can’t take my eyes off him.

While I mentally undress him (which is in itself ridiculous because (a) I’ve never undressed a guy before IRL and (b) he’s way out of my league), my brain notes that he’s grinning straight at Elle.

Of course he is. Shit shit shit.

Elle screams when she sees him and throws her arms around him, and he lifts her up and spins her round. Lucky, lucky Elle. They probably summer together. They probably went to some entitled-kids’ summer camp in Lausanne and rode wild ponies and had their first kiss under the Swiss stars. They probably⁠—

‘Nora!’ Elle extricates herself from The God and drags him towards me. She leans forward and shouts in my ear to make herself heard above Titanium. ‘This is my cousin, Theo! The one I told you about, who let me stay with him! He’s a Third Year here!’

Oh my God. Cousin? Does that mean… the upper classes don’t still think it’s okay to shag their cousins, do they?

Elle steps back and pushes Theo The Divine forward, and before I know it, he’s giving me the full wattage of his grin, which is sublime, and leaning in to me, and kissing me on the cheek, and I miraculously recall that everyone here is posh enough to kiss people on both cheeks, so I manage not to mess up and I offer him my second cheek.

And he smells so good that I could take his smell to my deathbed with me.

Honestly.

‘Hi Nora.’

He stays close, his voice raised above the music. He says my name like it’s a rude word, but like a sexual rude word. How does he do that? He kind of drawls it suggestively. Oh my God.

‘Welcome to Cambridge. How are you enjoying Emma?’

I’m not so far gone with lust and visions of marriage that I can’t remember Emma is Emmanuel, so I squeak out a reply in the vicinity of his ear. His voice is exactly as I would have imagined. Entitled, obviously (my most overused word since arriving here), and cultured, and sexy as hell. I suspect he can hardly hear me. He moves back and begins to dance with us, and I can barely believe my luck.

I stick close to Elle as the music changes, like she’ll keep me safe from this dangerous man with his dangerous face and body and smell and voice and way of annunciating my name. But Theo isn’t deterred. He dances, and damn if the boy doesn’t have rhythm.

Of course he does.

I bet he does everything well.

I bet he does things well that I barely even know exist.

Things that require rhythm.

Although Elle and some of the other girls are dancing right next to us, Theo is moving in on me. I shoot Elle a panicked look and she laughs. She looks tickled pink.

‘Be careful of my cousin,’ she shouts in my ear. ‘He’s gorgeous, but he’s a total player.’

Got it. Got it. A total player. Right. This guy would chew me up and spit me out before I could even—He’s out of my league. Not just in terms of looks, but in terms of the stuff he knows. The stuff he’d expect from me. I can tell.

The music shifts to Rudimental’s Feel the Love, and it’s so impossible not to feel the love with that song that I let go a bit more. I let my arms drift over my head and I go for it. And Theo moves closer to me. His forehead is beaded with sweat. His hair is growing damp. He swipes it off his face with his hand and the neon pink scrotum smudges a bit. But I don’t laugh, because his eyes are on me, roaming over my bare legs and stomach, and they look hungry.

As our bodies move in time with the music, his leg edges between mine, and those ridiculously preppy white jeans don’t mask the fact that his thigh is muscled and gorgeous.

He puts his mouth to my ear.

‘Nora. I fancy some air. Come outside with me?’
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Theo takes me by the hand and gently leans me against the stone wall of Plodge. Plodge is short for the Porter’s Lodge, and I’d be hard-pressed to think of a less sexy word. But suddenly it’s the sexiest word, the sexiest place, ever.

Because I’m hemmed in by one gorgeous forearm, its bicep cuffed to perfection by his white t-shirt. Away from the ultra-violet lights, I can appreciate the view properly. Especially because Theo’s face is inches from mine.

‘You know you have a penis on your forehead, right?’ I ask, to deflect from the fact that my heart is beating in my throat. I have a pretty good idea why we’re out here, and sure, I’ve snogged guys before, but this guy is a different species from the boys I’ve been with.

That heart-stopping, panty-melting grin again. ‘I’m aware. Some people might say it’s appropriate.’

I feign shock. ‘Surely not.’

‘Nora, Nora, Nora.’ His free hand comes up to stroke along my jawline. ‘Has anyone ever told you you have the eyes of a Disney princess?’

While approximately eighty-four percent of my brain is doing inner eye-rolls and laughing at the lameness of his lines, I’m ashamed to say sixteen percent is eating. It. Up.

‘Nope.’

‘Tough crowd, aren’t you? Well, you do. They’re enormous. I’ve never seen eyes that big and gorgeous before.’

‘Sure you haven’t.’

‘I’d call you Cinders, but I’m sure you’re not a total doormat like she was. How about Belle?’

He’s moving closer, his eyes sweeping from mine to my mouth and back again, giving me the perfect opportunity to note how brown and liquid his are.

‘Uh, Belle has brown eyes,’ I squeak.

‘You’re right. Yours are more like Cinders. Huge and blue-green. But Belle’s got long, brown hair. Like you. And she’s a total badass. Which I can tell you are. And given you made it as far as Cambridge, I’m pretty confident you know what belle means. So I think it’s the perfect name for you.’

His thumb moves from my jaw, ghosting over my skin till it traces the underside of my bottom lip.

‘Whatever you say, Mr⁠—’

‘Montague.’

Now I do snigger. ‘Seriously? Of course that’s your name. Well, if I’m Belle, you’re definitely Romeo.’

He has the grace to look abashed. ‘That may have been my nickname at school.’

‘Something tells me it had nothing to do with your surname,’ I mutter.

‘You’re a feisty one, aren’t you? Belle and Romeo.’ He lowers his head to mine, and I tilt my chin up expectantly as he mutters against my lips. ‘A match made in heaven.’

I’m expecting him to start with a subtle brush of his mouth against mine. Smooth, like everything else he does.

But that’s not what I get.

Nope. Theo Montague curls one hand around my neck, his other hand sliding down my back, pulling me in against him.

Hard.

And as he does that, his mouth clamps down on mine. His lips press firmly. Demanding. I open so he can take more. He wastes no time, his tongue searching for mine. And there’s something so primal, so grown-up, about this kiss that I can’t help but respond to him. I drag my thumb along the gorgeous ridge of his jaw and grope wildly at the muscles of his shoulders, straining under his t-shirt as he holds me as close against him as he can.

This kiss is kind of how I imagine actual sex to be.

Heated.

Desperate.

Out of control.

I tilt my face and he bites lightly down on my tongue as I move, just enough to twist it between his teeth.

Holy crap.

This guy knows what he’s doing.

I have never been kissed like this.

As we devour each other with lips, teeth and tongues, Theo’s hand smooths over my bum and gives it a squeeze before dragging up the bare small of my back, up under my t-shirt, his fingers sliding between my bra clasp and my skin. And then those fingers drag back down with nails. He digs in just enough to feel seriously good. Seriously primal. I arch into him in what’s basically sheer bloody ecstasy, and as I do, his hardness against my lower stomach is unmistakable.

We continue like this for a few minutes. Tongues tangling. Lips gliding. Skin sliding. Nails scraping. Because let’s say I took my cue from him and burrowed under his t-shirt, letting rip on the gorgeous bare musculature of his back. This guy is ripped. As I scratch him gently, he emits a low groan into my mouth and if I didn’t have better things to do with my hands right now I’d punch the air.

Theo comes up for air and I let my head drop back against the stone wall, catching my breath as I survey the sight in front of me in deepest appreciation: Theo Montague, hair mussed and mouth swollen and chest heaving and eyes glazed.

Yesss.

I did that.

I sneak a peek at his crotch.

I did that, too.

This Cambridge place is, like, seriously brilliant.

‘Fucking hell, Belle.’ His voice is low. Rough. He cups his hand around my waist and it turns into a pincer grip. He’s staring at me. ‘You little fucking beauty. You kiss like a wild cat.’

I don’t say anything, mainly because I’ve lost the power of speech. And because I had no idea I was capable of kissing like a wild anything until he came along and showed me what to do. I stand there and survey him in a smug, lustful haze.

He releases my waist and takes my hand.

‘Come on. Let’s get out of here.’ He smirks. ‘I have an excellent room this year. I can have you naked in my bed in under two minutes.’

And just like that, the situation turns serious. Because, even though he’s just rocked my world, I have zero intention of getting naked with Theo. Not right now. Not tonight. I haven’t got naked with anyone before, and when I do, it’ll be pre-meditated. Romantic. And, ideally, vaguely sober.

I shake my head in an exaggerated manner. ‘No. No. I’m not going to bed with you.’

‘Really?’ He looks genuinely baffled. I imagine not many people say no to this guy. Especially not girls. ‘Oh, I’m sorry. I thought…’

I’m sure if you’re him, kissing always leads to far more extreme things. But not for me.

Not even if it’s the best kiss I’ve ever had.

A kiss, the heat of which I didn’t think was possible.

I won’t be pressurised to rush into anything. Especially not with someone like him. Dangerous. In demand. And, I suspect, not the boyfriend type.

‘I liked kissing you. I’m just not going to go to bed with you.’

He shrugs. ‘Fair enough. Pity, though. I would have made it worth your while. Night, Belle.’

And he kisses me on the bloody forehead and strolls away, back towards the party.

I spot him, not half an hour later, through the crowd, snogging the face off a blonde.

The next morning, all I have left to remember Theo Montague by is a stinking hangover and some scratch marks down my back that mesmerise me when I twist to study them in the mirror.

At least I didn’t let him pop my cherry.


CHAPTER 1
Theo



‘It’s not just that the…’ Mum trails off, her eyelids drifting closed in distaste, because hell will freeze over before Laura Montague says the T-word.

‘Threesome.’ My smug arse of an older brother crosses his arms and presses his lips together in a studied expression of moral superiority. But I don’t miss the smirk fighting at the corners of Miles’ mouth. He’s utterly thrilled that once again I’ve proven my mettle as the useless middle son. And I suspect he’s jealous AF that I had two girls’ hands wrapped around my⁠—

‘Thank you, Miles.’ Mum’s eyes open and fix icily on me, her glare radiating disapproval and disappointment. Thank fuck Dad’s in the States, overseeing the reopening of our Upper East Side hotel after a long and painful renovation. I’ll take a disciplinary committee of two rather than being bollocked by the usual triumvirate.

Mum forges gamely ahead. I feel bad, but believe me, this conversation is just as excruciating for me as it is for her. The only one enjoying it is Miles.

‘It’s not just that what you did was deeply disrespectful to those two young ladies. It’s that the whole thing was broadcast for the world to see, and I can’t tell you how damaging that kind of lewd behaviour is to our brand, Theodore. The name Montague has always been associated with class. Elegance. And your… antics have threatened that. Tarnished it. Our guests choose The Montague Group because it’s discreet. And you, darling, have been anything but.’

I shift in my seat. I need to defend myself here. ‘Look, Mum. Firstly, I didn’t disrespect them. Believe me, they were very happy. And I’m not sure I’d call them ladies.’

Because Trixie and Dixie (I kid you not) Tanner-Leyland may technically be Lady Trixie and Lady Dixie, but that’s as far as their ladylike qualities go. They’re little minxes, the two of them, and they know exactly how much of a double threat they are with their identically pretty faces, arse-length blonde hair and dangerous bodies.

And as for the identical twin thing—it was fucking awesome for me, but I don’t get how they can do that with their own sister. I mean, Jesus. It’s creepy. It’d be like Miles and I getting into bed with the same girl at the same time...

Oh, Jesus.

What a visual.

Bile rises in my throat. I really think I might puke.

‘Mate.’ Miles’ tone suggests that verbally criticising the ‘ladies’ I defiled is a new low, even for me.

‘Nobody was disrespected in that room. Okay? There were three consenting adults, and that’s all you need to know.’

‘Unfortunately, we know a lot more than we needed to about your little menage. The whole world does.’

Alas, Miles is right. It turns out the producers of Charmed in Chelsea, the semi-scripted reality TV show to which I signed up for a season, are devious little shits with a penchant for editing the hell out of footage to make it look far more salacious than it is. Although even I can concede that a threesome is salacious enough on its own.

But still.

The editing was brutal.

Charmed in Chelsea Season One aired in one go on streaming platform Azure earlier this week, and my Trixie-and-Dixie-fest has been the single most talked-about storyline of the whole shit-show. I signed up to Charmed—reluctantly, I might add—to increase profile for my businesses, especially for my NFT art marketplace and gallery, to attract funding and to show my family I’m truly worthy of running with a slice of our hotel portfolio. Unfortunately, I’ve emerged looking like a kinky playboy.

As an aside, being painted as a kinky playboy has its advantages. I discovered this last night when I went out in Knightsbridge and was mobbed by women. Usually, I get the minor aristocrats looking for a husband who actually has money—someone who can afford to re-roof their leaky castles every few years. Last night they gave me a wide berth and the ones like a moth to a flame were those who actually liked the idea of me being a dirty bastard.

Hmm. Definitely a helpful development for my sex life. Though I’m aware I’ll have to keep my encounters discreet for the time being.

‘It’ll blow over.’ I sound far more confident than I feel. ‘It’ll be old news by next week.’

‘Either way,’ Miles says, ‘it’s plain unhelpful, Theo. You keep saying you’re ready to step up. I just don’t see it. Here we are’—he gestures to him and Mum, united across the table from me—‘working our arses off to keep the Montague brand on the front foot. We’re revamping the whole portfolio, bringing the older hotels into the twenty-first century. We’re building. Acquiring. Expanding. And from where I’m sitting, you’re fannying around on excruciatingly trite TV shows and shagging anything that moves.’

It’s so fucking unfair. I open my mouth to say so, and he stops me with a hand.

‘You keep saying you’re ready to step up, but frankly, I don’t see it. Sure, you’re doing a good job with the gallery and the wine stuff. A really good job. We all know you’re far from stupid. But being at the helm of this ship we’ve built isn’t just about business acumen. It’s about sacrifice. Strength of character. Foresight. Judgment.

‘And anyone who allows himself to get completely arseholed in front of a bunch of TV cameras, for fuck’s sake, and then allows them into his flat with not one but two women, is decidedly lacking in anything approaching judgement.’

He sits back in his chair and fixes me with his trademark stony glare. I want to punch him in that smug face. I really do. And yet, the galling thing is I totally agree with him. I’m the mutinous toddler, again, despite being able to plead a plausible case for why our family dynamics have made me that way.

I can’t deny that cavorting around Chelsea on camera, a titled (and entitled) blonde on each arm, may make me a hero in the eyes of some guys and a target for legions of women. But in the eyes of my family it makes me a laughingstock.

Nothing more.

It’s time for a rethink.

Besides, however tempting it is to get defensive, to throw my toys, Miles and Mum won’t warm to that. Miles especially. He’s always been the over-competent and confident first-born, ruling our parents’ hearts for the first eight years of his life and consoling Mum through several miscarriages until I finally showed up. And the thrill at a second son was short-lived when, against all odds, Stephen showed up a mere thirteen months after me.

It’s the most basic law of middle children: do whatever it takes to get attention. Miles has always achieved, effortlessly, spearheading The Montague Group’s incredible growth in recent years. Stephen is one of the good guys. I mean, he really is. He’s a fucking teddy bear, and he and his equally lovely wife, Margot, have already given Mum and Dad twin granddaughters. He’s a successful chiropractor, having happily eschewed any part of the family business in favour of helping his fellow humans.

And me?

I’ll let you know when I figure out what the hell I’m supposed to do in this family.

But I’m smart enough to know that while I figure it out, I’d better smooth things over here. Mum and Dad don’t deserve this grief, and Miles won’t hesitate to freeze me out. Cooperation, or perceived cooperation at least, are the only way forward for the time being.

I put my hands up in surrender.

‘It was a dick move. I get it. I’m sorry, Mum. Momentary judgement lapse. But I do get it. I know you don’t think I do, but I do. I’ll do better from now on.’

Miles is clearly expecting more of a pushback from me. He nods. He may be a prick, but he’s a fair one, and to his credit, he doesn’t hold grudges.

‘Good. Let’s move on. Keep your head down, okay mate?’

Mum rises and steps around the table. She bends and kisses my forehead, her hands framing my jaw. ‘Apology accepted. It’s a life lesson, Theo. Perception is reality. And there will always be people who want to tear us down. Who resent anyone who’s built success for themselves, brick by brick. When they go low, we go high. Got it?’

She tips my face up and I resist the urge to roll my eyes, because Mum doesn’t just spout Michelle Obama-isms for appearances. This kind of shit is genuinely a mantra for her to live by. And she’s a sweetheart, and she doesn’t deserve her arsehole sons.

‘Got it.’ I smile as she squishes my face as if I’m five, not thirty.

‘Good boy. You’re so handsome. I just wish we could find you a lovely girl. Someone appropriate.’

I snort as she releases me. ‘Miles married someone highly appropriate and look where that got him.’

It’s a low blow, but it’s true. Miles married a narcissistic socialite from hell, Allegra, who was as entitled as she was hot, and she absconded to the US a couple of years ago, leaving him and my gorgeous little niece, Bea, to fend for themselves. It was unforgivable. Thankfully, he’s since fallen head over heels for, and proposed to, Bea’s nanny, Saoirse, who is Stephen-and-Margot-level sweet and so fucking ravishing I could barely take my eyes off her when Miles introduced us.

If anyone can save Miles from disappearing up his own arse, it’s Saoirse. You could argue his daughter’s sweet, Irish, normal nanny was not the most obvious match for Miles Montague to make, but I’m just glad he saw sense after Allegra and did a full one-eighty on his taste in women.

My point: appropriate is way over-rated.

Miles’ jaw tightens at the mention of his ex-wife. She’s back in the UK now—she came scurrying back last Christmas—but he sent her packing.

‘We’re not saying you should go for someone who doesn’t make you happy. Just try to find a girlfriend who’s not a total PR liability. Someone… I don’t know. Someone you can forge a proper partnership with, who’ll understand the responsibilities you’ll have if you step up within the business. Someone sensible.’

A nice, sensible girlfriend.

Kill me now.

‘Where the hell am I supposed to find someone like that?’

‘Try our engagement party.’ Miles picks up his phone, signalling the end of the meeting. ‘There’ll be plenty of intelligent, accomplished, suitable women there. Just stay away from our business associates. And employees, obviously.’

I stare at him, my mouth hanging open. Is this guy for real?

‘You literally shagged your nanny, who you plucked from the hotel’s creche, for fuck’s sake. Are you seriously going to tell me to stay away from the employees?’

I’ve had high hopes for Saoirse’s friends at the engagement party. And the wedding. And the pre-wedding weekend in Cap Ferrat. She’s told me before that her bunch of fun-loving Irish, Aussie and Kiwi mates (mainly nannies at The Montague’s creche) will go crazy for me.

I’m holding her to it.

Miles is not amused. He narrows his eyes at me. ‘I kept everything above board with Saoirse. You know that. Why don’t you take it as a personal challenge? Find the most sensible woman at the party and charm the pants off her. That’s one skill you can’t deny you have.’

I suppose that’s challenge accepted, then.


CHAPTER 2
Nora



Nora Wilder Weddings. Even as I appreciate the pleasing cursive of the font on my business cards, the curls of the N and Ws beautifully balanced, the familiar frustration builds.

Frustration that it couldn’t have just been Wilder Weddings. The alliteration would have been perfection.

Unfortunately, Wilder Weddings gives off a whole host of connotations that are both unintentional and firmly at odds with my proposition. It’s a given that I’d attract couples who are looking for a wilder type of ceremony. Namely saying their vows while bungee-jumping off Victoria Falls.

Or gyrating naked together on a sex swing.

No, thank you.

Nora Wilder Weddings it is.

My bloody, cursed surname. If only it was something classier, like Nora Winter. Although Winter Weddings would create a whole host of other misunderstandings…

Drat.

In any case, I’ve made the most of it. The business cards I slide into my clutch are beautiful, crafted from double-thickness paper stock with my company name embossed in midnight blue with a spot varnish and the same shade running around the edge of the cards. It was characteristically thoughtful of Saoirse to insist I brought them along to her and Miles’ engagement party tonight. She’s a sweetie.

That said, I’m dreading it. In a stroke of the worst luck of all time, my long-time ex, Jonathan, joined The Montague Group last month as part of the Finance Director’s team, and I’m fairly sure that means he’ll be there tonight.

By fairly, I mean very, because I drew Saoirse aside and asked her if she could check whether he was attending.

He is.

With his plus-one, his new girlfriend. Lucy. A posh blonde who apparently has boobs so big, she must store her brains in there. Because there’s no other explanation for how vacuous she is (or so I’ve heard through the grapevine of our mutual friends).

I am so fucked.

I’m going along tonight because Miles and Saoirse thought it would be a good idea for me to ‘get a feel for the crowd’, as the majority of them are invited to the wedding. If I can size up the guests effectively, it’ll help no end when we’re planning the look, feel and scope of the wedding weekend.

Normally, I’m totally fine with this stuff. Turning up to an engagement party alone. Working the room. Being a fly on the wall. And helping with any big or small issues that may occur, so Miles and Saoirse can completely relax and enjoy their special evening with their family and friends.

I just wish tonight wasn’t also the night I come face to face with the love of my life and his new girlfriend.

Oh God. Even thinking that word makes me sick to my stomach.

I gave him everything. Nine years of my life. My fucking cherry, for God’s sake. He was the second person I snogged at uni, a few weeks after I got over the mortification of my drunken tryst with Theo ‘Romeo’ Montague, and unlike Mr I-Only-Kiss-Girls-Who’ll-Go-The-Whole-Way, Jonathan was my safe place. My dream come true.

Tall. Blonde. Gentlemanly (yep, he really is Theo’s opposite). Generous. Good-natured. Pretty much the human equivalent of the golden labradors I had planned for us.

Because, believe me, I had many, many plans for us.

My plans included but were not limited to a Georgian rectory in the Cotswolds, complete with wisteria, an AGA, the aforementioned golden labs, and three children. Two boys and a girl.

They did not include a woman called Lucy coming along and turning Jonathan’s head, making him believe he’d been short-changed with me. Making him believe she was more his ‘type’. I’ve even—and it kills me to say this—heard they’re looking at houses in the countryside.

Obviously, he didn’t tell me he wanted a boob upgrade. Or a posher girlfriend. He’s not stupid. But, when he was breaking up with me, he told me she didn’t henpeck him, and she gave him a quiet life, and that made me cry.

I didn’t henpeck him. I just knew better than him what was best for him. For us. That was all.

I still do. And I’m determined to make him see sense. I’m not giving up on the man of my dreams that easily.
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The engagement party is up on one of the roof terraces of the Montague Hotel in Knightsbridge. The terrace is at the back of the hotel, overlooking Hyde Park, and it’s breathtaking. This is a serious piece of real estate. Miles’ team at the hotel has done the vast majority of the work for this evening, taking a huge chunk of the work off me. I can relax.

In theory.

It’s a glorious evening. Shade sails straddle the space, offering protection from the late sunlight as it fades, and torches and hurricane lanterns have already been lit. What I didn’t appreciate was that the terrace is off one of the penthouse suites, which has been cleared of most of its furniture in case of rain. Apparently, it’s the same suite Miles and his daughter Bea lived in when their house was being refurbished, and it’s where he met Saoirse.

It’s where they fell in love.

Those two are cute.

In stark contrast to Miles and Saoirse’s love story, my own love life is a total fucking disaster, and that fact is about to be brought home to me this evening. I wish Elle was here to keep me company, but she’s too nice to come. By which I mean that if she showed up with her boyfriend, they’d completely overshadow the happy couple, and Elle would never pull a stunt like that.

Because, in the years since we left Cambridge, my gorgeous BFF Elle Hart has become an obscenely famous, award-winning actress, including an Oscar, for God’s sake. And only last week, she and her now boyfriend, the Hollywood superstar Josh Lander, were on every front page on the planet after he grovelled live on The Gordon Kay Show and admitted that he should never have dumped her on Twitter five years previously (you think, Josh?) and that she was the love of his life.

So now, on the weekends, I have to endure a guy whose face Elle and I both had on our bedroom walls when we were at school walking around our house half-naked and trying to hump my friend against the kitchen counter.

I mean, it’s a high-quality problem. I realise that. And I’m unbelievably lucky that Elle insisted I move in with her when Jonathan broke up with me. Especially because, generous angel that she is, she only lets me pay for utilities and won’t accept a penny of rent for my room in her indecent townhouse in Notting Hill because she knows I’m saving every penny for a deposit on a flat of my own. She really is one in a million.

She even lets me borrow her clothes, because she has a massive dressing room of designer stuff that’s gifted to her. The whole gifting thing is slightly out of control, and I get far more excited about it than her, which is why she insists on an open-wardrobe policy.

Which is also why I’m wearing a stunning powder-blue wool crepe shift by Emilia Wickstead this evening that would probably cost four figures to buy. It features a slashed neck at the front that tapers into a low V at the back. It’s ladylike and beautifully cut, and it makes me feel like someone of value. A force to be reckoned with. And God knows, I need that tonight. Elle insisted on FaceTime that I armour up, and boy, am I glad she did (she may also have pushed a pair of horrifyingly beautiful Malone Soulier heels on me).

So really, I’m incredibly fortunate. Elle and Josh are up in Elstree during the week filming the TV adaptation of Grosvenor, which is only my and Elle’s favourite romance book series of all time. But it means there’s no one to have my back when Jonathan appears with Lucy.

Holy shit.

Her boobs enter the terrace a couple of seconds before the rest of her does. I’m wearing a padded bra to enhance my natural B-cups. But still. I’ve always had a hangup about having smallish boobs, and it adds insult to injury that my gorgeous Jonathan, the man I thought I’d spend the rest of my life with, has his face buried between those every night.

Ugh.

I’m so fixated on Lucy’s boobs that I don’t really look at her face. Or Jonathan’s. But being the mature, well-bred type he is, he doesn’t do what most people would do and try to pretend he hasn’t seen me. Oh, no. He makes a veritable beeline for me, leading her by the hand in my direction once he’s greeted Miles and Saoirse.

His big hand rests on the bare skin of my upper arm as he stoops to kiss me (he really is tall), and I can’t help inhaling the clean, comforting smell of him.

He kisses one cheek, then the other. ‘Hello, Nor.’

He pulls away. As Olivia Rodrigo would say, he looks happy and healthy. Good for him. Lucy clearly agrees with him. He has the beginnings of a dad bod under his navy blazer. Seven years off the rugby pitch, and a lot of that muscle has turned to… Not fat. More like, softness. I’ve always loved his large, soft, but solid body. I’ve always felt so safe, so secure in Jonathan’s arms.

Anyway.

‘Hi.’ (Can you tell I have a degree in English?)

There’s nothing to take the wind out of your sails like the love of your life kissing you on the cheeks, for Pete’s sake.

‘Nora,’ he says in a careful voice, as if I’m some sort of loose cannon, ‘this is Lucy. Lucy, I’d like you to meet Nora.’

He’s smart enough not to give us handles. Nora, Lucy is my shiny new girlfriend with a limited intellect-slash-vocabulary and a porn-star-level chest. Lucy, Nora is my foolish, long-suffering and totally fucking myopic ex who didn’t see you coming until I had to spell it out for her.

Lucy and I eye each other up in a passive-aggressive fashion, both of us resorting to a mumbled how do you do in sync. You’ve got to love the Brits.

Jonathan’s vast shoulders sink in relief that I haven’t whipped off a shoe and poked Lucy in the eye with a stiletto heel. We’re fifteen seconds into the most awkward introduction of all time, and nobody is bleeding from their eyeball.

Yet.

Again, thank you, British culture.

Though what Jonathan mistakes for acceptance on my part is really just my respect for Miles and Saoirse. There’s no way I’d make a scene at their beautiful party.

And there’s no way I’d ever give these two the satisfaction of showing the merest glimpse of jealousy. Of vulnerability. I shudder. Dear God, no.

‘Congratulations on landing this gig, Nor.’ Jonathan gestures at the happy couple. ‘I was thrilled for you when Miles told me.’

‘Thank you. That’s so kind. I hope your new role is going well.’

Note: that’s a statement, not a question. And my smile is fixed and scary. I may be able to resort to good manners when need be, but Jonathan’s nervous glance at Lucy tells me he can interpret my subtext.

And my subtext is: Don’t fucking dare make small talk with me in front of Dolly Parton here.

‘Excuse me,’ I say in my fake voice before Jonathan thinks about anything so ill-advised as answering my non-question. ‘I must confer with the server about the timings of the canapes.’

‘Of course.’ Jonathan takes a step back and pushes his fine blonde hair off his forehead. My blue-eyed, golden-haired boy.

I’m so far from ready to drop that possessive pronoun.

I have a lot of fight in me yet.

I sweep imperiously away, my chin held high, my glorious Emilia Wickstead armour helping in that superficial but fabulous way that only a great dress can.

I just hope I got away from them before they saw my chin wobble.


CHAPTER 3
Theo



Not even Saoirse’s mates can save this party. Miles and our parents ensured that when they invited along every turgid motherfucker they do business with. And my ambitions to charm my way back into Mum and Dad’s good books and into a cushy job in the firm do not extend to making small talk with their pale, male and stale business associates and their predatory wives (though I don’t blame the wives for hitting on me. Not when they’ve got to get into bed with those guys later).

Worse, most of the younger guests at the party saw me immortalised in all my glory with Trixie and Dixie and are treating me like some kind of novelty. I escape one handsy fifty-something and make for the bar. And just like that, my evening gets better.

There’s a woman alone at the bar, her back to me. Her brown hair is a glossy mane pulled over one shoulder. She’s in a stunning pale blue dress that skims her curves to perfection. It’s classy but feminine, and best of all, the neck dips at the back, exposing an enticing V of creamy skin. I run my eyes down her body. Killer legs. Sexy AF heels.

And best of all, she’s alone. Her evening’s about to get better, too.

I rake my hair back, tug on the lapels of my blazer and slide in beside her. But the beginnings of a chat-up line die on my lips when she senses my presence and turns to face me.

Fuck me. It’s my cousin Elle’s mate, Nora.

I recover quickly. ‘Hi, Belle.’

She’s openly despised me since I kissed her at uni, but tonight her expression is less horror and more deep discomfort.

‘Romeo.’ She says my old nickname in a flat mutter, but she doesn’t look me in the eye.

I’ll take it she’s seen Charmed in Chelsea, then.

‘You look good.’ She really does. I rake my eyes down her front. The dress fits her like a glove and brings out the blue-green of her incredible Disney eyes. Eyes that earned her her nickname. I remember that much about that evening. We’ve seen each other a few times over the years, at social events where Elle and I have overlapped, but as my cousin’s got more famous, those events have become fewer and further between. And given Nora here makes no secret of her contempt for me, that suits me fine.

‘Thanks.’ Her voice is tight. Hostile, even for her.

‘How come you’re here? Is Elle here?’ I crane my neck around to look for my cousin.

‘No, she’s shooting in Elstree. Your brother and Saoirse have hired me as their wedding planner.’

‘No way! Nice one. Why did I think you were in journalism—weren’t you at the Times?’

‘I only lasted there a year.’ She fondles the stem of her champagne flute. ‘I did precisely no journalism, but my boss from hell made me plan her wedding. I decided it was a flaky industry and I could do a good job if I stripped out the emotion and added even an ounce of competence. So I quit the Times and struck out on my own.’

She tilts her chin up defiantly, as if she’s expecting me to laugh at her or call her out on her story, but I don’t.

‘Makes sense. No wonder my brother hired you. Last time I made the mistake of bringing up the wedding, he said all the planners they’d met with were called things like Peony. So I can see him digging your approach.’

‘I like your brother. He doesn’t take any shit, and he knows what he wants. And Saoirse’s lovely.’

Her face softens slightly. Nora’s a piece of work. On the occasions we’ve seen each other, I always feel compelled to wind her up, because she is so goddamn easy to wind up. She takes everything so seriously. But there’s something flat about her tonight. Her usual spark is missing.

‘Saoirse’s a babe,’ I agree. ‘God knows what she sees in my wanker brother.’

‘He’s successful and competent, and that’s attractive. They’re good together.’

She takes a sip of her champagne and I can’t resist a little dig. Probably because she just called my brother successful, competent and attractive. She has no way of knowing this, but the first two adjectives hurt me far more than the third.

‘Drinking on the job?’

She flushes and puts the flute down instantly.

‘I shouldn’t. But God knows, I need a drink just to hold it together.’

Weird. Nora Wilder shouldn’t need anything to hold it together. She’s Little Miss Self Sufficient.

‘You all right, Belle? You don’t seem your usual feisty self.’

Her Disney eyes slide away to somewhere behind me, then back to me. She really is gorgeous. Shame she’s so uptight. The only fun you can have with her is riling her.

‘Jonathan’s here.’ She grabs the flute again and takes a decent slug.

‘Your boyfriend Jonathan?’

Let me tell you right now. Nora’s boyfriend, Jonathan Holmes, is a snooze fest. I played rugby with him at uni - we overlapped on the Blues in my final year and his first year. He was a decent prop, but I avoided him like the plague off the field. He’s a big, gormless oaf. I suspect he may have been hit in the head by a rugby ball one too many times.

I have to lean in closer to hear Nora.

‘He broke up with me just before Christmas,’ she mumbles.

Even I’m not enough of a dick to kick someone when they look like an orphaned kitten.

‘Ah, shit. I’m sorry.’

She can do so much better than him. Though from what little I’ve seen of them together, they weren’t the worst match. I think she liked bossing him around, and he was placid and dumb enough to take it. To like it.

‘He’s here with his new girlfriend.’ She sniffs. ‘The one he dumped me for. I just met her.’

Yikes. That’s rough. I crane my neck around again, looking in the direction of Nora’s moony gazes over my shoulder. When my eyes hit Holmes and his new chick, I can’t help it. I snort so hard my champagne goes up my nose. Oh God. I’m dying.

Nora stands there while I try to get my choking under control. She folds her arms in disapproval.

‘That’s his new girlfriend?’ I wheeze. ‘The girl in the yellow dress?’

‘Yeah.’

Holy fuck. I sneak another look at them. My eyes are on stilts.

‘Stop it!’ Nora hisses. ‘They’ll see us looking.’

This has made my day. It’s fucking hilarious. That dark horse Holmes is far sneakier than I’d have given him credit for.

‘Do you think she’s pretty?’ Nora asks, and despite myself, my heart breaks just a little for her.

‘Honey, I have no idea. You think I was looking at her face?’

She rolls her eyes. ‘You’re impossible.’

‘I’m pretty sure I can explain Jonathan’s decision to date her in two words.’ I steamroller on, despite Nora putting her hand up to stop me. ‘Tit wank.’

She squeezes her eyes shut, and genuine hurt flickers on her face, and she crosses her arms defensively over her own chest. And I feel like the worst kind of twat.

‘I’m sorry.’ I put a hand out and touch her on her forearm. ‘I’m sure she has a lovely personality.’

‘Fuck off.’

I’m back-peddling now, driven by an uncharacteristic desire to make Nora Wilder’s evening better. She’s here to work. I’m sure Miles’ wedding’s a big gig for her, and she doesn’t need this shit from her douchebag ex. I sneak another look behind me.

‘Look. She’s pretty in an inoffensive, forgettable way. That’s it. She’s not beautiful. Not like you. She doesn’t have your bone structure.’ I allow my gaze to linger on Nora’s face. Objectively speaking, she’s stunning. When those eyes aren’t rolling or glaring, they’re insane. Massive.

I wish I remembered what they were like when I kissed her. That whole evening is a bit hazy, apart from the stupid nickname thing.

‘Shut up.’

She’s even more prickly than normal. I think about extricating myself, but I don’t want to leave her here alone. She probably doesn’t know many people, hence why she was at the bar by herself in the first place. Maybe I’ll just steer the conversation onto safer topics.

‘So. What dark secrets can you spill about the wedding? Do they have a location?’

‘They seem to have decided on Sorrel Farm in Kent. I can’t believe they’ve managed to book that place out in July, but the Commercial Director, Evelyn, knows Miles, so…’

Of course she does. My brother is a relentless networker for such a grumpy fucker. I’m not sure how he gets people on board when he’s permanently wearing a face like a slapped arse (though less so since Saoirse’s come on the scene, thank Christ).

‘Nice. I wouldn’t put it past Miles to have held it here.’

‘I think they wanted a destination. Somewhere they could make a fun weekend of it. And you know they’re having a joint stag and hen in the south of France? I’m organising that, too.’

I smirk. ‘I do. I’m the best man.’ I bet Nora will have the entire wedding party whipped into shape. As far as I’m concerned, that means less work for me. Especially if the stag and hen are a joint operation. She’s Miss Sensible. Mum would love it if I brought someone like Nora home.

Her face drops.

‘Looks like we’ll be spending a lot of time together this summer, huh?’

There’s a smart retort on the tip of her tongue, I can feel it, when her face freezes. ‘For fuck’s sake.’

‘What is it?’

‘Jonathan just kissed her. And they’re coming over.’

She stiffens. Bless her. I edge forward. I can’t just watch her idiot ex make a fool of her when she’s trying to be professional.

‘Do you trust me?’

She looks at me as if I’ve grown a second head. ‘No.’

‘Tough. Just go with it.’

That silky curtain of hair is still hanging over one shoulder. I slide my hand around the side of her neck that’s bare, a graceful arc under my palm. Her skin is smooth, but her pulse is racing. I don’t, for a second, fool myself that my touch is doing that.

‘Pretend I’m hitting on you,’ I mutter under my breath.

She narrows her eyes at me. ‘From where I’m standing, you are hitting on me.’

‘In your dreams, Belle.’

She looks over my shoulder and squeaks. ‘Hi, Jonathan.’

I turn around slowly, my palm still doing lazy laps of the area where Nora’s swan-like neck meets her shoulder. My thumb traces the ridge of her collarbone.

‘Holmes.’

He’s such a waste of space, this guy. I offer him my hand and he takes it, but his eyes are fixated on my other hand. The one on his ex-girlfriend’s neck. For his benefit, I slide my fingertips under the thick strap of her dress and stroke. This charade is no hardship at all. She’s such a sexy little thing. Her collarbone is fine, the skin glossy.

‘Montague.’ Jonathan’s eyes are on stilts as he shakes my hand before rousing himself. ‘This is my, er, girlfriend, Lucy.’

I shake her hand, forcing myself to keep my eyes on her face. I was right in my assessment from afar. It’s a forgettable face. A little snub nose and a few freckles. Nice enough. But nothing to write home about.

‘Hi, Lucy.’ I flash her my trademark smile.

‘Hi! I saw you on Charmed in Chelsea! You were fantastic in it!’ She’s beaming at me, and given I have normal, human levels of peripheral vision, I can’t help but see her tits heaving in that monstrous yellow get-up.

She’s basically said I saw you naked. I allow myself a smirk. Jonathan looks fit to burst.

‘That’s so kind. Thanks. Enjoy your evening.’

I turn back to Nora and slide my other hand around her waist, pulling her into me. I whisper in her ear.

‘Let me know when they’ve gone.’

‘You didn’t need to do that.’ She wriggles out of my grasp. ‘They’ve gone. Whew. You didn’t need to grope me like that.’

‘I stroked your collarbone, Nora. I wouldn’t get too hot and bothered about it. I’m capable of a lot more.’

‘I know you are.’ She glares at me. ‘I had the misfortune of seeing exactly what you’re capable of last week from my sofa. With Trixie and Dixie.’

‘I bet you didn’t change the channel, though. Did you, you dirty girl?’

‘You’re horrific. And I don’t need you to play games with Jonathan.’

‘It was just a bit of fun. I thought it would make you feel better to get some revenge. He was fucking furious.’

‘I don’t want revenge. I want him back.’

‘Seriously? Move on. You can do better.’

‘No, I can’t. Don’t say that. He’ll come to his senses. My future is with Jonathan. I know it.’

‘Well, in that case, you should be thrilled with me, because I just made that man very jealous.’

‘I don’t like playing games like that. I don’t want to stoop to his level. When they go low’—she gives a shaky but defiant nod—‘we go high.’

That stops me in my tracks. ‘Did you just quote Michelle Obama to me?’

She gives me a duh face. ‘Yeah. She’s my hero. What’s the problem?’

There is no problem, except the cogs in my mind are picking up steam. In fact, they’re turning so fast they’re probably sparking.

‘Nothing. Tell you what, Belle. You should date me.’


CHAPTER 4
Nora



Theo grins at me. ‘My mum will go bat shit crazy for you. Have you met her yet?’

‘No, but⁠—’

I stare at him like he’s lost the plot. I’m genuinely fascinated by people like him. People who are so entitled and arrogant, who have such unshakable self-confidence, that they think they only have to speak and their words, or their thoughts, even, become law.

He just heard me say I want to get Jonathan back, and yet he’s asked me out.

Is he delusional?

The other problem with guys like Theo Montague, aside from the arrogance, is that they’re dangerous. I suspected it the second I laid eyes on him, and I knew it for sure once he’d abandoned me against Plodge’s wall to go find someone who’d put out for him. And it strikes me that, a decade on, he’s more dangerous than ever.

I can hardly look at him. Firstly, because he’s—and it kills me to say this—even more gorgeous than he used to be. He’s grown into his bone structure. His cheekbones are sharper, and the square ridge of his jaw is accentuated by the perfectly clipped beard he now sports. I mean, I think it’s a beard. Is it? It’s somewhere between long stubble and a beard, anyway, but whatever it is, it works.

However long he spends grooming it, it’s worth it.

He’s a bit like a solar eclipse. You know you’re not supposed to look, for God’s sake, but come on. Knowing you shouldn’t look is like being told not to press the big red button. Or open Pandora’s box. You can’t help yourself.

And when you do look, you remember why you shouldn’t stare straight into the sun.

Because it’s dazzling.

He’s dazzling.

I do what I shouldn’t, and I allow my gaze to rove over him under the pretence of glaring at him scathingly. I drink in those massive, almost liquid brown eyes. The black eyebrows that add gravitas to his face and shadows to his eyes. His mouth, full and luscious and framed by the beard-thing. His tongue, when it peeks out to lick his lower lip…

Sorry. Shit. I allowed myself to digress there for a second. I was supposed to be telling you the second reason I can hardly look at him, and that is because last week, I sat alone in Elle’s gorgeous living room and shamelessly watched (by watched, I mean binged) all six episodes of Charmed in Chelsea back to back.

I ate my way through epic amounts of Dairy Milk and drank copious rosé, and I watched Theo and other over-privileged fuckwits cavort around Chelsea, trailed by cameras.

Let me tell you this. The show was bad. The lines were poorly scripted, the cast members definitely weren’t naturals at delivering said badly scripted lines (except for Theo, who has the gift of the gab), and the ‘storylines’ were thin. It was abysmal.

Let me also tell you this. I gobbled up every. Single. Second.

Sure, it was escapist waffle, but really, it was Theo. I know the extent of my dealings with him is a single kiss, a decade ago, but come on. It’s pretty fun watching someone you’ve kissed let rip on camera.

Until he did something super shocking, and that’s why I can hardly meet his gaze. He. Um. He hooked up with two girls. At the same time. As in, like a… you know what I’m getting at. And they were twins. And young. Like, early twenties.

And to make matters worse, horrified as I was, I could not. Look. Away.

Obviously, they didn’t air the, um, bedroom bit itself. I don’t know whether Theo saw sense and kicked the cameras out, or whether the editors decided it would be in bad taste to show it (right decision, obviously). But I definitely got an eyeful of Theo kissing them both in a club, and of them all over him in the back of a black cab, and of him taking them back to his flat.

The three of them started getting down to it on the sofa, and it was kind of like watching a car crash, because I didn’t want to watch it, but I couldn’t bring myself to turn it off. I won’t fill you in on exactly what went down (no pun intended), but clothes were coming off before Theo got the girls into his bedroom, and then the footage stopped.

All I have to say about the matter is that his flat looked very nice.

And no, we didn’t get to see him naked with them. Though the Charmed producers did treat us (treat being the operative word) to a full-body rear view shot of Theo walking from his bedroom to the shower in another episode.

These reality TV shows are so salacious. They resort to the cheapest stunts to get their views up. Like gratuitous nudity and threesomes.

There.

I said it.

Having said that, the nude shot was exceptionally gratifying. Those bum dimples made me drool into my rosé, let me tell you.

But you understand why I can’t look at him. I’ve seen him naked (the world has). I’ve seen him take two girls off to bed. And here he is, sliding those long, tanned fingers of his under my dress and stroking my skin.

It’s just mortifying.

If I’m completely honest with myself, one reason I find him so dangerous is that I’m intimidated and bemused and fearful of his total lack of fear. In my mind, group sex is one of the scariest and most horrifying things someone could ever do. Which is why I don’t think about it. Ever. At all.

But Theo just went for it. I’m assuming he had two girls come onto him (from what I saw, they definitely made a beeline for him), and shrugged to himself, and thought what the hell, and just, like, went for it.

Which I find unfathomable.

I overthink everything, and it’s a character flaw I’ve been working on.

But then I see how people like Theo Montague act, and I observe the consequences of under thinking, and I feel pretty damn secure in my overthinking prison, let me tell you.

All of which is a long-winded way of saying I’d never, ever date someone like him.

No, thank you.

‘You need to meet her,’ Theo is saying about his mum. ‘You are so her type. If I dated someone like you, I’d earn enough brownie points to set me up for life.’

Wait. What?

Let’s quash this D-word on the head first.

‘Theo. I will never date you.’

‘Here me out⁠—’

‘No. Listen to me. You’d have more of a chance with me if my surname was Capulet. Got it?’

I see the moment where he gets my nerdy attempt at humour.

‘See? You’re funny. I love funny women.’

‘No.’

‘I should explain.’

He moves closer and looks to check the coast is clear before lowering his face to my ear. The warmth of his breath on my neck gives me goosebumps.

‘Let me start again, because I didn’t know it was possible for someone to look so queasy at the mere prospect of dating me. Nora Wilder, I have a business proposition for you. Could you spare a few moments of your time for my elevator pitch?’

The corners of my mouth turn up a little, despite myself. He’s more emotionally intelligent than he looks.

I put on my iciest Dragon’s Den voice. ‘Proceed.’

‘Look.’ He straightens up, holding out his hands. There’s an optimistic little boy grin on his face.

Hold firm, Nora.

Don’t fall at the first hurdle.

This guy eats girls like you for breakfast.

‘What’s the thing you want most in the world?’

He’s good. He’s starting by identifying my problem. Business pitch one-oh-one.

I cross my arms. ‘To get Jonathan back.’

‘Great. And what if I told you I’m extremely confident we can win him back for you together?’

I narrow my eyes. ‘By dating you? No.’

‘By pretending to date me. You saw how livid he was just then when he saw my hands on you. I know he thinks I’m a dick. The feeling’s mutual, by the way. But imagine how he’d react if he thought we were a real-life couple? He’d go fucking mental, as Roy Kent would say. The green-eyed monster would appear, and he’d want to claim you back, partially to save you from my debauched clutches, but mainly because he’d realise what he was missing. What he’d given up.’

My mind is reeling. First things first. ‘How on earth would we get him to think we were a couple?’

He grins. ‘Easy. If everyone else thinks we’re a couple, then he’ll get wind of it. Miles will inevitably mention it at work. So will Mum. And now that he’s fucking well working for my family firm, our paths are bound to cross more often. If not, we can engineer a few run-ins.’

‘So I’d have to spend time with you. Pretend to be your girlfriend.’ Dear Lord. The mere thought of it makes me feel dizzy.

‘Jesus Christ, sweetheart. It’s not that bad. It would just be a few staged appearances together. Maybe a little light cuddling. Don’t worry, it’s not like I’m going to try to fuck you in front of everyone at a Montague Group work function.’

My inner thighs clench together. I swear a lot, but weirdly, I’m not a big fan of the word fuck as a verb. It’s too… graphic for my tastes. Too aggressive. Put it this way. It’s a very unromantic term for what has always been an act of love for me.

Besides, I’m pretty sure he said it specifically to wind me up.

I hold up my hand. ‘Okay, okay. I get the picture. But tell me this. Why the hell would you do this for me? I didn’t have you down as the altruistic type.’

He grins like the cat who got the cream, and I have the discomfiting sensation of having been played. Of Theo Montague getting me exactly where he wants me.

‘That’s the beauty of this business deal. Let’s say I’m in the family bad books after my little Charmed in Chelsea stunt. They don’t think I’ve got the maturity or the judgement to pull my weight within the business. But I’m desperate to get my hands on our Manhattan portfolio. The Managing Director over there is moving on, and I want in. I know I need to clean up my act, in their eyes, and unfortunately, having a more mature relationship will help improve my perception in my family’s eyes.’

I can’t help myself. ‘Trixie and Dixie aren’t your parents’ idea of a mature relationship?’

His grin widens. ‘Shocking, isn’t it? You can’t please everyone. They said my judgement was non-existent.’

‘You astound me.’

‘But you, with your occasion-appropriate outfit and your Michelle Obama-isms, are fucking perfect. And you’re best friends with Elle, who’s basically the daughter Mum never had. And once Mum sees how well you whip Miles and Saoirse’s wedding into shape, I know she’ll be your biggest fan. And then’—he pokes me playfully in the shoulder—‘she’ll be my biggest fan, too.’

I stare at him. I hate to admit it, but there’s a kernel of sense behind this wacko plan. Although I had a go at Theo for groping me in front of Jonathan, I didn’t miss the heat in Jonathan’s eyes. I’ll take his jealousy over his indifference any day.

I could definitely whip Theo into shape while I’m pretending to date him and sorting out his brother’s wedding. Maybe it can be my act of kindness for any future women he dates. If I can instil even an ounce of common sense, judgement and decency into him in his dealings with the female species, it will be worthwhile.

I do love a project.

The only flaw in the plan—the aspect of it that makes me feel really weird in my tummy—is the idea of faking a romantic relationship with Theo. Faking being in love, basically, with that. That guy standing inches away from me, who’s so bloody gorgeous and dangerous and loose-cannon-ish and depraved (based on his on-screen exploits) that my insides are already in knots thinking about it.

‘It has its merits,’ I tell him now. ‘I mean, I get that it’s mutually beneficial. The timing is weird. Almost serendipitous.’

I really believe in serendipity. I believe the machinations of the universe are crazily intricate and on-point and deliberate, and that we’re oblivious pawns. This interlude with Theo, right after I’ve just seen Jonathan with Lucy for the first time, seems too timely to be coincidental (although, technically coincidental means fitting together perfectly, so make of that what you will).

‘And…’ he prompts. The hopeful-little-boy look is still there, at odds with the devastating masculinity of his face. I mean, the guy looks like a Mafia boss and a puppy at the same time. How the fuck does he manage it?

‘But,’ I correct him, ‘I can’t help but feel awkward about pretending to date you. Like I’m prostituting myself.’

He snorts. Clearly we have very different standards for how far we’re willing to prostitute ourselves (three words: Charmed in Chelsea. Yep).

‘Believe me, we won’t be doing anything you’re not comfortable with. I’ll hold your hand, yeah. I’ll put my arm around you. But we don’t need to deliver a shit-tonne of PDA to convince people. If we say we’re dating, we’re dating.’

‘That’s the other thing. I’d be lying to people. Your brother, who I’m working for. And your parents. All these lovely, well-meaning people—I’d be lying to their faces.’

‘There’s nothing lovely about my brother. Believe me. And you don’t think he’s capable of dirty behaviour to get what he wants in business? If anything, he’d admire you going after what you want. Miles invented the concept of the end justifying the means.’

He leans forward, and I have a feeling he’s about to close the deal.

‘You don’t need to lie overtly if it makes you uncomfortable. Just let people draw their own conclusions. Besides,’—he whispers in my ear, and once again my body betrays me in its physical reaction to his proximity—‘who knows? You may even enjoy yourself.’


CHAPTER 5
Nora



I’m bursting to talk to Elle.

I can’t conceive of going through this ridiculous charade with Theo ‘Romeo’ Montague without confiding in her. She’ll know what I should do.

She’ll tell me if she thinks I’m crazy.

I get my chance the evening before my and Theo’s first outing as a ‘couple’ (oh, dear God. Just thinking that makes me nauseous). Tomorrow we’re all due for a family lunch at his mum and dad’s place around the corner in Holland Park. Apparently, his parents want Elle to meet Saoirse, but I suspect they also want to get their hands on Elle’s boyfriend, Josh. I mean, who wouldn’t?

Elle and Josh have caused quite the stir in the media since they got back together properly on The Gordon Kay Show a couple of weeks ago. I suppose it’s a good thing they’re up in Elstree shooting during the week. From what she says, it’s quite the little bubble they have up there, between the studio and the hotel.

Still, things are full on for her. She had a premiere last weekend, and a couple of weeks previously, she was in hospital with a nasty flare up. Elle has Crohn’s disease, a fact she kept from Josh until she was hospitalised, so now he knows he’s gone full-on Matron on her.

I have to say, it’s sweet. I had major misgivings about that guy—he behaved so badly to Elle in the past—but knowing how he was with her when she was ill, hearing him spill his guts on Gordon Kay and seeing how devoted he’s been since then has all helped calm my fears. He’s a good boy. Good enough for Elle, even.

Today, Elle took Josh along to a #Crohn’sWarrior event for women that she and I organised super quickly. She went public with her illness on Gordon Kay, and while I know exactly why she’s kept that part of herself private all these years, it’s been amazing to see the outpouring of support and gratitude around the world. The Crohns and colitis community now has a fierce new warrior in their corner.

Great as these events are, they take it out of her, especially on top of a crazy shooting schedule during the week. Matron, AKA Josh, has ordered her to rest while he works out in Elle’s basement gym, so Elle and I are camped in her bed with camomile tea and her gorgeous little dachshund, Olive (blonde, long-haired, miniature. And I’m Mummy to her Monday to Friday when Elle’s shooting). It’s rock and roll over here.

I wouldn’t have it any other way.

I fluff up my pillow, trying not to think about the fact that I’m sitting right in the spot where GQ magazine’s Man of the Year sleeps. ‘So, I imagine Mr Lander got a warm welcome from the ladies today?’

Elle snorts, but her expression is dreamy. ‘You could say that. I may as well not have been there.’

‘Oh, come on. I’m sure they were all over you.’

‘Not so much. He was so amazing, Nor. He had time for everyone—he really, really listened to their stories and asked them lots of questions. And then he made this impromptu toast to me and all the attendees, told us we were braver than he could ever be, and that having a Crohn’s diagnosis, or even a stoma, should never make them feel less than. He said something like, “I look around this room, and all I see is beauty and strength. And it takes my breath away”.’

I press my hand to my heart. ‘Holy shit.’

‘I know. There was not an unaffected ovary in the room, let me tell you. He’s so getting it tonight. Even though I’m knackered.’

My beautiful friend wipes her eyes and I marvel at the length of her journey, the extent of her grace, and the joy I feel at her happy ending.

‘Did a lot of them have stomas, then?’

‘Yeah. Around seventy percent, probably.’

‘Jesus.’

I rub Olive’s soft tummy and we’re both quiet for a moment. I know this is the axe that hangs over Elle’s head constantly. That one day she’ll lose her bowel and have to poo in a stoma, which is a type of colostomy bag, for the rest of her life.

Thank God she has Josh in her corner now. Someone who’ll love her no matter what, and someone who’ll make sure she’s taking care of herself. Not spreading herself too thin.

Now might be a good time to change the subject. To cheer her up at my expense. I clear my throat.

‘So I have to fill you in on the engagement party.’

‘Yesss.’ She hugs her mug and twists to face me. ‘Give me all the dirt.’

‘Well, I saw Jonathan. And he introduced me to Lucy.’

‘Ohmygod! You poor thing—how was it? And what’s she like?’

I get her up to speed on the awkward introduction and on the girl’s ridiculous boob situation. Elle, who’s a cup size bigger than me but still miles off having a Lucy-level rack, laughs hysterically.

‘Your cousin said Jonathan’s only with her for the tit wanks.’ I shudder a little. It’s such a crass expression.

Her eyes widen. ‘Miles said that?’

‘No.’ I pause. ‘Theo.’

Elle’s expressive face lights up with a mischievous grin. ‘You were chatting to Theo? How was that?’

‘He kind of consoled me at the bar. He was quite sweet, actually. And it was weird. When Jonathan and Lucy were approaching us, Theo started, like, caressing my shoulder. In a super sexy way. And Jonathan looked like he was going to punch him. Theo said he thought that if I could make Jonathan jealous enough, I could get him back.’

Elle’s eyes are saucers. She sticks up her hand. ‘Wait. You let Theo grope you? And you thought it was sexy?’

‘Well, I didn’t let him. He took the initiative. There wasn’t much I could do about it. And I didn’t say I found it sexy. I meant it would have come across as sexy to an observer. Like Jonathan.’

‘Right.’ Elle presses her lips together to avoid grinning. ‘Of course you did.’

‘Anyway. It seems I’ve made a pact with the devil. Your cousin, that is. He can be quite persuasive.’

‘He certainly can. What kind of pact?’

I hesitate. ‘The kind of pact where we… hang out together and he helps me make Jonathan jealous while I help him persuade his family that if he’s serious and responsible enough to have a girlfriend like me, he’s serious and responsible enough to go manage their Manhattan portfolio.’

Elle’s face is a picture. ‘Shut up. You are shitting me. Like a fake dating pact?’

I roll my eyes. ‘You read too many romances.’

‘No more than you. And fake dating is my favourite trope of all time. Like, seriously.’

‘Er, I think the evidence suggests “dirty dukes” as being your favourite trope. Or second chance romance.’

‘Yes! Second chance romance! Especially with Josh. You’re so right. And no woman is immune to the charms of a dirty duke. Especially when he’s Josh… but fake dating is so tropey! I love it!’

Bless Elle’s romantic heart. I watched Josh Lander dash her romantic tendencies five years ago, and I was worried it was for good. But she’s found the courage to open her heart to him again, and she’s radiant. And I’m so pleased for her. For them.

‘So, obviously you guys are going to be forced into all sorts of public clinches and then you’ll both realise, long after everyone else does, that it was real all along.’ She hugs herself.

‘For fuck’s sake, Elle. Get it together. Have you met your cousin? He’s a bloody nightmare. He had a threesome on TV, for Christ’s sake! And my type is Jonathan. Soft. Steady. Safe. They’re chalk and cheese, okay?’

She deflates so much that I almost feel bad. ‘Yeah. You’re right. I got carried away there for a minute. You deserve much better than my cousin.’

‘Thank you. Eyes on the prize, please.’

‘Eyes on the prize,’ she repeats meekly. ‘But what’s Theo’s gig—why does he need your help?’

I smirk. ‘Seems like the lovely Trixie and Dixie weren’t exactly conducive to persuading his family he’s developed the required levels of maturity and judgement for them to trust him with some real responsibility. And he’s desperate for a shot in Manhattan. Enter moi, to persuade them he’s growing up.’

‘Can you imagine Theo in New York, though? His success rate with women would go through the roof. Off a high base.’

‘Seriously.’ My mind offers up a crystal-clear visual on Theo charming the literal pants off the socialites of the Upper East Side with his British breeding and cut-glass accent, and I shudder a little. ‘But by then I’ll be back with Jonathan, and babysitting your delightful cousin will no longer be my problem.’

‘So tomorrow…’

‘…is the first test. Persuade your aunt and uncle, and Miles, that Theo’s turning over a new leaf. That I can tame him.’

Elle snorts. ‘If they think you can do that, they’ll probably offer you a retainer. I absolutely cannot wait to see this with my own eyes. Lunch is looking up.’

I’m a little nervous about it, actually. Not of messing up—I’m confident I can deliver the goods in front of Theo’s family—but of being, well, intimate with Theo. Being touchy-feely. It’ll feel so weird. Almost like I’m cheating on Jonathan. I know how ridiculous that sounds, but still. I’m apprehensive.

My moment with Elle is interrupted by Josh appearing in the doorway in a tank and jogging bottoms, those world-famous biceps slick with sweat. He leans against the doorframe and grins at us.

‘Sorry to interrupt, ladies. Baby, do you have the energy for a shower? There’s a spot on my back I don’t think I can reach.’

His smile tells me there’s not a jot wrong with his range of motion.

Elle practically vaults off the bed. ‘I consider myself quite revived, Your Grace.’

Ew.

I’ll leave them to it, then. I grab Olive and mutter into her fur as we beat a hasty retreat. ‘Come on, darling. Let’s leave the sex fiends alone.’


CHAPTER 6
Theo



Iwish I could say it’s a non-event, meeting Josh Lander, but Jesus.

The guy is a fucking legend. When he’s not being a dick to my cousin, that is. And he seems to have done the work to win her back. So kudos to him.

I swing by Elle’s place on my way to my folks’, to pick up my ‘date’. We agreed it would be less weird to arrive together than to greet each other in front of my nosy family.

Elle answers the door. ‘Nora’ll be down in a sec,’ she says as I kiss her, which doesn’t help, because it’s suddenly like I’m picking up my date for prom and Elle’s her mum.

I shrug and follow her into the living room. ‘Sure.’

‘And this is Josh.’

Holy fuck. My brothers and I run in some pretty elite circles—I’ve had beers with Prince Harry in the back rooms of various pubs in South Ken in my past—but it’s always confronting to see someone super famous in the flesh. And boy, does Josh Lander in the flesh pack a punch. Especially in an open-necked shirt and a fucking nice blazer.

We lean in to shake each other’s hand.

‘How you doing, mate?’ I ask.

He pumps my hand, hard, and flashes me that famous grin. My poor little cousin didn’t stand a chance around this guy. Although he’s as lucky to get her as she is to have found him. When we were at uni, I had to beat my mates off her with a stick. Luckily, she found a boyfriend pretty quickly, so I didn’t have to worry too much when I graduated and left her to it for another two years.

‘It’s awesome to meet you, bro.’ He winks. ‘I’m pumped Nora’s found herself a nice guy.’

So he and Elle know. Okay then.

‘Keep it to yourselves, all right?’

They exchange glances.

‘Seriously. You two are supposed to be actors. I’m assuming you can handle a bit of family subterfuge.’

Josh hits me on the arm. ‘Our lips are sealed.’

‘Just take it easy with her.’ Elle narrows her eyes, assessing me. ‘She’s had a shit time of it with Jonathan, okay? Don’t fuck her up.’

That hurts. I hold up my hands. ‘I have zero intention of fucking her up. She’s a nice girl.’

‘Damn right she is. Too nice for you. So don’t go accidentally shagging her or anything like that. Boundaries, Theo.’

Jesus Christ.

‘I have no intention of shagging her, accidentally or deliberately. All right? She’s not my type.’ She’s not. I like girls who don’t need me to convince them to have fun. Not like Little Miss Sensible. But then, that’s precisely why she’s the perfect fake girlfriend.

Josh snorts. ‘I heard about the on-screen threesome, man.’ He shakes his head. ‘Nice work.’

I roll my shoulders and stick my hands in my pockets, suddenly uncomfortable. That bloody thing is going to follow me to my grave; I can tell. ‘Not my finest hour,’ I tell Josh.

‘The ones they get on camera never are.’ He nods sagely. ‘No worries, bro. They’ll get over it. If anyone can help you rehabilitate your reputation, it’s Nor. Stick with her and you’ll be fine.’

That’s really an excellent point. I’ve been hoping Nora will warm my parents and my brother to me, but I hadn’t thought about my broader reputation. Maybe a few public outings with her aren’t a bad call. Especially if I can get us both in the society pages.

I’m aware of a scampering sound before Elle’s little dog hurls herself at me, her body twisting and her bum wiggling in utter delight. I’ve only met her once or twice, but I bet she’s like this with everyone. I bend and scoop her up.

‘Hey there, little buddy.’

I let her lick my face, but when she goes for a full-on snog, I hold her away from me. ‘No, thank you.’

‘Hi, Romeo.’

I turn. Nora’s framed in the doorway. Sweet Jesus. She looks bloody gorgeous. She has a sleek cream dress on with some kind of leafy print, and her hair falls softly around her bare shoulders. She’s done something different with it—she’s really pushed the boat out for this lunch, and that hits me in the chest in a weird way. It makes me want to do a good job for her, if she’s taking today this seriously on my behalf. After all, Jonathan’s not here. Today’s ruse is for me, not her. And right now, she looks like any mother’s dream date for her wayward son.

I’ll have to keep track. Make sure I hold up my end of the bargain.

I try not to focus on how the dress skims her body perfectly. She shifts against the door frame in a way that tells me she’s nervous. Or awkward, at least.

‘Hi, Belle.’ I cross the room, and she tilts her face up so I can kiss her on both cheeks. When I’m done, I smile down at her. ‘You look very lovely, Fake Girlfriend. My parents will eat you up. You sure you’re ready to do this?’

She nods determinedly. ‘Let’s get it over with.’

‘Romeo’s your name for him?’ Josh asks from across the room.

‘His surname’s Montague,’ Elle explains.

‘Ah. Got it. So it’s nothing to do with your reputation?’

‘It’s a fitting nickname. Believe me.’ Nora’s tone is as flinty as her face.

We agree that Josh and Elle will take Josh’s car so they don’t get papped, and Nora and I will walk the short distance to my folks’ place with Olive. It’ll give us time to get our story straight.

‘So we got together at the engagement party?’ she asks as we stroll.

It’s a gorgeous, leafy May day. There’s no better time to be in London. The magnolia and cherry blossom have gone, but the wisteria is out in full force. Heaven. Just walking through the pretty streets of Notting Hill makes me feel able to drop my shoulders. My family’s disapproval of me is suspended momentarily, though it’ll be clear as day once we rock up at my parents’.

‘Yeah. Let’s say I asked you out then, and we went for dinner this week. That work for you?’

‘Okay. Where did you take me?’

‘I dunno. Where would you like me to have taken you?’

She considers. ‘Daphne’s?’

Daphne’s is a fantastic Italian in South Ken that’s been around for donkey’s years.

‘Perfect. Classy chick. And I owe you dinner at Daphne’s, at some point.’ I bump her on the shoulder and she rewards me with a small grin.

‘Damn right you do. So is today about warming your family up on the Manhattan position? Is there anything you want me to drop into the conversation?’

‘Nah. My parents won’t talk business over Sunday lunch. They’re too polite for that. They’ll want to focus on the wedding, which my mum is ridiculously excited about, and on their grandkids, and on Elle and Josh, obviously. Normally, at a lunch like this, I could get away with being completely ignored, but given I’m turning up with a very pretty, very sensible, appropriate date, they’ll be all over you. And Mum will want to hear all about the wedding plans.’

‘So I’ll need to work hard charming them, and you’ll just sit beside me and quietly get drunk?’

I flash her a huge grin. ‘Got it in one.’
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The champagne is flowing in my parents’ garden, and everyone’s tucking in except for Josh, who’s a recovering alcoholic, and my sister-in-law, Margot. I imagine doing the bedtime routine with twin babies isn’t much fun if you’ve been drinking all day.

I told Mum I was bringing a date, but when she gets a load of Nora, the woman practically has an orgasm. She was probably expecting a gold-digger with fake lips and arse-length hair. Not that that’s my type, but I’m still digging my reputation of out a Trixie-and-Dixie-sized hole.

Anyway, Mum’s all over Nora like a rash, and when she looks at me, it’s with wide eyes and lips pressed tightly together like she’s about to explode with gushiness. I take Nora in from Mum’s perspective. She’s beautiful. There’s no doubt about that. But, though I can tell she’s made a real effort today, she still looks wholesome. Radiant. Her Disney princess eyes are massive and clear, her skin is glowing and her glossy brown hair is like a siren’s call to wrap it around my hand and pull her head back (I resist). Plus, she smells fucking amazing.

So, it’s no hardship at all to play the part of the new and captivated boyfriend. I slide my arm around her narrow waist and lightly pinch the band of her dress. I squeeze her hand before gently running my fingertips up the soft skin on the inside of her arm. And when I leave her side for a second to grab her a refill, I step back into my spot and drop a kiss on her bare shoulder.

Nora’s taking my attentions in her stride. I’m definitely the one doing most of the touchy-feely stuff, but if she’s repulsed by me, she does a good job of not showing it. It occurs to me that she’s treating me like an affectionate but slightly too needy puppy—she’s not giving me the brush-off, but she’s not encouraging me, either.

I’m a bit of a spare part in this conversation, because Nora, Saoirse and Mum are discussing the wedding plans so far, and I have nothing to add. Obviously. I knew Saoirse was working for Siobhan Quinn, a high-end event planner who does very well for herself and is an old friend of my brother’s, but I hadn’t clicked that Siobhan’s company would be involved with the wedding, too.

‘So, how do you envisage it all working?’ Mum asks. She seems anxious about too many cooks in the kitchen. ‘Will you be able to split up the work between both parties, Nora?’

Nora exchanges glances with Saoirse, who gives her a grin and a nod.

‘It actually helps me, Laura,’ Nora says. ‘I often work with event planners, and Siobhan’s the best in the business. My area of oversight is the logistics, mainly. Bookings. Procurement. Budgeting. Those are my strengths—I need to make sure all the wedding-related events run like a Swiss watch. And I’ll help Miles and Saoirse execute a high-level vision for the event, too. But Siobhan and Saoirse’s team will be far more concerned with executing the aesthetic vision, and they’ll handle that right down to micro-level sourcing.

‘It suits me—I can oversee the big suppliers while they’re focused on the flowers matching the napkin rings. It should be a very harmonious working experience for all of us. Symbiotic, even. We’ll all be playing off each other’s strengths.’

Frankly, it’s a turn-on hearing Nora talking shop. I’ve been with too many bimbos lately, and she’s the antidote. At least I won’t get bored during our outings together. She’s smart and commercial and competent, and she’s reminded me that those are all character traits I find sexy.

And best of all, Mum’s gaze keeps flitting between Nora and me while she’s talking. She’s lapping it up, and there’s an expression on her face when she catches my eye that it takes me a moment to place, because I haven’t seen it for God knows how long.

Pride.

I’ve pleasantly surprised her.

‘I can’t wait!’ Saoirse claps her hands together in what I can only describe as pure glee. ‘We’re all going down to Sorrel Farm next week for a recce.’

‘You’ve been there before, though, no?’ Mum asks.

‘Yep—Miles took Bea and me there for a weekend a couple of months ago. But walking around knowing we’ll be getting married there will be totally different. I actually think Miles is more excited than me.’

It’s impossible to dislike Saoirse. She’s as cheerful and guileless as a kid. No wonder she hit my miserable brother over the head with her sunshine brand of charm.

And her rack.

And her legs.

She’s fucking glorious, and even I can’t begrudge Miles this happiness. Especially when it means little Bea has an amazing new stepmother in her life.

The conversation gets girlier and girlier, until I’m not sure I can take much more, so it’s a relief when Mum says it’s time for lunch. She wafts off to instruct the chef (yes, she’s had lunch catered) and Saoirse makes a beeline for Miles and Bea, leaving me with my delicious fake girlfriend.

I’m experiencing a rare and uncharacteristic sensation of relaxation. Usually, family lunches are a nightmare. Mum and Dad are great hosts (I mean, obviously. They own a hotel chain), but Miles has historically been a pain in the arse, and Stephen and Margot are held up as beacons of virtue. In addition, I’m the only one who hasn’t produced a grandchild yet. That I’ve just turned thirty doesn’t seem to go down as a valid excuse, given my younger brother’s wife has produced twins.

But today, I’m basking in the warm glow of approval, and it’s very bloody pleasant. I have a beautiful woman on my arm, and she’s winning over my family. Already, Mum’s drooling over her and suddenly I’m a hero for choosing a good ‘un.

I could get used to this.

In fact, I’m wondering why I haven’t played this game before. The bring-home-a-nice-girl game. It’s low effort and high return.

I pull Nora into my arms and put my mouth to her ear so I can speak to her confidentially. She hesitates for a second before allowing me to pull her close, but her body is upright. Tense.

‘You are a fucking rockstar,’ I murmur. Fuck, she smells good. I reach up and brush some stray strands of hair away from her ear and over her shoulder, my fingers brushing the skin of her neck as I do. She shivers a little.

Or shudders.

I’m not sure which.

I keep whispering. ‘Mum loves you already, I can tell. And you haven’t even met Dad properly yet. You’re doing great. And I know Elle’s parents have adored you for years.’

‘Glad it’s working.’ She clears her throat and tentatively puts a hand on my chest. ‘You have a lovely family, you know. Do you not feel bad lying to them?’

I pull back in surprise, so I can see her face, because I can genuinely say it hasn’t even occurred to me to feel guilty. Perception is reality. I’m here with a lovely, wholesome girl and it’s making my family happy. When Nora and I ‘break up’ in a couple of months, it will hopefully be because I’ve upheld my end of the bargain and got her useless boyfriend back for her.

The best thing about that? It’ll look like she dumped me for the love of her life, and I’ll get all the sympathy. And what could be a better way for me to get over my heartbreak?

You’ve got it. A fresh start in the Big Apple, with hundreds of millions of dollars of hotel assets in my control.

Honestly. This plan is fucking flawless.

‘No,’ I tell Nora. My fingers brush along her collarbone. She gazes up at me, her huge eyes clear, their whites brilliant white. I could get used to this. Having her gaze up at me from inches away, that is. ‘I don’t feel guilty. Everyone’s happy. Honestly. Just relax and enjoy it, and know how grateful I am to you right now. I definitely owe you that dinner.’

She rolls those princess eyes at me. ‘Okay, fine. You’re a sociopath. I forgot. Well, I feel pretty shitty about deceiving everyone, but they’re not my family. So as long as you can sleep at night.’

I grin at her. ‘I sleep just fine, gorgeous.’ Over her shoulder, Miles and Dad are watching us. I give them a little wave and pull her in closer. ‘People are watching. Give your fake boyfriend a hug before lunch. Act like you’re actually into me.’

She rolls her eyes again, but I close the gap between us and fold her into my arms. My hand goes to the back of her glossy head and I pull it against my chest. After a pause, her arms go around my waist. I’ve lost the blazer, and her palms on my back are warm through my shirt. Grounding.

I rest my chin on the top of her head. It smells like sunshine. And once again, I congratulate myself on an all-round fan-fucking-tastic plan.


CHAPTER 7
Nora



Okay. So Theo’s going heavy on the physical contact. I can do this.

I think.

It’s probably because he’s incapable of basic human emotions like guilt or empathy and therefore has no reason to be nervous, but I have to admit he’s putting on a fantastic performance as an adoring boyfriend. Not only does he touch me in a way that’s natural, comfortable, but he’s sweet. Adoring.

The easy way he folds me into his body. The tenderness with which he gazes into my eyes. The softness of his fingertips when he strokes my skin (which he’s been doing a lot). I suppose he’s pretty familiar with women’s bodies, but that’s different from being familiar with having a girlfriend, which I’m pretty sure he is not, so I’m surprised he takes to the role so effortlessly.

In fact, he’s so convincing that if he wasn’t Theo Montague, I’d be in danger of forgetting every touch, every smile, is fake.

I’d be in danger of lapping it all up. Because it’s weirdly natural. And weirdly nice, to be the sole object of a gorgeous man’s focus. Especially when you’ve been dumped by the only man who’s ever made you feel like this. I’ve amazed myself with my ability to get on board with this. To stand here in this lovely garden and let someone I’m not in a relationship with cuddle me and fawn over me. It should be seriously surreal, but it’s only marginally so.

But he is Theo Montague, and I’d do well to remember that this guy is a total playboy, and that tens or maybe hundreds of women have fallen prey to that spellbinding smile. It’s easy to be intoxicated by his attention, even while disapproving of him, and his moral code in general, and his attitude towards women in particular.

I’ve always assumed his pickup strategy would be seriously sleazy, but he’s not being sleazy with me. He’s being sweet, and that’s far more dangerous for a girl like me. Though I’m sure he’s smart enough to tailor his approach to the woman he’s targeting on any given day. Sweet presumably didn’t work for Trixie and Dixie. I must remind myself he’s a wolf in sheep’s clothing. Or puppy dog’s clothing, as is the case on this sunny afternoon, surrounded by his family.

And I’ve seen his family’s reaction. It seems they’re not used to this side of their beloved Theo, either. I see it in the way his mum swallows a happy smile as she watches us, or his brother Stephen nudges Miles with a smirk when Theo hugs me and kisses my temple.

Now, as I stand there with his arms around me and my face pressed against that firm chest, breathing in the scent of fresh linen and sunshine on skin and intoxicating, unmistakable masculinity, he says what I’ve been thinking but would never give him the satisfaction of admitting.

‘You make it very easy to pretend, you know.’

I feign ignorance. ‘Hmm?’

‘This.’ His hand moves up my back to where the low dip at the back of my dress exposes my skin, and he slides his palm up it. ‘You’re gorgeous. It’s no hardship at all, groping you for show.’

My face heats against his shirt and I’m glad he can’t see it. There’s no doubt about it, Theo Montague is emotionally slutty. I bet he says whatever he needs to say to manipulate women into doing what he wants, whether it’s going to bed with him or, in my case, playing along with his little ruse. And worst of all, I bet it comes so easily to him that he doesn’t even think of it as manipulation.

I bet he tells women they’re gorgeous every single bloody day.

‘I can’t imagine you’d find it a hardship to grope anyone,’ I mutter into his chest.

‘Not true. But my fake girlfriend is a particularly sexy little thing.’

His hand slides back down, coming dangerously close to my bum, and I pull away.

‘Keep it parent-friendly, Romeo.’ I glare at him. ‘I’m not here so you can get your cheap thrills. Okay?’

He holds his hands up, a little boy busted with his hand in the cookie jar.

‘Got it.’

Clearly, I’m the only one capable of upholding boundaries. Brené Brown has taught me well. But if he’s intent on getting whatever kicks he can out of this little arrangement, there’s a chance I’ll sink to his level. Enjoy his attention. Perve over him when I get the chance. Stroke that ridiculous chest through his beautiful shirt. Inhale him when he pulls me into his arms.

After all, I’m only human.
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As Laura attempts to shepherd us all towards the long table laid for lunch, Saoirse makes a beeline for us and beams at Theo.

‘I’m stealing her for a sec. We need to talk. Urgently.’

‘Go for it, gorgeous.’ He gives Saoirse a panty-dropping grin. The grin and the cheeky endearment to his own brother’s fiancée serve as timely reminders that Theo will flirt shamelessly with anything in a skirt. The little stunts he’s been pulling with me come as easily as breathing to him. I give him an I’ve got your number smirk and turn to go with Saoirse, but he grabs my hand and pulls me back to him, planting a light kiss on my mouth. A brief sweep of his lips against mine, warm and firm.

When he pulls away, I stare at him, my eyes wide with surprise. We didn’t pre-agree what physical contact was fair game, but I wasn’t expecting him to kiss me on the lips. Not today. Not yet. The kiss was fleeting, but there was something about it that’s brought colour to my cheeks. It felt like he was staking a claim before I left.

He matches my stare with a smug smirk. ‘Happy gossiping, ladies. Hey, sweetheart. Don’t give her too much dirt. I don’t want my brother knowing the darkest details of our sex life.’

‘In your dreams, Romeo.’

Oh my God. He is mortifying. My mouth presses into a straight line as I tell him exactly what I think of him with my eyes before turning on my heels and tugging Saoirse away. She’s laughing.

‘You’ll have your hands full with that one.’

‘Tell me about it,’ I say grimly.

Saoirse is looking particularly beautiful today in a floaty, pale blue dress. She’s a stunning girl, with a cloud of black hair, massive green eyes and the kind of bee-stung mouth I’d give a limb for. No wonder Miles is crazy about her.

I’ve only met her and Miles a few times, but the sweetest thing about them as a couple, and the thing no one can fail to be charmed by, is that they both believe they’ve won the lottery. They genuinely think the sun shines out of each other’s arses, and it’s adorable.

Saoirse’s told me she can’t believe a guy like Miles, who she sees as so gorgeous and successful and intelligent and ridiculously wealthy (all true), wants to spend his life with a normal girl from Ireland and is intent on lavishing her with this incredible lifestyle that seems like a dream come true. He whisked her off to St Barths with him and Bea for a month, apparently, and he’s got her her dream job in event planning, and he won’t stop spoiling her. And in addition, she gets a ready-made daughter with whom she’s head over heels in love.

Miles, meanwhile, is clearly smitten, and while he certainly hasn’t confided in me the way his fiancée has, he’s said and done enough for me to know he’s a man crazily in love. From what he’s said, he views Saoirse as this heaven-sent creature, this ray of sunshine who’s rescued him and Bea from darkness and who’s the purest human being he knows. I can get on board with that. She has this innocence, sincerity, that makes her even more beautiful on the inside.

Suffice to say, they’re my #couplegoals. And Saoirse’s so lovely I can’t even resent her for it.

Right now, she’s bouncing up and down in excitement.

‘Talk,’ she orders. ‘You and Theo! How’d it happen? Was it at our drinks? We didn’t know he was bringing you today! And I know I don’t know you that well, but have you really had sex, or is he just winding you up?’

I wait till she’s taken a breath and try my best to answer with a minimum of lies. This is what I hate—deceiving lovely people like Saoirse who have my—and Theo’s—best interests at heart.

‘No, we haven’t had sex. Theo is taking the piss. I only met him at the drinks, for God’s sake! Though I’m pretty sure I told you we overlapped at uni for a year.’

She nods. ‘Yeah, you did. So you got it on at the drinks, then? How exciting! Tell me everything.’

‘He came up and chatted to me at the drinks. I was upset, because Jonathan and his new girlfriend were there, as you’d warned me they’d be.’ I can do this. I can skirt around the truth. ‘And… we hit it off. Obviously, he’s ridiculously attractive. And I kissed him once, at uni. So we have a tiny bit of history.’

She hits me on the arm. ‘No way! That I did not know.’

‘Yeah.’ I lean forward and throw her a bone. ‘Best kiss of my life. So when he asked me out to dinner…’

‘… You knew you’d get a decent kiss out of it, right?’

I grin. ‘Exactly. It may have swayed my decision. So obviously it’s very early days, but we’re just seeing where it’s going.’

‘Theo seems very affectionate with you, though.’

I suffer a stab of guilt. ‘That’s just Theo. He can’t keep his hands to himself. I wouldn’t read too much into it.’

‘I don’t know.’ Her eyes are dancing. ‘I have a good feeling about this one.’

My chest tightens. ‘Don’t get too excited, okay? And obviously, I want you to know it won’t affect my work on the wedding at all. I’ll be completely professional, no matter what happens with Theo.’

She waves her hand dismissively. ‘Oh, please. I hadn’t even thought about that, but of course you will. I can tell you’re really professional. Miles is so impressed by you. I can’t wait to see what he thinks of you and Theo being together—I’m sure he’s jumping for joy. Especially after…’

‘Trixie and Dixie?’

She giggles. ‘Exactly. Miles had a massive sense of humour failure over all that. So I’m sure he’s thrilled to see him with someone as amazing as you.’

‘I don’t know about that,’ I mutter, but inwardly I’m punching the air. If that’s Saoirse’s initial take on me and my ‘boyfriend’, then Theo can consider Step One of his game plan accomplished.
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Later, in bed with Olive (Elle and Josh have headed back to their hotel ahead of an early call time tomorrow) I cut myself enough slack to accept that my and Theo’s first foray as a couple has been a success. I thought it would be a baptism of fire, facing Theo and Elle’s families in a false capacity, but actually, it was lovely.

Utterly lovely, aside from a brief moment of mortification when Theo tried to make out with my shoulder in front of everyone at lunch. I was so embarrassed, both at his PDA and at my body’s reaction, that I bollocked him as soon as I could. I reminded him that he needed his family to think he was capable of acting appropriately, and I needed his family to see me as a professional, so he’d better not pull any more stunts like that.

Anyway, having Elle and her parents there made me a lot more comfortable being thrown in the deep end with Theo’s family, who couldn’t have given me a warmer welcome. After lunch, I was surreptitiously checking my phone in the garden when I got cornered by Laura and Elle’s mum, Charlotte, who kind of slithered up to me in perfect sync with knowing grins, like Siamese cats, or Ursula the Sea Witch’s eels.

I looked from one to the other in a panic. They really did look awfully alike. Two perfectly groomed, blonde English roses. Miles, Theo, and Stephen got their dark hair and outrageous olive skin from Charles.

‘What?’

Laura’s smile widened.

‘Seriously. Why does this feel like an ambush?’

‘Because it is.’ Charlotte patted my arm. ‘Spill.’

A sheen of sweat immediately flickered over my skin. We’d been rumbled. Already. We’d fallen at the first hurdle, for Christ’s sake.

I played for time. Batted my eyelashes. ‘What?’ I asked again.

Laura leant in. ‘You and my darling son. We want the full story. Tell us exactly how he managed to persuade someone as lovely and… levelheaded as you to go out with him. The boy’s reputation isn’t exactly glowing at the moment.’

Lovely and levelheaded might seem like a pedestrian compliment to you, but for me it’s the epitome of how I want to be perceived. Especially by Laura frigging Montague, who built a ten-figure hotel empire with the love of her life, and who’s a bit of a career inspiration for me. I haven’t admitted this to Theo yet, but I’ve listened to his mum on several podcasts. She’s bloody amazing. I’m sure he doesn’t realise it, having grown up with it, but his mum is kick-ass.

So I was already basking in the warmth of her words when I answered her, choosing my words carefully.

‘I’m allowing myself to enjoy your son’s ridiculous good looks and dazzling charm without letting myself get totally sucked in, if that makes sense?’

They exchanged glances and grinned at me before speaking at once. They each had a hand on one of my arms now.

‘Good.’

‘As long as he hasn’t fooled you.’

‘He’s a sweetheart⁠—’

‘—and honestly, he believes his own bullshit. That’s the real problem.’

‘Exactly. It’s not like he tries to hurt women. He’s just far too enthusiastic about the opposite sex for his own good.’

‘He’s like a kid in a sweet shop.’ Laura shook her head sagely.

‘And if you don’t mind my saying, Laura, he doesn’t think through the consequences of his actions. Which, at his age, is tricky.’

‘But you’—Laura’s hand tightened on my arm—‘are a real surprise. Normally he goes for easy targets. I hope you don’t mind my saying. But my instinct is that you won’t give him an easy ride of it. At least, I’d be vastly disappointed if you did.’

She took a breath, which was my chance to get a word in. I was touched by their concern for me. Flattered by their opinion of me. And a bit gutted for Theo that his mum and aunt still perceived him as a headstrong little boy. I mean, it was understandable. But sad.

‘I fully intend to make him work hard,’ I told them, before a stab of guilt hit me. ‘But he hasn’t put a foot wrong so far—he’s been lovely, actually—and I also fully intend to do him the courtesy of judging him on his merits and not on whatever unfortunate stunts he’s pulled in the recent past.’

They nodded, chastened.

‘Quite right.’ Laura patted my arm before releasing it. ‘He’s lucky you have his back.’

Because I have a moral code, I’ve been feeling horrible about deceiving them, but I’m pleased for Theo. He told me on the walk home that it was the first time in ages he’d seen the light of pride in his parents’ eyes, and that broke my heart for him a little.

The first challenge is down, but the next one will be a killer, because it’s a Montague Group social event, and Jonathan will be there.

And Theo tells me I need to understand that that makes our objective for the evening crystal clear.

Make Jonathan jealous as hell.

Which means he’s planning on kissing me.

Oh, crap.


CHAPTER 8
Nora



The evening is warm, and my dress is red.

I'm treading a fine balance between looking professional—after all, I'm appearing in front of Miles’ family's business associates—and dressing to kill.

And when I say kill, I of course mean I want to slay Jonathan's heart.

And other parts of his anatomy.

Holy Christ is Theo’s reaction when he picks me up in an obnoxious red sports car.

‘I seem to have matched my dress to my fake boyfriend’s car,’ I say archly as I slide into the gratuitously low passenger seat with as much dignity as I can muster, given the tightness of my dress.

‘Your fake boyfriend is not complaining.’ His gaze slithers up my legs to where the dress’ slit exposes my thigh. ‘You look fucking amazing.’

‘Thank you. You look very nice too.’ He does, in slate-grey trousers and a white shirt that may have one too many buttons undone, but he’s making it work for him. As he twists in his seat, I catch a sliver of tanned chest and a dusting of dark hair. His stomach, under what looks from here like a perfectly fitted shirt, is washboard flat. How this guy is British, I’m not sure. Everything about him screams Euro trash playboy. Dear Lord. I even spot the unmistakable H of an Hermes belt buckle.

‘Thought I’d make an effort.’ He winks at me.

I’m nervous, which prompts me to be a bitch. ‘I’m not sure why you bothered. It’s not like you can openly go on the pull tonight.’ Obviously, we’ve pre-agreed that Theo needs to keep it in his pants while we date. Nothing would spoil our ruse faster than him being papped leaving a club with some scantily clad socialite.

‘I made the effort for you,’ he says evenly. He’s pretty good-natured; I’ll give him that. Not easily ruffled. ‘And for Jonathan, because the better I look, the more it’ll piss him off when he sees me getting hot and heavy with you.’

My stomach flips. ‘There’ll be no getting hot and heavy, Romeo. It’s a work function, remember? You don’t want to disgrace yourself in front of your family, not when they all seemed so happy with you at the weekend.’

‘Shame.’ He gives me a tight grin. ‘But you’re right. I need to remember that the less I behave like my real self, the more my family will approve of me.’

That’s just… awful. Awful. My heart twists, and I pat him on the shoulder maternally.

‘I’m sure that’s not it. If your family didn’t think you were amazing, that you had lots of potential, then they wouldn’t be upset with you for squandering it. Your mum adores you, I can tell. I suspect if you gave her half the chance, she wouldn’t shut up about you. I suppose she can’t boast to her friends about threesomes’—this earns me a little smile—‘so let’s change the narrative, shall we?’

He groans and grabs my hand. Gives it a squeeze. ‘Ugh. If you say things like change the narrative in front of Mum, she’ll have an orgasm. Seriously. She loves that shit.’

I snort. ‘So let’s give your mum a happy ending then, shall we? Ideally, in a non-sexual way.’

‘So I have to ravish you enough to make your ex jealous while not being remotely inappropriate, and also charming my parents and their business associates. And I’m driving, so I can’t even get leathered. I didn’t really think this through, did I?’

‘Hey.’ I squeeze his hand back. ‘This is a two-way deal, remember? I’m here tonight to fluff you up in front of your parents’ friends and help you carry the conversation. It’s good you’re driving, because then you won’t be tempted to get drunk and act out. And you just have to try to act like you fancy the pants off me in front of Jonathan. Then we’re done, and we can escape.’

‘Acting like I fancy the pants off you will be the easy part, sweetheart. Believe me. Look at you.’

The tone of his voice has my head jerking up to look at him. He flashes me a look that packs some heat before returning his eyes to the road. His jaw tenses as he continues.

‘Kurt, the outgoing MD for Manhattan, will be here tonight.’

‘Jesus. That’s a big deal. Does he have any say in who succeeds him?’ I can’t believe Theo didn’t mention this until now. I would have read up on the state of the Manhattan hotel industry if I’d known.

‘Yes and no. Mum and Dad will take his view on board, because he knows the market best, but it’s their decision, at the end of the day. That said, I want to keep close to this guy tonight, see what intel I can get from him. Where he sees the market going, what he thinks the job requires.’

‘Definitely.’ I sit up straighter in my seat. This is good. I need a focus for tonight that doesn’t involve obsessing over where Jonathan and Lucy are all evening and worrying about Theo kissing me. ‘Well, we have a goal then. Tell me everything you’re thinking about the Manhattan opportunity before we get there. We’re going to charm his pants off, you and me.’
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The bar the Montagues have hired for this event is still pretty empty when Theo and I show up, his arm slung around my bare shoulders for good measure (never let it be said we’re not committed to this ruse). So I spot him immediately.

Jonathan.

And he’s alone. My eyes do a swift scan of the room, but I can’t see Lucy. Maybe she’s just in the loo. I’m not sure whether to say hi to Jonathan or hide against Theo’s firm chest, but the decision is taken out of my hands when he clocks me and makes a beeline for us.

‘Oh, shit.’ I freeze, and Theo rubs my upper arm, dipping his head to whisper in my ear.

‘You can do it. This is the precise reason we’re doing this, remember? He saw us arrive together—this is good. Go knock him dead.’

Jonathan’s steps slow as he approaches, like he’s having second thoughts. He looks from me to Theo and back again, and the sensation of having thrown him off balance even the tiniest bit is like a warm glow.

‘Hey, Holmes.’ Theo releases my shoulder so he can give Jonathan a shake that looks slightly more manly than necessary.

‘Montague.’ Jonathan says the name on an exhale before turning to me. ‘Hi, Nor.’

Before he can close the gap between us and kiss me, Theo pulls me back in and kisses my temple. ‘I’ll grab us some drinks.’ He slaps me on the bum—hello, gratuitous gesture?—before turning on his heels and heading for the bar. Jonathan stares at his retreating form before visibly shaking himself and catching my eye. We both laugh nervously as he puts a hand gently, respectfully, on my shoulder and kisses me on both cheeks.

Yep. The double kiss coming from the love of my life feels just as shitty as it did at the engagement party.

‘So, how are you?’ I ask at the same time as he says, ‘You look lovely.’

Ugh. Kill me now.

‘Thanks. How are things?’

Yes, my personality has deserted me. I’m too busy feeling to be able to speak. Too flooded with emotion, with memories, as the scent of him washes over me and my eyes soak up the vision that is his dear, handsome, familiar face. His is a classical British look, with his fair hair and skin, high cheekbones and aquiline nose. Not like Mr Mafia behind me. Jonathan is my home. My safe place. He was supposed to be my future.

He breaks my train of thought. ‘Yeah, all good, thanks. I haven’t got myself fired yet, so that’s something.’

I laugh politely. ‘So you’re enjoying it?’

‘Very much. They’re a good bunch, the Montagues. Most of them, anyway.’

He frowns, and I suppress a desire to snigger. No prizes for guessing which Montague he’s excluding from his compliment.

‘And the work is fascinating. It’s an interesting time to be getting stuck into the hotel industry, but hopefully things will continue to improve.’

‘So you’re glad you made the leap in-house?’

Jonathan’s always been ambitious. He had his sights set on the career path at Deloitte’s at one time, but he got restless, tired of giving advice to other people instead of managing businesses himself. He’s smart. Commercial. I knew going in-house to a large company would be a great move for him. Holding his hand while he contemplated jumping ship on Deloitte’s was one of the last things I was able to do for him before he jumped ship on me.

‘Very glad. I knew it was the right call to make.’

Er, no, he didn’t, actually. He hummed and hawed for months while I waited for him to come to the conclusion I knew all along was right for him.

‘That’s great. I’m happy for you.’ I clear my throat. ‘So, are you here alone tonight?’

‘Yeah.’ He takes a swig of what I assume is a G&T. ‘I thought it would be more professional if I came on my own.’

Isn’t that fascinating? He always used to bring me along to Deloitte events. He joked that having me with him made him look smarter. But it doesn’t come as a remote surprise that that’s not what he considers Lucy’s main—ahem—asset to be.

‘Makes sense.’ Who am I to argue with that logic?

‘So.’ He frowns. ‘You’re with… er… Montague?’ He jerks his head in the direction behind me.

I cross my arms. ‘Yep. I am.’

‘Miles mentioned he’d seen you at a family lunch.’

Did he, now? Who knew Miles would prove so useful a grapevine?

I smile innocently. ‘It was so lovely. My first time meeting Charles and Laura. They were all so welcoming.’

Jonathan takes a long swallow of his drink, his eyes not leaving mine. I’ve always loved his eyes. Blue. Open. Blonde-lashed.

‘I saw him mauling you at the engagement party, but I didn’t expect you to give him the time of day, to be honest.’

‘Why not?’ I open my eyes wide. ‘Some people would argue he’s quite a catch.’

‘Come on, Nor. Lucy filled me in on what he did live on camera, taking those twins off to bed. He sounds like a right dirty bastard. He’s not your type.’

There’s a righteous anger warming my veins. This is good. It’s what I need. I need to be angry with Jonathan. There are so many things I want to say to him right now, and it’s so tempting to spit them out.

At least he didn’t dump me for someone who looks—and acts—like a blow-up doll.

At least he can give as good as he gets. He doesn’t sit there and take it when I boss him around. Maybe I like a guy taking control for once.

I stayed with you far too long and played it far too safe. Don’t you think I could use a good seeing-to from a dirty bastard?

Okay, so I don’t mean the last one. I loved being with Jonathan. I would have stayed with him forever, for Chrissakes. I still would. But tempting though it is to say something cutting, it wouldn’t be worth it. Because he’d know I was hurting then. And what little I know of men tells me I’ll be far more attractive in his eyes if I look like I’ve moved on from him. I really wish guys weren’t so infantile when it comes to game-playing. But I can’t change nature.

So I smile an amused, humouring smile and make my voice cool. Calm.

‘Theo’s been a total sweetie, actually, and he’s very attentive. I think everyone deserves to be judged on their merits, don’t you?’

As if my fake boyfriend’s performance couldn’t get any better, I simultaneously register Jonathan’s increased scowl at something over my shoulder and a hand sliding around my waist, seconds before a wall of heat and muscle hits me from behind. Theo nuzzles his nose, mouth and stubble into my neck and inhales, hard, before whispering loudly enough for Jonathan to hear.

‘You smell fucking incredible. And this dress is killing me, babe.’

Moments like this are almost worth having been dumped for. I’m hyper aware of Jonathan’s gaze sliding down to my waist, and of the warmth of Theo’s fingers there as I cover his hand with mine and interlock our fingers. That Theo has my back, quite literally, gives me the mental strength I need to draw myself up and throw Jonathan a friendly but unemotional grin as I incline my jaw closer to Theo’s hovering mouth.

‘We should go say hi to your dad, honey.’


CHAPTER 9
Nora



The charming of this guy, Kurt, only goes one way. Believe me. He’d better be jet lagged, because his chat stinks. Based on my immediate and damning opinion of his personality alone, The Montague Group shouldn’t shed any tears over this guy leaving.

The bad news is that chatting to Kurt is a sure-fire way to kill an evening’s vibe.

The good news is, it gets Theo and me some airtime with his dad: Charles Montague, OBE, hotel tycoon and a bastion of British industry. While Miles is CEO of The Montague Group, his dad is still Chairman, and it’s clear he still rules the roost. While he’s utterly delightful to me, Theo had warned me his dad was pretty pissed off with him over Charmed, and I’m grateful that his good breeding prevents him from bringing up his displeasure in front of me and Barrel of Laughs Kurt.

Kurt, it transpires, is under pressure from his wife to leave Manhattan and relocate to North Carolina to be near her family. Manhattan’s gain will be North Carolina’s loss. Kurt can’t be more than mid-thirties, but he has the get-up-and-go of an octogenarian. I make the mistake of enquiring as to the state of the hotel market in the wake of lockdown, and Kurt regales me with what sounds like a memorised version of a PWC industry report, complete with verbal charts of month-on-month and year-on-year rack rates versus actual, discounted room rates.

It’s brutal.

When he makes his excuses and leaves, Theo, his father and I are reeling. My first thought is that if that’s the bar Theo has to beat, it’s bloody scraping the ground. This should be an easy win for him, surely? Provided he doesn’t fuck it up anymore, of course.

Charles clears his throat. ‘He’s a good man, Kurt.’

I avoid looking at Theo.

Theo manages a strangled yep.

‘Been a safe pair of hands these past couple of years. But we need to shake things up a bit.’

‘Do you mean in terms of personnel, or the proposition itself over there?’ I venture.

Charles peers at me. ‘Both, I suppose. Since the US has tentatively emerged from lockdown, it’s been about playing defence. Discounting. Just trying to fill rooms. But it’s clear the business traveller is not returning in full force any time soon. Excessive business travel’s a thing of the past. So we have a structural shift occurring, and we can use that as a reason to panic or to pivot.’

I suggested to Theo in the car that he use my ignorance of the market to explain the fundamentals to me in front of Kurt and hopefully highlight his grasp of the issues at hand. But now that Kurt’s made his exit, Theo has a chance to pitch to the main man. His dad.

I turn to Theo. ‘You said your Manhattan hotels are a mixture of business and leisure, right?’

‘Yeah.’ The corners of his mouth turn up in a barely perceptible smile of appreciation and I realise I’ve been waiting for it. For a chance to help him. ‘But SoHo’s less of a clear proposition than our other two. The Battery Park one is squarely business. The Madison one is very old school—they both have clear markets, though having said that, occupancy on the Madison one is still ramping up post the refurb. The Montague SoHo’s always been a bit of a mix. It’s mainly business travellers who don’t want to stay down near Wall Street. It also gets its share of tourists. But I’m not convinced it hits one market really clearly.’

‘It’s always been a conundrum,’ Charles says. ‘Classic architecture, good bones—but we’ve tended to play it safe. It’s got caught between the other two, whose roles are far more clearly delineated.’

‘It’s ripe for a refurb.’ Theo takes a quick sip of his drink. ‘But it needs more than that—it needs a crystal-clear proposition before any cash is pumped into it.’

‘Miles’ take is that it needs a good facelift. Nothing structural. Cosmetic changes that will freshen it up. Possibly a big-name restaurant in-house.’

Theo toys with his glass, and I can see he’s calculating whether to go for it.

‘Miles is right in that a moderate investment could do the job nicely if we want to play it safe. If we’re capital constrained. But I’d be tempted to think bigger. Bolder.’

‘Such as?’ Charles is swilling his scotch, but his eyes don’t leave Theo’s.

‘Make it a real destination. A very, very cool destination.’

Charles sucks in his teeth. ‘Dangerous. We’re playing a long game here, son.’

‘Of course we are.’ Theo’s voice is even. ‘We have an incredible piece of real estate, and of New York architecture. It’s timeless. But what’s the big trend you don’t see going anywhere, Nor?’

‘Social media,’ I say, as we’ve agreed. ‘And portfolio careers.’

‘Exactly. People’s need to document, to capture themselves in beautiful spaces, is only going to increase. We can be apologetic about this and create a perfectly tasteful, safe, tourist-driven hotel. Or we can make the space work harder. I mean, with a forty-storey building like the Madison one, you could always adopt a Pierre model and convert some of the floors into apartments. But we’ve only got ten storeys to play with in SoHo. It shouldn’t be hard to get that space working for us.

‘Soho House has cornered the market in members’ clubs, but they target a very specific audience of creatives, and there’s no slowdown in appetite there. The Montague can offer a higher octane version of that, for people who have the money and like to play hard.’

‘You’re suggesting a members’ club?’

‘Possibly. It’s decent recurring revenues. Or even just create enough incredible zones to hang out in that people flock there on a daily basis. Cultivate the clients who care where they’re seen. Work really hard on getting the bloggers in. Create a destination. Then the tourists will come too, but you’re not dependent on them. I think there’s something about getting it to resonate with locals first that will generate higher quality revenues for you.’

I bite the inside of my cheek as Charles nods thoughtfully into his scotch.

‘It’s bold. I don’t dislike it. But we don’t have anywhere near that kind of CapEx ring-fenced for a project of that scale, Theo.’

‘Look.’ Theo waves his hand with a carelessness I suspect is feigned. ‘It’s just an idea. All I’m saying is, big shifts require bold thinking. You have a brilliant asset there. Let’s just not limit ourselves when we consider how to make that asset work best for us. And if a members’ club is a compelling use for some of the space, then you can open up founding memberships which will give you some of the advance cash flow. We can get creative on everything, start with a blank piece of paper. It’s worth considering, that’s all.’

I gaze at Theo. I haven’t seen him this impassioned before. He takes a breath and rakes his hand through his gorgeous dark hair. His eyes are flashing with enthusiasm for his topic, and I can’t deny he’s hot as hell in this mode. He’s a different guy from the affable playboy role he usually plays. It strikes me that this is where he can make his mark in the family.

I know Miles has been stirring things up and modernising the portfolio, but the Montagues would be crazy not to take advantage of Theo’s genuine energy and youth, as well as the indisputable fact that this is his scene. I’ll bet this guy is at Annabel’s or Five Hertford Street every week. He knows exactly what the wealthy young elite want, and I bet he can deliver that in Manhattan.

As Charles excuses himself to mingle and makes a promise to ponder on what Theo’s said, I stare up at my handsome co-conspirator in triumph.


CHAPTER 10
Theo



I’m not sure if it’s the adrenalin of having had the balls to pitch Dad, or the fact that he seemed open to what I had to say, or the fact that Nora’s staring up at me as if I’m a genius, but it bloody well feels great.

All of it.

‘That was amazing,’ she tells me. Maybe it’s because she’s such a tough audience, but being praised by Nora Wilder is a head rush.

‘I don’t know—he seemed to listen. That’s as good as it gets with Dad.’

‘You did a great job. You made sense, and he may be the founder, but I’m sure you know far more about what people our age want than he does. I’m telling you, I’d give you my billions if I had them.’

She gives me a beautiful smile. She’s sweet when she’s fangirling. And this red dress of hers, while being utterly appropriate (I don’t think Nora has an inappropriate bone in her body) is pretty damn sweet too. It skims her curves in a way that’s begging for me to slide my hand around her shapely waist.

I’ve been in business mode so far this evening, my anxiety over getting some traction, somewhere, with someone in this fucking company. But now I’m high on Dad throwing me the tiniest bone, and I’m ready to enjoy myself. Maybe I won’t be getting laid tonight, but my fake girlfriend is pretty easy on the eye, and as luck would have it, her ex is in my line of vision, talking earnestly to one of the board members.

I step closer to Nora and return her smile. Give into the temptation and slip my hand over the indent of her waist. My thumb slides over the jut of her hipbone and, for some reason, it feels intimate. There’s the faintest ridge of her underwear through her dress.

‘I’d take your billions,’ I tell her, ‘but given I can see Jonathan over there—no, don’t look—I’ll settle for a kiss. You game?’

I’ve been thinking about how to do this. Obviously, it looks more convincing if we’re spontaneous, but Nora’s not the kind of girl you dive on without permission. Not if you value your balls. So a short-notice warning seems like the best way to go.

Her face is upturned, those huge eyes widen, and she swallows, giving me a little nod of permission. I can’t help smiling. She may not be a real conquest—the irony of the fact that my kiss should draw her further into the arms of another man if all goes to plan is not lost on me—but right now, standing in this crowded room with her as she grants me permission to kiss her, she feels like one.

This is a first for me. I kiss women all the time, without thinking about it, but sex is always the end game, whether I kiss them in clubs or in the comfort of my living room after sending them a you up? text. I can’t remember the last time I kissed someone without it ending in sex.

Until now.

The objective of this kiss is completely outside of the arena of my getting lucky, but it’s a point of pride that I want to make it good for Nora, within the perimeters of what’s allowed. Piss off her ex. But don’t freak her out. And don’t disgrace myself in front of the family.

Excellent.

My sobriety adds to my hyper-awareness. I can’t lose myself in this kiss. Not that I would. Obviously. But as I hold eye contact with Nora and she licks her lips a tiny bit, there’s an answering flicker in my groin. She’s gorgeous. This isn’t a hardship.

None of this ruse with her has been a hardship. Yet.

I stick my glass on the table next to us and relieve her of her glass, too. My free hand slides around her neck, my thumb stroking down her jaw and levering her face up towards me. And I lower my mouth to hers.

My instinct is to pull her to me. To crash our lips together. Drive hers open with my tongue. But I’m being a good boy tonight. And besides, devouring her would put me in a whole world of trouble. I do not need a boner at Mum and Dad’s nice work party. Even if we’re off to the side of the bar in a semi-private corner. Private enough for this not to be inappropriate, but visible enough that her ex can see us.

Her lips are soft under mine. Warm. Pliable. Despite myself, I slide my hand around the back of her neck and do what I’ve been wanting to do, and get a good grip on her hair as I gently suck on the plump perfection of her lower lip. She arches into me and her breasts press against me, which I take as a pretty damn clear sign that we’re off to a good start. I tug harder on her hair, the silky masses of it sliding through my fingers, as I change the angle of our mouths up.

And then it happens. Her lips relax and open up, just a tiny amount, but enough that when I slide my top lip between them, it connects with the faintest touch of her tongue.

I was not expecting that.

I’m like a teenager. Having expected to get no more than a peck, getting a tint of tongue is like hitting third base when you’ve resigned yourself to above-the-waist action only.

But still. I mentioned I value my crown jewels.

So I murmur against her mouth. ‘This okay?’

She nods. ‘Mmm-hmm.’ Her voice is low. Husky.

Fuck yes.

Nora Wilder is granting me access to that sweet, sharp little mouth of hers. The hand on her waist slides further, pulling her in flush to me as I fist the hair at the back of her neck more firmly and tug her head to one side, opening up her mouth with my tongue. She puts up no resistance. On the contrary, one hand bears down on the back of my neck, tugging our faces closer together, and the other grips my bicep for dear life.

My tongue finds hers, and they tangle. Dance. Explore. She tastes like champagne and heaven, and when I rotate my head, switching up the angle and lightly catching her tongue between my teeth, a low moan from her reverberates through me.

This is great. This is really fucking great.

Like I said, faking this thing with Nora is no hardship at all.

I want to slide my hand down and cup her arse. Hard. I want to back her into the wall. Toy with the zip at the top of her dress.

Fuck. I want to take her home. Continue this in privacy away from the Charles Montagues and Jonathan Holmes of the world. But there’s no way in hell Nora’ll go for that, beyond using me for a lift back to hers, where she’ll shut the door firmly in my face.

So, in an epic and uncharacteristic act of self-preservation, I pull away. I can’t deny I’m a little fucking smug. And when I look down at her, I’m even more smug. And pretty turned on. Her chest is heaving and those big, beautiful eyes are glassy. It looks like I wasn’t the only one who had fun faking it.

I keep my tone casual. ‘Was that all right?’

‘Yeah.’ She wipes her mouth. ‘It was fine.’

‘Fine.’

‘Yeah. Like, good. Fine. Whatever. I’m glad you didn’t kiss me the way you kissed me at uni; then we would have been in trouble.’

Gah! What the hell? I thought that kiss was pretty good. Far more family-friendly than my usual efforts, but there was, you know, heat. Chemistry. But now I’m desperate to remember what she clearly remembers.

She breaks my train of thought. ‘Did he see?’

‘Who?’

‘Jonathan. Did he see us kiss?’

‘Oh.’ Fuck’s sake. ‘I dunno.’ I look over her shoulder and he’s standing stock still. Staring at us. Triumph at getting one over on him trumps my chagrin at her fine comment. I can’t resist a small smirk. New girlfriend or no new girlfriend, he looks pissed. Off.

‘Oh, yeah. He saw.’

I glance back down at her and she flushes. Something flits across her face. She straightens up, shakes her hair back.

‘Good.’

Contrary to what I thought, it looks like I was the only one who got sucked into that kiss, then.


CHAPTER 11
Nora



The drive back to mine is awkward as hell. Theo’s being really weird—stiff and polite, which is so out of character for him. I’m not sure what’s got into him. It must have been the kiss, because he seemed happy with how the chat with his dad went.

I shouldn’t have let go like that. I flush in the relative darkness of the car as I recall that I even moaned a little. Mortifying. But I was expecting to feel very awkward during the kiss—like it was choreographed and we were acting it out—and I didn’t.

Not at all.

It obviously helped that the guy is ridiculously good-looking. And knows how to wear a suit. And touch a woman. And it also helped that we’d had a moment of shared success when we steered the conversation with his dad around to Theo’s vision for the SoHo hotel.

But the nerves, and slight horror, I felt as he lowered his face to mine, disappeared pretty much immediately after he touched my lips with his. Because holy hell. The expensive scent of him, and the unexpected friction from that designer stubble-slash-beard, and the soft fullness of his lips were a pretty heady combination.

So my oh, crap and my fuck you, Jonathan thought processes went out of my head pretty quickly as Theo worked his magic, one hand caressing my waist and hip as the other moved in my hair and his lips sucked on mine, and the kiss that was supposed to be phony, just for show, quickly escalated into something so smoking hot that I let him put his tongue in my mouth.

Oh my God.

But the moan was a low point. Or a high point, depending on which way you look at it. Look, the kiss was nowhere near as feverish and debauched as I remember our kiss at uni being. But it felt like he was hungry for me. And boy, did my body respond.

If he was acting that, then he’s a very clever boy.

I was getting so into it that when he pulled away, I had total brain-loss for a minute. I wasn’t sure which way was up until I jolted myself back to reality, and asking if Jonathan had seen us was kind of a knee-jerk reaction, I suppose. To cover up how flustered I was.

(Yes, flustered is a euphemism for turned on.)

I suppose I should be happy. I stuck it to my ex, helped Theo get his dad’s attention, and got a damn good snog out of it. I’d call that a successful evening. So I’m not quite sure why I feel a bit upended.

Theo swept me out of there pretty soon after that, and I just caught Jonathan putting his hand up and saying my name, but Theo hissed at me that I should leave him hanging, and I suppose he was right.

I lean my head back against the headrest and exhale. I’m knackered. Drained, more like. Surely cars this expensive should have more comfortable seats? I just want to crawl into bed. I pull my phone out of my bag and glance at the lock screen.

‘Oh, shit.’

Theo turns to look at me. ‘What’s up?’

‘I don’t know. But I have loads of missed calls from Elle and Adela, our housekeeper.’

I hit Elle’s number. She picks up immediately.

‘Nor. Where’ve you been?’

‘Sorry. I was at a work thing with Theo. I’ve just checked my phone. What’s going on?’

She exhales. ‘A fucking pipe has burst at home. In the upstairs bathroom. Apparently, the water’s come through the ceiling to your bedroom and bathroom. There’s water damage, though Adela got hold of me and we got someone out to turn off the water in time.’

I rub my forehead with my hand. Jesus Christ. This is the last thing I need. There’s something particularly cruel about being told your bed, the only thing you want in the world right now, is being withheld.

‘Oh, bugger. Shit, Elle. Ugh, I’m so sorry.’ I attempt to process the problem rationally. ‘Where’s Adela—where’s Olive? Are they okay?’

‘They’re fine. I’ve booked Adela into a hotel. She’s going to wait for you to get there and hand Olive over to you. ’

I go into action mode. ‘Okay. I’ll sleep in the spare room tonight with Olive and then we’ll get some plumbers in to assess the damage. I don’t want you worrying about it while you’re shooting. I’ll get it sorted.’

‘You can’t stay there tonight, Nor. The water mains will have to stay off till they can fix the pipe. I’m going to find a dog-friendly hotel for the two of you. My PA’s on it.’

‘What’s going on?’ Theo asks.

‘A pipe’s burst, all over my bedroom, and they’ve had to turn the mains off.’

‘Put Elle on speaker,’ he orders.

I sigh. ‘Theo. I’m handling it.’

‘Put her on.’

Grr. ‘I’m with Theo,’ I tell Elle. ‘I’m putting you on speaker.’

‘She can stay with me, cous,’ he says as soon as I put the speakerphone on.

No. Bloody. Way.

‘No, thank you. I’ll just brush my teeth with bottled water tonight. I’ll be fine.’

‘That would be amazing.’ Elle’s voice comes out in a gush of relief. ‘Thanks, Theo. It’ll be a few days before we get things sorted, probably.’

A few days?

‘No offence, but I’m not staying with you, Theo. Anyway, I’ve got the dog.’

‘No problem. I have plenty of space for the two of you.’ He glances at me, and he must spot my murderous expression, because he adds, ‘Chill out, Nor. I have three bedrooms. I’m not going to try to get into your PJs in the middle of the night.’

The guy’s a mind-reader. I was, in fact, about to have a total panic that our situation was turning into some ridiculous, only-one-bed farce.

Still. Even sharing a flat with Theo Montague is way more intimacy than I’m ready for. Or will ever be ready for.

Elle sniggers on the phone.

‘Helpful, thanks Elle,’ I tell her.

‘Sorry. Theo, if you can help her out, I’ll feel so much better. Nor, Adela says the stuff in your wardrobe looks okay, but your bedding’s a bit buggered I think.’

‘I’ve got it,’ Theo says. ‘You can relax, Elle. I’ll go in and assess the damage with her, and I’ll help her pack up a bag and whatever the dog needs, and I’ll put them up for as long as you need. Okay? Go get some sleep.’

We say goodbye to Elle and I let the phone fall into my lap. Fuck’s sake. It’s not her fault, and I suppose it’s nice of Theo to step in. More than nice. He’s a bit of a lifesaver, really.

But what a total bloody pain in the arse.


CHAPTER 12
Nora



‘What a shit show. Bad luck, sweetheart.’

Theo rubs his forehead beside me while I stand at the threshold of my bedroom, looking around me in horror. Water’s still dripping through the ceiling, but from the revoltingly soaked bare mattress, I suspect it was a deluge before they turned the mains off. Adela must have stripped the bed, bless her.

The white carpet is darkened with water, and there are damp stains on the gorgeous wallpaper. This is a bloody disaster—the entire room will need redecorating. Thank God the leak didn’t hit Elle’s room. Her walls are papered in hand-painted De Gournay panels that cost an arm and a leg. That room is her pride and joy.

I slipped off my heels in the hallway, so I brave the room barefoot, gasping as my feet squelch wetly across the cold, soaked carpet.

‘Oh my God,’ I mutter. ‘This is revolting.’

‘I’m coming in.’

I glance behind me to see Theo stooped in the doorframe, pulling off his socks and folding up his trouser legs. The disgust on his face as his feet hit the carpet makes me giggle. He’s probably more high maintenance than me. I suppose if I don’t laugh about this, I’ll cry.

Please let my clothes be okay. Please let my clothes be okay.

Not that any of my clothes are massively valuable. The good stuff is all in Elle’s samples overflow room, thankfully out of the way of the water damage. But still. I can’t exactly pack a suitcase full of Elle’s Dior, can I?

I tentatively turn on the light to the dressing room. Probably not the brightest idea, but it’s working. And Adela was right, thank God. My wardrobes seem clear. It’s my bathroom and bedroom that’ve borne the brunt of the damage. Theo comes up beside me as I peer upwards.

‘It looks okay, no?’ he asks.

‘Yeah. I can’t see anything.’ Luckily, the top shelves are taken up with spare duvets and pillows, which I suspect would have absorbed some of the water if it had come through.

Theo sticks his hand up and feels a couple of pillows. ‘They seem dry.’

‘Cool.’ I stare forlornly at my wardrobes. I need to get a bag out and start packing. All of which feels like a lot of effort.

‘Hey.’ Theo comes behind me and puts his hands on my shoulders, his fingers and thumbs working my tired muscles with just enough pressure to feel outrageously good. I let my shoulders drop and shudder out a sigh.

‘I know this is shit, but let’s just get you packed up with the basics, okay? Then I’ll make you a cuppa at mine and you can crawl off to bed. You’ll be fine, all right? Now, where do you keep your cases?’

He’s sweet. He doesn’t need to do this. I’m only a fake girlfriend and I’m already causing him grief, and now he has to adopt two annoying little orphans for the next few days. I’m sure none of this was part of his plan, but if he can be gracious and upbeat about it, so can I.

I suppose, anyway.
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Theo lives in an exceedingly nice penthouse flat in a modern block off High Street Kensington. We take the lift up from the underground carpark and exit it straight into his flat. It’s even nicer in the flesh than it was in Charmed in Chelsea.

‘So you don’t, in fact, live in Chelsea.’

He grins. ‘Nope. They kept that quiet. Only showed interior shots of the flat.’

I arch my eyebrows. ‘That they did. I recognise that sofa.’

He grimaces as I squat to let Olive down. He’s being really nice to us. I’m guessing the last thing he needs in this gorgeous, glossy bachelor pad is a girl and a dog, so I should throw him a bone.

‘Your flat is stunning,’ I tell him.

‘Thanks. It’s my sanctuary. You probably think I’m a party boy, but I’m happy as a pig in shit when I’m here with a takeaway and a pair of pyjama bottoms.’

Oh, crap. For once, I don’t think he’s being provocative, but my brain has unhelpfully served me up a visual of Theo lounging on the Sofa of Sin in a pair of pyjama bottoms and nothing else. I really, really hope he doesn’t indulge in gratuitous nudity of even the most partial kind while I’m here. Please let him cover the hell up.

I’ve seen slivers of chest. And chest hair. I gripped his bicep like a drowning woman when he kissed me, and I mushed my boobs against his chest. I saw the epic bum-dimple shot on Charmed in Chelsea. And all of my extensive empirical analysis tells me that seeing Theo’s body in the flesh would be spectacularly unhelpful.

Because he’s objectively gorgeous, and I’m objectively lonely, sad and horny. And reminders of my state through endeavours like groping his muscles and having his tongue tangle with mine are just. Plain. Unhelpful.

Did I remember to pack my vibrator?

I’m staring at him in a daze, and he must mistake my lust-fog for tiredness, because he holds up my bag.

‘You must be knackered. Let’s put this in your room and you can get out of that dress.’

I stare at him wide-eyed.

‘Don’t look at me like that, you dirty girl. Put some PJs on. Or a robe. Whatever. I’m definitely getting comfy, so don’t be shy.’

I really need to pull myself together. It’s the triple whammy of having seen Jonathan, kissed Theo and then found myself in his space. It’s pretty intense. And I know I should loosen up. It was just a kiss. Just a for-show kiss, to be more specific.

I trot obediently after him, leaving Olive to delightedly sniff every inch of the spectacular living area. Dogs are so lucky. I’d quite like to sniff every inch of Theo’s bedroom…

Stop it.

We pass an open door and I glance in, only to realise that the large white room is familiar. I’ve seen a giggling and half-dressed trio tumbling in there on camera before the door shut, and Theo strolling across that space butt-naked.

Also on camera.

Jesus. Who knew just being in his flat would be so triggering?

He opens the door next to his (like, right next to his. Oh, shit. I wonder how far vibrator noises and… vibrations carry). I follow him into the room. It’s immaculate. White walls. Statement chandelier. White bed that I just want to tumble into. Huge windows that I bet have a view that stretches for miles. It’s perfect. And the wooden floor is dry, and the bedding is dry, which, right now, is enough for me.

Theo puts my bag on the bed. ‘This is you.’

‘Thanks. It’s great.’ I stand back awkwardly to let him pass, and he gestures to a door on the way out.

‘Ensuite’s in there. And there’s a big bathtub in the bathroom down the hall. Honestly, if you just want to crash, that’s totally fine. But—are you hungry? You look like you might be.’

Of course. That’s why I’m behaving like a zombie. It’s not lust, it’s low blood sugar. I barely ate at the party.

I’m famished. And it took a guy who hardly knows me to work it out for me.

I open up my bag and put on some pyjama shorts and a camisole, but leave my bra on. It’s a warm evening, but I’m not about to give Theo any gratuitous nipple action. Obviously. Stepping out into the main reception area before he appears, I give myself the opportunity to survey the flat properly, and it’s incredible.

The entire space boasts dark wooden flooring that warms up the white walls, and it’s beautifully lit. There are no overhead lights on, just lots of table lamps, uplighters studded into the floorboards at regular intervals around the edges of the room, and picture lights illuminating the many and varied pieces of artwork adorning the walls. Of course. He has an art gallery. It makes sense he’d have a decent collection. The low-lighting is atmospheric. Enticing. This must be a great place for Theo to entertain.

Or seduce.

Ugh. I don’t know why that thought makes me feel nauseous. I remind myself to give the Sofa of Sin a wide berth. God knows what body fluids are still lingering on it.

At one end of the space is a black kitchen, the area punctuated with an enormous black island. At the other is a wall of sliding doors that Theo’s pushed open. I step out onto the terrace and breathe in the unmistakable smell of London mixed with jasmine. I look behind me for the source of the latter. Jasmine is in full bloom around the doors, and its scent is heady. Heavenly.

The terrace itself is enormous. It makes sense—this is the penthouse, after all. There’s more gorgeous mood lighting, the mature olive trees up-lit to perfection in their giant tubs, and clusters of good-looking rattan furniture punctuating the main area. Good Lord. This chunk of prime London real estate must be eye-wateringly expensive. It brings home to me just how much the Montagues are worth.

And don’t get me started on the view. We’re only twelve floors up, but the terrace must face south, because if I turn to my left I can see all the way to the City of London and beyond to Canary Wharf. There’s a distant but regular pattern of flashing lights from the planes queuing to land at Heathrow to my right. This spot must be amazing in the morning. And for sundowners.

I shake my head. He’s a lucky guy. I wonder if he knows how lucky. Unlikely.

There’s a soft Belle behind me, and I jerk my head to find Theo sauntering out onto the terrace. He comes up behind me, barefoot, in pale blue cotton pyjama bottoms and a white t-shirt. Thank God he’s covered up. He’s showered, his hair wet and slicked off his face and his t-shirt splattered with wet spots. What is it about guys’ inability to dry themselves properly before getting dressed?

But the t-shirt is more of an undershirt than a proper item of clothing, and its soft, worn fabric hugs the curves of his pecs in a way that’s pretty damn alluring. It kind of makes me mentally kick myself for not groping his chest earlier when I had a chance. Copping a feel of his flat stomach.

I should have been more opportunistic.

Bugger.

I avert my eyes from his torso and swing back around to the view. ‘This is incredible,’ I observe lamely.

‘Yeah.’ He rests his arms on the wooden rail at the edge of the terrace and leans forward. ‘I never get tired of this. Especially at this time of year.’ He glances down at my chest, making no attempt to hide the direction of his gaze, and smirks. ‘But maybe it’s a bit chilly?’

Jesus. I straighten up and fold my arms over my chest. It’s a really mild, still night, so I don’t want Romeo Montague speculating as to why my nipples have suddenly gone hard.

‘I’m fine.’

‘You certainly are.’ He meets my gaze, and his grin falters. ‘Right. Let’s get some food down you.’


CHAPTER 13
Nora



Ifollow Theo back through the glorious living area (happily, there are several alternate sofas I can appropriate during my stay) to the kitchen. The whole place smells amazing: a musky, oud-based scent that adds to the seductive vibe he’s got going on here. I’d put money on said vibe being anything but effortless.

‘Why don’t you sit your cute little arse down there’—he points at a bar stool—‘and I’ll get some crumpets on, if crumpets are your thing.’

While the guy won’t win any feminism awards, he has me at crumpets.

‘I am definitely partial to crumpets.’

‘Sweet or savoury?’

‘Both… but right now, savoury.’

‘Coming up.’ He flashes me a grin and I sit back in my seat and watch the admittedly gratifying sight of Theo pottering around this sleek, sexy kitchen. I ogle his bum and enjoy how the muscles in his back and shoulders flex when he moves. He opens the oven and puts six crumpets under the grill, a number that makes me very happy indeed, because I can definitely sink half of those. And while they’re grilling, he opens the fridge.

‘Wine? I missed out earlier.’

Why not? It’s not even ten o’clock, and I’ve survived a run-in with my ex, a fake date, a fake (but unfeasibly enjoyable) kiss and a flood. That I’m now bunking up with my fake boyfriend makes me think I’ve earned a glass of wine.

‘Sure. Why not?’

He pours us each a glass of Chablis and holds his up. ‘Cheers. To my fake girlfriend, who came up trumps tonight.’

‘Cheers.’ The wine is perfect. Cold and mineral. ‘And you’re the one who’s come up trumps, roomie.’

He grins. ‘You’re definitely the first girl who’s stayed in my spare room, that’s for sure. Though we can fix that right now.’

‘Not a chance, Romeo.’ I fiddle awkwardly with the stem of my glass. ‘You got to first base. Consider yourself lucky.’

Theo gets out a protective mat and puts it on the island in front of me. When the undersides of the crumpets are grilled, he takes the pan out of the oven and flips them over. I watch as he scrapes a curl from a block of butter and runs the knife over the untoasted top of the crumpets, the butter melting at the contact and dribbling down through the holes.

It’s almost pornographic, the idle way his long fingers grip the knife and the unhurried figures of eight the butter makes on the crumpets’ surface. Tanned, masculine hands.

Melted butter.

Hot crumpets.

Who knew this was the stuff my porno dreams were made of?

‘What are you doing?’

‘Extensive experience has taught me that if I put the cheese straight on top, the crumpets can be a bit dry.’ He finishes off the last crumpet and picks up a grater and a block of parmesan. The shavings curl and fall into piles, and he arranges them on top of the crumpets. ‘The butter means you get the crispy melted topping and a nice amount of goo in the middle when you bite in.’

Oh my God. That sounds fucking amazing. My mouth literally fills with drool as I imagine sinking my teeth into a cheesy, buttery wedge of crumpet.

‘Okay. So butter, then parmesan, then back under the grill?’

‘Parmesan and a hint of cheddar. Rounds it out.’

I groan as he picks up a block of cheddar and runs through the same routine before carefully returning the grill pan to the oven.

‘They might take a few years off my life, but it’ll be worth it. I had no idea I was in the company of such a crumpet expert.’

Little does Theo know that he’s far more likely to seduce me by feeding me double-cheese-and-butter crumpets than with innuendo or so-called charm.

‘I’m a master.’ He leans forward on the counter and winks at me. ‘I’ve helped a lot of women work up an appetite over the years, and crumpets are the perfect post-coital snack. I have a freezer full of them.’

Ugh. I’m such an idiot. I was sitting here, allowing myself to feel the slightest bit content and flattered, I suppose. Maybe not flattered, but let’s just say I was managing to relax and enjoy the moment. And while I don’t care who Theo shags or has shagged in the past, I really don’t need that information. Or that visual. Theo sauntering back into his bedroom with a plate of cheesy crumpets to sate the appetite of some stunning, sexily decoiffed woman he’s just seduced… So he has a freezer full of crumpets, and probably a bedside table full of condoms.

Honestly.

The guy is shameless.

My failure to reply probably hits home, because he leans further over and tips my chin up with his fingertips.

‘Hey. That was an unbelievably wanky thing to say. Sorry. I don’t always think before I speak, but that was uncalled for. You’re my guest, and I didn’t mean to make you feel uncomfortable.’

‘It’s fine.’

‘It’s not. I was being a dick. It’s pretty fucking immature to boast about my conquests to someone I’m not even trying to seduce.’

Ouch. I know he’s not trying to seduce me, but given he’s the only person I’ve been with since Jonathan in any form, it’s still hard not to feel slightly vulnerable in the aftermath of having had our tongues in each other’s mouths.

‘I mean.’ He releases my chin and buries his face in his hands. ‘Oh my God. What the fuck is wrong with me tonight? I didn’t mean it like that, sweetheart. You’re gorgeous. And if it helps, I thought our kiss was far fucking hotter than it should have been. That’s the truth. If I thought I had a shot at seducing you, I’d go for it. What I should have said is that you’ve made it clear you’re only interested in one guy. And that’s not me. So you’re not an option for my incredible seduction skills. That’s what I meant to say.’

He sighs heavily, and runs his fingers through his hair, and I watch him with genuine fascination. How would it feel to be like Theo? To come out with admissions—that I would class as requiring serious courage—like I thought our kiss was far fucking hotter than it should have been—because you aren’t held back by sexual hangups, nor do you have any agenda. You don’t give a shit, basically.

Imagine if it was me who said that to Theo. If I left off my bra when I was getting changed, draped myself across his island and said, hey Theo. I thought our kiss was far fucking hotter than it should have been. If I just threw something like that out there while being totally relaxed about the consequences. Maybe he takes it as a come-on. Maybe he laughs in my face. Either way, no sweat.

But I wouldn’t. Because, unlike him, I’m not emotionally slutty. And consequences are my everything.

I’m sure if I offered myself to Theo, he’d go for it quite happily, but equally, if I didn’t, he wouldn’t waste a second contemplating what could have been.

He doesn’t give a flying fuck either way.

It must be incredible to move through life with that kind of cavalier confidence. The stakes seem low for him. They’re high for me, which is why I’ve always over-thought everything to do with guys and sex.

It’s not like I’m envious of his lifestyle. If anything, I can admit to myself deep down that I judge him a little for it. But I’m envious that his sexual exploits seem to wash over him like water off a duck’s back. Just for once, I’d love to be like him. To have laughingly propositioned Jonathan earlier this evening in his girlfriend’s absence, genuinely not caring about whether he took or left my offer because I was so empowered by my belief in my sexual potency.

Because that’s the thing. Not caring is very empowering. Caring too much, on the other hand, makes your entire life a fucking prison.

But back to Theo. He’s thrown me a bone, and the semantics of what he said shouldn’t matter, but they do. So I throw him a bone back.

‘You’re a lot better at kissing than you are at talking.’

He slaps the counter in defeat. ‘Tell me about it.’

‘I reckon those crumpets are ready.’ The cheese is audibly sizzling, and the smell of it is driving me crazy.

‘Shit. Yes.’ He spins around and tackles the grill pan with an oven glove.

‘Did you feed Trixie and Dixie cheesy crumpets?’ I can’t help ask, and maybe if we can laugh about the steady stream of women who clearly pass through this beautiful flat, it’ll feel less horrifying.

‘Like hell I did.’ He uses a silicon burger flipper to move the crumpets from the grill pan to a large plate. They are perfect, bubbling discs of golden magic. ‘Dig in. I put them both in a cab as soon as I came to my senses.’

‘Came being the operative word.’

He sniggers. Again, the not-giving-a-shit thing is fascinating. ‘Something like that.’

‘Classy.’ I pick up a crumpet, but it’s too hot to eat yet. Ouch. I drop it back on the plate.

‘Here.’ He hands me a napkin.

‘Thanks.’ Given we’re actually talking about this, I figure it won’t kill me to adopt a little of his cavalier attitude. I can ask a question that I deem awkward, and the sky will not fall. ‘Is it scary having a threesome?’

‘Scary? Nope. It’s kind of ridiculous. But it was pretty fucking fun.’

I grimace.

‘Not a fan of the idea?’

I press my thighs together under the counter. ‘Definitely not. No judgement,’ I add.

He sniggers. ‘Sure. You’re not judging me at all. I have a question for you, Little Miss Sensible.’

The way he says it sounds—I don’t know—loaded. I eye him suspiciously and take another slug of my wine. ‘What?’

‘When I kissed you at uni—what was it like?’

There’s a pause where I feel very foolish indeed.

‘You really don’t remember?’

‘No. Sorry—I was hammered.’

‘You don’t look remotely sorry.’

‘I’m not sorry because it’s rude not to remember. I’m sorry because I’d like to be able to imagine it. I definitely held back tonight. A lot. But when you mentioned it—I thought maybe that other kiss was pretty wild.’ He raises his eyebrows at me as he braves a crumpet and sinks his teeth in. ‘Fuck me, that’s good,’ he says, his mouth full. A couple of drops of butter dribble over his plump lower lip towards his beard-thing, and I stare as he catches them with his tongue. Fuck’s sake. The butter-porno thing is a big deal for me tonight, it seems.

‘I’m not sure you’d consider it wild. After all, there were only two of us involved.’ I go for a second attempt at a crumpet, peeling off a bit of the cheese this time and testing it in my mouth. It’s perfect.

‘You’re hilarious. There are plenty of ways to have fun with only two people, Nora Wilder. Spill it. What did we do?’

His habit of saying parts of my name like they’re dirty words is really irritating. ‘We kissed, Theo. We snogged.’

‘Outside, right?’

‘Yeah. You pushed me up against the wall of Plodge and you kind of… dived on me.’

I attempt nonchalance as I take a nibble of my still-too-hot crumpet.

‘I pushed you against a wall and dived on you. Is that right?’

His eyes are dancing with mischief and interest as he watches me eat.

‘Yep.’ The butter in this thing is oozing everywhere. I suck my fingertip before hurriedly removing it and wiping it on my napkin, conscious of Theo’s eyes on me.

‘That sounds like fun to me. And…’ he prompts.

I raise my chin defiantly. ‘And from what I remember, it was pretty heated. We kind of went for it. And you scratched all down my back, under my top. Hard. You left marks.’

‘Seriously?’ His face spreads into a huge grin. ‘Should I say sorry?’

‘No.’ I shrug. ‘It was hot.’

‘Was it now? What else?’

‘Not much else. You had a… you know.’ I gesture at his groin area, which is thankfully hidden by the counter.

‘I bet I was hard as rock, you little minx, if I had you up against a wall. What happened then?’

I pretend to think while willing my blushing habit not to give me away. ‘You boasted about your room allocation, told me you could have me, um, naked in minutes, I turned you down, we went our separate ways, and next time I saw you, you had your face surgically attached to that of a blonde on the dance floor.’

He wrinkles up his nose. ‘Wow. So I was a cocky little shit, basically.’

‘That wasn’t a surprise to me.’ I take a bite of my crumpet and chew. The cheese and butter and stodge is the most miraculous combination. This really is orgasmically good.

‘Why didn’t you let me whisk you off for a night to remember?’

There’s no way I’m telling this guy I was a virgin when I met him. Or that I’ve only slept with one person in my life.

‘No offence, but I was pretty sure you were a total tart. And I didn’t make a habit of drunkenly falling into bed with guys I’d just met. Still don’t.’

He brandishes the bottle. ‘So if I force feed you the rest of this bottle, it won’t make a difference? Pity.’

I cross my arms and glare at him.

‘I’m kidding; I’m kidding. Well, I have absolutely no recollection of who the blonde was that night.’

I smirk. ‘I’m sure you gave her a night to remember, though, right?’

He shakes his head at me. ‘Not sure what I’ve got myself into with you, Nora Wilder.’


CHAPTER 14
Theo



Isuspect Nora’s embarrassed to be having to stay with me, because it skews the power in my favour. (This is not my view. This is my perception of Nora’s view). She’s been reticent about our little arrangement since the start, and as far as I can tell, the only way she can get on board with it is if we keep things equal. Quid pro quo.

I manhandle her in front of Jonathan. She comes to my parents’ lunch party.

I kiss her senseless in front of Jonathan. She bigs me up in front of Dad.

You get the drift.

So, having to be here with me, in my space, is killing her. And I may or may not be making things deliberately more awkward for her.

I know. I’m a dick. But I’ve said it before: the best way to have fun with Nora Wilder is to provoke her. It’s equal parts because I’m bored and because she’s gorgeous. I can’t employ my usual method of relaxation, AKA booty calls with my sure-fire hookups, so I’ve been spending too much time in the shower with my fist, these past couple of days. Having Nora in my space is confronting. And I’m damned if I’m going to be the only one feeling confronted in this scenario.

If she knew how much her presence was winding me up, I’m sure she’d approve of my redressing the balance. Like I said, balance is what she thrives on.

Don’t get me wrong. She’s not deliberately sashaying around scantily clad. Or trying to provoke me with sexually charged banter.

She’s just there. And it’s provocation enough.

Yesterday morning, she emerged from her room in that little vest-and-shorts combo she’d produced on her first evening here. Hair: piled high and messy on her head, exposing that long neck. Bra: gone. She had a cardigan on, but I’d opened up all the French doors because I’d been doing some upper body work on the terrace, and her nipples went ping in the cool air pretty damn quickly.

See? Not deliberate. But not helpful.

So I may have peeled off my shirt as I walked past her to take a shower. I didn’t miss the way her eyes widened and ran over my torso, or the little O of appreciation she made with her mouth, or the way she pulled that dratted cardigan more tightly around herself, like it was going to save her from my toxic sex hormones.

Or from her own.

She collected herself, turned the eye fuck into an eye roll, and spat out, ‘Put away the ab slab, Romeo.’ But she didn’t fool me for a second.

And last night, I cooked seafood linguine for her (We have some great chefs at our hotels. They’ve given me a few tools to use when the situation demands). We ate out on the terrace, curled up in two adjacent armchairs. When she took her first bite, her eyelids fluttered closed, and she made this sexy, protracted moan of appreciation that went straight to my cock.

Again: unhelpful.

So yeah, I know they’re little things. Tiny things. And not her fault. Not really, anyway, but let me tell you this. When it comes to affairs of the flesh, Nora Wilder is as oblivious as they come.

She’s definitely oblivious to the effect she’s having on me. Okay, so I think about sex all day long, and I can tell Nora just doesn’t. It’s not on her radar. It’s not what makes her world keep turning. Of course it isn’t—she spent God knows how many years shagging Jonathan bloody Holmes, for Christ’s sake, and she wants to go back for more. If that doesn’t tell you she doesn’t prioritise sex, I don’t know what will.

But anyway. She’s less hyper aware of her sexuality than I am of mine. That’s fine. It’s kind of sweet that she doesn’t weaponise it, actually. I’m so used to girls throwing themselves at me and being hypersexual that it makes a refreshing change not to be constantly on the receiving end of any seductive tricks from Nora. It’s not like she’s trying to turn me on at every turn.

What gets me, though, is that she’s gorgeous, and she’s naturally sexy, and as far as I can tell, she has no fucking idea of her power. She’s all business. That kiss I gave her started out transactional, and it ended up being fucking real. And that wasn’t just because I was sexually frustrated and she was an outlet. It was because I was into kissing her. I was into her little moans, and the taste of her, and the way she grabbed my arm.

And when I’d grabbed her in front of her ex, earlier, I wasn’t faking it either. Seeing her arse in that little red dress, inhaling her skin and the glossy curtain of her hair, really was killing me. The kiss later was a natural extension of that.

But, see, the thing that really pisses me off is that I’m not exactly a shy guy. I’m open about liking sex. I think I’ve been pretty up-front with her about finding her attractive. And I’ve been with enough women to know she’s not unresponsive to me. Exhibit A: that kiss. Exhibit B: the way she eye-fucked me when I took my top off. Exhibit C: the way she remembers every minute detail of our kiss at uni, ten years ago, and admits to having dug me scratching her back. Who would have expected that?

We’re two consenting adults alone in a flat. We’re both single. We’re obviously both attracted to each other. And does she act on it?

Nope.

Does she in any way encourage my suggestive comments and glances?

Nope.

They’re partly me riling her, as I mentioned. But they’re also my way of de-risking the whole process for her. I want her to know that if she was up for anything more physical than a few fake kisses, I’d be ready and willing. But I’m pretty sure it hasn’t even crossed her mind. No matter if she’s attracted to me.

In Nora-ville, if you’re still in love with (or hung up on, which I suspect is more the case) someone you feel has a claim on you, regardless of that someone’s douchebag behaviour, I reckon you quote unquote save yourself for them. You deprive yourself of the chance to have a little casual, mutually satisfactory fun with someone who’s available and up for it.

You deprive yourself of your own needs, because of some fucked-up sense of allegiance to someone you owe nothing to.

That’s my theory, anyway.

Because the only other explanations are that she’s not attracted to me, and I’m not buying that, or that she’s not into my lifestyle. She’s scared or intimidated by it.

That could be it, actually.

Fuck.

She thinks I’m a tart, basically. A loose cannon. A total liability. She’s made some lame attempts at hiding the judgement on her face whenever my Charmed debacle comes up. I bet I’m precisely the kind of guy her mum warned her to stay away from. And I’d bet even more that all her interactions with me so far have reinforced her mum’s warnings. That she sees me as dangerous.

Because God forbid she could have some consensual, casual sex with someone who knows how to use his dick and actually enjoy herself before she bunks up with Jonathan in snoozeville for the rest of her life.

She seems to be locked in some lame, celibate prison of her own making. But yesterday, when I wandered into her room to check the thermostat was turned down low enough for the air con to kick in if needed, I saw something interesting. Next to her pile of self-help books (think Oprah, Michelle Obama, Brené Brown, and a few others whose names I didn’t recognise) was a smaller pile of historical romances. The title on the top one?

Grosvenor. A Marriage of Convenience.

Now, I know enough to be aware that the TV adaptation of these books, the very same that Elle and Josh are starring in, is steamy as fuck. It’s been all over the press. If my little Nora is all over these, it suggests she’s not totally dead below the waist. There’s a pulse down there somewhere.

I just wonder if she’ll let anyone else take care of it for her. Maybe my good deed for the summer is teaching Miss Wilder to live up to her name a little more.


CHAPTER 15
Nora



Iwhisk eggs for breakfast in a perspex bowl while peering at the spreadsheet that houses the budget for Miles and Saoirse’s wedding. I want to refresh my memory on every line item of that budget, so I know what we can reallocate if they come up with any additional requests when we’re touring Sorrel Farm today.

I’ve seen this happen time and time again. The provisional budget goes out the window when couples get on site and their imaginations go wild. Not that I can see that being a problem here: I suspect Miles will sign off on anything Saoirse wants. Lucky girl.

I’m not envious that she’s marrying someone with money. I’d just like to know how it feels to have someone stare at you like you’re the axis around which their entire world revolves. The answer to all their prayers.

Like the way I’m sure Theo stares at himself in the mirror.

Speak of the devil.

He strides into the kitchen. Dressed, thankfully, and staring down at his phone. His hair’s still damp and combed carefully off his face. He’s in a perfectly pressed, sky blue linen shirt and cream chinos. He should be in some 1950s movie, driving around Lake Como on a Vespa. This guy could definitely model if it all went wrong for him in… whatever the hell industries he operates in.

‘Fucking Wordle,’ he mutters.

I snigger. ‘How many lines have you done?’

‘Three down. And I’ve only got a green and two yellows.’

I stay diplomatically silent.

‘Do you do it?’ he asks.

‘Every morning, as soon as I wake up. I’m obsessed.’

‘How’d you get on today?’ He drags the question out reluctantly.

I press my lips together apologetically before answering him.

‘Got it in three. Sorry.’ Not sorry.

‘Fuck’s sake. Nice work, though.’ He locks his phone and chucks it down on the counter. ‘It’s frying my brain. I’ll come back to it later.’

I throw him a bone. ‘It was a tough one today.’

I stiffen as he walks around the island and comes up behind me, too close for comfort.

‘Whatya doin’?’

‘I’m making scrambled eggs.’ I turn on the hob and heat the pan I found in the drawer below.

‘Nice. But what’s this?’

He peers at the spreadsheet.

‘Theo! That’s confidential. It’s Miles and Saoirse’s wedding budget.’

He ignores me and hits the track pad, scrolling down the spreadsheet and emitting a low whistle.

‘Hoooly fuck. Is that how much it costs to get married?’

‘Stop it.’ I reach over and slam the laptop shut. ‘No. It’s a proposed budget, working within their initial perimeters. And yes, it’s larger than the average wedding budget—by a factor of around twenty—but a lot of the items on there are discretionary. And your brother doesn’t want to stint.’

‘Not where his darling Saoirse’s concerned, that’s for sure.’ He shakes his head.

‘Come on.’ I pour the whisked eggs into the pan. ‘I hope you’re not going to be nasty today. I don’t get why you’re even coming, anyway.’

‘Ostensibly because I’m best man, and I should pretend to give a shit. But really because I want to check this place out. I may be the black sheep of the family, but I’m a Montague, and if I get a chance to check out a hotel that’s winning awards left, right and centre, I’m damn well going to do it.’

‘That makes sense.’ I stir the eggs slowly, watching as the solids form ribbons. ‘So, do you actually have any formal role at The Montague Group right now?’

‘Nope.’ He takes a seat at the island and coaxes tea bags around two mugs I’ve filled with boiling water and left to brew. ‘And I hate to admit it, but it’s my fault. Miles went in straight from his MBA without even considering another option. I mean, he did his MBA on the understanding that he’d join the family firm afterwards. And Stephen was the opposite—adamant he wouldn’t get involved. He always wanted to go into complementary medicine. And I was kind of… stuck in the middle. I didn’t want to follow in anyone’s footsteps just because it was expected, or because it was on the table. I wanted to exhaust my other options. This strong enough for you?’

I nod and ladle the eggs onto two plates. I’ve already buttered some sourdough and sauteed the last of the season’s asparagus. This is the main problem with living off High Street Ken: the proximity to the massive Whole Foods is lethal. I push the plates across the island and go around it, hoisting myself up on a bar stool next to my not-ugly breakfast companion.

He really is beautiful. Not my type, of course—I favour the quintessential British gent—but incredibly easy on the eye and, it turns out, not a total nightmare to shack up with, platonically speaking.

‘Keep going.’ I hand him a fork. ‘I want to hear it.’

‘Okay. So I did. I tried various things. Some worked out, some didn’t. The wine gig is proving more successful than I imagined.’

‘What are you doing, exactly? Importing?’

‘Yeah. I have a buddy who’s a private wealth manager in Bermuda. He got wind of the fact that there was excess inventory of first growths piling up there. Bordeaux exports a good chunk of its production to tax havens, or anywhere the super wealthy congregates.’

‘Makes sense.’

‘But for some reason, the take up isn’t as high as the supply, whereas in Europe, demand is still outstripping supply, so we import the excess back over here where the market is scorching.’

I pop a forkful of eggs in my mouth. ‘Sounds environmentally friendly.’

He shrugs. ‘Touché. We’re working on that part. And look, maybe this opportunity is a short-term thing. Maybe the supply over there will let up, but right now there’s a little arbitrage to be done, so we’ll take it.’

I watch his face as he speaks.

‘And the art stuff? Do you have a background in art?’

He scoffs. ‘No way. The only things I care about are appetite, trends and valuation. I’ve picked that up over years of going to galleries and watching the market very carefully. I don’t give a shit how “important” a piece is.’

‘Or how beautiful?’

‘Look. I love art as much as the next person.’ He gestures around his gorgeous flat, where some truly beautiful pieces hang. They’re eclectic, and yet the mix of colours and textures and techniques works brilliantly.

‘I can see that. Don’t tell me you don’t have a good eye.’

‘I know what I like. This stuff is for me. But the pieces I take a chance on for the gallery—I view them strictly as investments.’

‘That’s a bit depressing.’

He forks some eggs onto his sourdough. ‘This is hitting the spot, by the way. It’s really good. Depressing it may be, but at the top end of the art market, it’s all about investment. A huge proportion of privately owned art is stored in wooden crates in climate-controlled warehouses in offshore havens. That’s just the reality of it. Now that’s depressing. And elitist. With NFTs, far more people get a chance to own part of a decent piece of art, and they stand to benefit when that asset hopefully appreciates. I think it’s fucking genius.’

I smirk. ‘You really need to work on your self confidence, Theo.’

‘Not me, smart arse. The whole concept of using blockchain technology for art. Sadly, I can’t take credit for coming up with it. Wish I could.’

I mop up a dollop of egg with my bread. ‘So, that all sounds like it keeps you busy. Why d’you want in on the hotel business?’

He cocks his head, considering. ‘I earned the reputation for being the work-shy Montague. Fairly. Mum and Dad have spent forty years working themselves to the bone. Miles is a psycho. And Stephen’s always been driven by this starry-eyed certainty that his purpose in life is to help others. Whereas I’ll admit I liked the lifestyle. The trust fund. After uni, I took a gap year that turned into two. I wasn’t hungry. And I didn’t want to turn into my parents or Miles. I didn’t want to be a cliché, going into the family business, though it turns out being the useless middle kid who rips through his trust fund is even more of a cliché.

‘But I started dabbling in some ventures. Made some mistakes. Made some money. Then more. And I realised I was developing an appetite for it. For ideas, stories, for the rush that comes with taking a risk on something you believe in, and putting in the work, and having it pay off. I like building things. Turns out, I’m more like my parents than I care to admit.’

‘You’re naturally entrepreneurial,’ I tell him. ‘You’re like them in that respect. And you’re not afraid to go it alone. So I still don’t get why you want in on the hotel business. It sounds so different from the stuff you said floats your boat—the stuff you’re involved with now.’

‘That’s how I always saw it.’

He hugs his mug of tea, not meeting my eye. The eyelashes that brush his cheeks are plain indecent: mascara-model-level indecent. I refocus on what he’s saying.

‘Boring sector, but cyclical—the worst of both worlds. Massive assets that are as hard to turn around as the Titanic. It just struck me as staid. But there are some cool people out there doing interesting things, making those assets work harder, and I can’t help but think I could bring something to the table precisely because I’ve had more distance from the sector than the rest of them have. I dabble in other industries. I like to think I keep my finger on the pulse of what’s happening with society—more than Miles does, at any rate—so I think that perspective could be valuable.’

‘It’s a challenge.’ I shrug. ‘I get it. Who doesn’t like a challenge? But do they not see this value? Do they not see how stupid it’d be not to listen to your opinion?’

He gives me a tight smile. ‘I’m not sure they see value when they think of me. And the message I’ve had from them all, loud and clear, is that I haven’t earned the right to speak up because I haven’t put in the years with the firm. So I need to worm my way in enough that they’ll listen to my ideas, even if they won’t give me a seat at the table just yet. There has to be another way.’

We’ve both finished our breakfast. I go to take his plate and stack it with mine, but he stops me. ‘Let me.’

‘Thanks. And Manhattan’s the area you’ve identified as having the most potential?’

‘Yeah.’ He rounds the island and proceeds to stack the dishwasher. ‘Well, that, and the fact that it’s far enough from my family that I could actually enjoy some autonomy. And I have lots of mates out there, in a variety of fields. Bankers, entrepreneurs, artists, socialites: I’d have a better shot than anyone else in the family of being able to make some bold decisions for the hotels and have a fighting chance of them succeeding.’

‘What about your other businesses?’

‘It’s all about how I use my time, angel. I have no intention of being chained to my desk twenty four-seven like my brother is—or like he was before he met Saoirse and found a far more enjoyable way to spend his time. I like a portfolio career approach. I get bored otherwise. But I’m a big believer in hiring people who can do shit that’s not a good use of my time. So I can stay involved in the wine stuff and the gallery from wherever I am, because I delegate. Something it looks like you might benefit from, from the amount of time I’ve seen you spend buried in those spreadsheets.’

He’s right. I’m so terrified of ceding control, because it’s my name on my company and every wedding is my baby. I’m also terrified of putting more full-time staff on my payroll. At the moment, my business doesn’t need much capital beyond man hours. And the more I can do myself, the more stable the business is and the higher my profit margin is. Unless I run myself into the ground first.

‘You could be right,’ I say drily.

‘I want to hear all about your business on the way down. I want to understand more about how it works.’

I slide off my bar stool. ‘It’s not rocket science, but okay.’

‘Don’t sell yourself short. I bet it’s the stuff logistical nightmares are made of, and it’s like herding cats on top of that. If you can deal with brides, you deserve all the luck in the world.’

‘Again, you’re not wrong.’

He grins at me teasingly, and our eyes lock. ‘You ready to go in five? Ready to spend the day holding hands and looking loved up?’

In response, I point two fingers at my temple and mime pulling the trigger.

‘Such a sweetheart. Not sure how I got so lucky. You know, Josh told me the other day that when he and Elle started out doing sex scenes, they had to hold eye contact in silence for a minute beforehand to develop trust and intimacy. Obviously, now everyone knows they’re banging each other’s brains out, they’ve ditched that little ice breaker.’ He waggles his shapely eyebrows at me. ‘But maybe we should try it.’

‘Romeo. One. We’re not shooting any sex scenes any time soon. Two. Our “intimacy” will be limited to hand-holding where absolutely necessary to keep this charade up in front of your brother. And three. It would take far more than a minute of eye contact for me to trust you.’

Four. If I have to look into those dark, decadent pools of immorality and have the filth that’s in your mind reflected back at me, I may swoon so hard I’ll need a strong pair of arms and some smelling salts.


CHAPTER 16
Nora



It’s pretty nice to be bombing down to Kent in Theo’s red sports car, instead of having to cadge a lift from the lovebirds. We’re due for our meeting with Evelyn at eleven, and Waze tells us it should take just over an hour to get there. It’s a beautiful day, and my little Olive is snoozing in her soft car crate in the back seat. All is good with the world.

Despite extensive online drooling over Sorrel Farm, I’ve never been there. If Jonathan and I got away together, it was usually in the direction of the Cotswolds. Maybe I should persuade Elle to do a spa day there with me. I have a horrible feeling she won’t be on this side of the Atlantic for much longer once they wrap Grosvenor at the end of the summer. She mentioned at the family lunch that she and Josh will be recording voiceovers for the latest Pixar movie in Hollywood later this year, and I don’t see her coming back.

I send her a message while Theo drives.

Missing you [kiss emoji]. What’s the latest on the pipes?




Ugh me too. Though spending the day fake-fucking Josh so, you know, could be worse. Builders and plumbers going in next week. It’ll be a big job. How’s Terrible Theo treating my girls?




I laugh at that. She is such a lucky cow. I twist in my seat and snap Olive asleep. Not that you can see much through the mesh, but it’ll make Elle happy to see any of her.

All good. TT is taking us to Sorrel Farm. We’re doing a debrief with Evelyn and he wants in on the action. Will take pics of O frolicking in the meadows. Good luck shooting [image: eggplant][image: eggplant][image: eggplant]




She replies with a selfie of her and Josh in full costume. From what I can see, she’s on his lap. His fake sideburn grazes her cheek, and his shirt is billowing open. No cravat. They must be in a state of undress for shooting. They’re such a gorgeous couple. I shake my head. The money I could make from selling this stuff if I wasn’t a good friend. It doesn’t bear thinking about what TMZ would pay for this.

Give Evelyn my love. And Josh wants to know if TT has defiled you yet.




Josh needs to rediscover 21st century lingo. And no. Legs firmly crossed.




Shame (that’s from me and Josh). Tempted?




I risk a glance at Theo. He has his aviators on and that beautiful blue linen shirt rolled up to just below his elbows. The forearms lightly gripping the wheel are tanned and muscular, and he’s humming along to his Spotify playlist. He is ridiculously, improbably gorgeous. Objectively speaking, of course. He senses my gaze and shoots me a trademark grin, casual and mischievous and warm, and a sensation floats over me that gives me pause.

That I’m here in this car with this guy whom I barely knew a few weeks ago, and who is now my fake boyfriend, my host, and, oddest of all, a kind of friend, is beyond surreal. Last month, I was reluctantly ogling Theo Montague from the comfort of my sofa as he walked around naked and engaged in despicable acts.

Now I’m in a car with him, heading to an idyllic resort where I’ll spend most of the day canoodling with him and pretending to be his girlfriend.

Life is bizarre.

Theo brushes my wrist. ‘You all right, sweetheart?’

‘Just texting with Elle. You know, while she’s on a break from shooting yet another sex scene with Josh. They were asking if you’ve had your wicked way with me yet. The term the good duke used was “defiled”.’

He shoots me a look, pulling his aviators down briefly, so I catch the flash in his eyes.

‘Tell His Grace I’m working on it.’

Holy shit.
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‘Jesus Christ, remind me why I don’t get out of London more often?’

Theo loops a lazy arm around my shoulders, tilts his face to the sky, and takes a giant inhale. His hand warms my skin even more than the hazy late-morning sun. I know what he means. Being here is like… a circuit breaker. We’re only twenty miles from High Street Ken as the crow flies, but this is a world away. I can imagine finding it very easy to believe that nothing bad is happening in the world right now. Or if it is, that we’re protected from it as long as we’re here.

I swear I can feel my heart rate lower as we stand with Evelyn, Miles, Saoirse and Saoirse’s boss, event planner extraordinaire, Siobhan Quinn, in the resort’s Walled Garden. Gnarled fruit trees bursting with new, emerald green leaves flank the ancient walls. The focal point is a long, slate-lined pool that’s empty save for a couple of swimmers doing leisurely laps, though there are several people enjoying the chunky teak loungers dotted around the pool.

This place is a Pinterest addict’s wet dream, but it’s even more beautiful in the flesh. There’s a magic in the air here that I can’t put my finger on. Everything is so… organic. Theo’s flat is stunning, but after its clean lines and minimalism, Sorrel Farm is like a shot of nature’s best adrenalin.

The beauty of the trees and flowers.

The skill with which nature and architecture have been combined here.

And the overwhelming scent of jasmine and lilac and earth.

It’s like crack.

Evelyn laughs at Theo’s question. ‘Tell me about it. I felt the exact same as you when the shit hit the fan in my life and I came down here to escape. It’s like, once you’re here, nothing else matters. The outside world can’t touch you.’

I’ve met Evelyn a couple of times through Elle. Evelyn and her high-profile, over-achieving friends, Astrid and Honor, kind of adopted Elle when she first got famous, and they’ve been there for her these past few years, helping her navigate the dark side of celebrity. We see less of Evelyn because she’s no longer London-based.

But even if I didn’t know her, her story is well known. She used to be married to the very charming celebrity chef, Seb Macleod, until he took the world by surprise and came out as gay to a tabloid. Evelyn fled down here to lick her wounds—it’s run by some friends of hers—and ended up falling in love and becoming the farm’s Commercial Director. Her husband runs the working farm here, I believe. He’s won awards for being a wunderkind in the world of biodynamics.

Not that you’d ever place Evelyn as working on a farm if you saw her. Today she’s looking as immaculate as ever, her glossy chestnut hair blowdried to perfection. She’s in a white, laser-cut Alaia mini dress that showcases her amazing legs. Definitely the most gorgeous farmer’s wife ever.

As we walk around the Walled Garden, it strikes me what a perfect choice this is for Saoirse to marry in. The magic I’m feeling must be thanks to the incredible alchemy the team here has created by weaving a chic luxury resort with an abundant biodynamic farm. It’s positively idyllic. And totally unpretentious, despite operating firmly at the top end of the luxury hotel market. The kind of place you could walk around barefoot.

The Montague wouldn’t have cut it for Saoirse. This is much more her vibe. The more I see, the more my mind races. I can imagine her marrying Miles in the Walled Garden with wild flowers in her hair. And I wouldn’t put it past her to go barefoot.

‘Where do most of your wedding ceremonies take place?’ I ask Evelyn. ‘Here?’

‘Some of them. Often we erect a marquee on the south field. But because you guys are taking over the whole resort, we can have so much more fun with this. I’d suggest the ceremony and drinks reception in the Walled Garden, if the weather is looking decent, and then dinner and dancing in the Oast House. We can hopefully have all the doors open, and people can spill out onto the courtyard. You should see what Siobhan can do with this place.’

‘I’ve seen!’ Saoirse claps her hands together. ‘She’s shown me so many photos. And obviously we saw her handiwork at the Christmas event, where Miles and I kissed for the first time.’ She gazes up at her fiancé, whose eyes go practically all pupil. I assume he’s having some good memories right now. Theo makes a barfing noise and I prod him in the stomach with my fingers. Rock hard. No surprise there.

‘My first event for the farm was right here.’ Evelyn gestures around the garden. ‘It was the same time of year as your wedding will be—July. And I had Siobhan come down and do it all. It was so gorgeous. We had a huge trestle table along the side of the pool. Tonnes of blue and white delphiniums and hydrangeas. It was perfection.’

‘It was magic,’ Siobhan agrees. ‘We have so many options. The sky’s the limit.

Evelyn gives us the full tour. The kitchen garden, the lavender fields, which will be in full bloom by July, the orangery, with its gorgeous indoor pool and spa, and the massive Oast House, which used to house kilns for drying out hops and which still sports distinctive, conical roofs. These days, it’s the hub of the resort, a double-height space with an open kitchen and rows of French doors open to the charming courtyard outside. I could sink into one of those comfy sofas and quite happily spend the day here with a pot of tea and a good book.

‘We’ll book in a time for you to come back down and do a full tasting menu,’ Evelyn tells Miles and Saoirse. ‘You guys know from your stay here that everything comes from the farm and the menus are driven by seasonal produce.’

She takes them over to the kitchen to say hi to Zoe, the chef, and Theo and I wander out into the courtyard.

‘Does your family own any resorts like this?’

‘Nope.’ He stretches. ‘More’s the pity. Metropolitan hotels only.’

‘Why’s that?’

‘I think they wanted to forge an area of expertise. And those buildings are high-value assets that work hard. Something like this is a totally different ball game.’

‘But is it attractive to you? As a business, I mean? A resort like this?’

He glances around us. For a weekday lunchtime, the courtyard is busy with ladies who lunch, business meetings and families who are presumably holidaying here.

‘Yeah.’ He nods slowly. ’Seriously interesting. My family’s trying to fill its city hotels, and places like this are booked up months in advance. I really think all the travel restrictions over the past couple of years have got people valuing their staycations. And the super luxury hotel sector in the UK is on fire—prices have skyrocketed. And they’re still fully booked.

‘Also.’ He gestures at some of the people having lunch. ‘I bet most of these guys are members. So you have a recurring revenue base from that, which is exactly what I was trying to sell to my dad for New York. And you heard what Saoirse said about how amazing it is at Christmas. It’s got something for every season. So, yeah. I think it’s fucking fantastic what they’ve done here. Seriously interesting.’

‘You guys should buy it.’

I’m not sure why I said that. I don’t usually shoot my mouth off without thinking, but seeing Theo fired up about the opportunity put the idea in my head. I mean, I know he has his heart set on Manhattan. But there’s something about this place that gets the creative juices flowing. That inspires the sense of possibility. I feel it, too. One little tour and I’m bursting with ideas for the wedding.

Theo laughs. ‘Evelyn doesn’t look like someone who needs money to me.’

‘That’s because she and Seb Macleod were minted before she even set foot in this place. The farm was really struggling before she came on board—it’s run by her oldest friend from school, who’s married to Zoe, the chef they’re chatting to. Evelyn ended up selling her stake in Seb Macleod Ltd and taking a thirty percent stake in Sorrel Farm instead.’

Theo looks down at me over his sunglasses. ‘I didn’t know you knew her so well.’

I flush. ‘I don’t. I’ve met her a few times, and let’s just say she intrigued me. So I did some reading up on her.’

‘A Class A stalker, aren’t you?’

‘Shut up. It’s all public knowledge. Anyway. My point is, I don’t think they’ve had any investment since Evelyn got on board, unless she’s pumped more money in. So maybe there’s a window there for some kind of strategic partnership. I dunno. Just thinking out loud.’

‘Never, ever stop thinking, sweetheart. I’m getting very fond of that brain of yours.’

Theo closes the gap between us and folds me into his arms just as the others emerge into the courtyard. I let my arms go around his waist and clasp my wrists behind his back as I nestle my head under his chin and inhale the scent of sunshine on skin.


CHAPTER 17
Theo



If this place could bottle the sense of wellbeing it radiates, the owners would all be billionaires. I suspected I’d find it impressive. I didn’t expect to be transfixed by it. Evelyn and her team have nailed the combination of quiet luxury with a restorative retreat. God only knows how much money Miles had to throw at them to clear the resort of their pre-bookings for July. But I can’t help but be impressed by his and Saoirse’s choice of wedding venue.

Lunch manages to be both idyllic and stimulating. Nora’s trying her best to hide it, but she’s absolutely wired. I can tell she just wants to get rid of us all and huddle in a corner with her laptop so she can process the ideas she, Saoirse and Evelyn are generating and impose some sort of order on them. In Excel, obviously.

This visit is more of a general recce and high-level brainstorming session. The next one, Evelyn tells us, will involve her onsite events team and a full tasting session for the wedding’s canapes, dinner and wines. I can definitely get on board with my best man’s role for the second half of that proposition. If the food we’ve eaten today is any indication, the wedding will be an incredible culinary experience.

I’m having a surprisingly good time here. My grumpy-arse brother is on pretty good form. I’m sure it has nothing to do with having three beautiful women to charm, even if he only has eyes for one of them. His bride’s looking as hot as ever today in a flirty little dress, and Miles doesn’t let her out of his sight, or away from his touch, for a second.

And Evelyn’s definitely an excellent lunch companion. The woman is groomed to perfection, absolutely gorgeous, and great at carrying a conversation. She’s energetic and inspiring and self-deprecating. I’m not surprised Nora’s got a boner for her.

But it’s my little Nora who holds my attention through the delicious alfresco lunch and the bottle of perfectly chilled rosé we share. She’s still pretty stiff around me, most of the time, and though I enjoy winding her up and watching her coil tighter and tighter, I’m loving this hyper-engaged, enthusiastic version of her. Her left brain and right brain seem in perfect sync as she suggests ideas, spins rapidly through problems and spits out solutions.

She’s in a flow state down here, and I love it. She’s hot as hell when she’s on a roll, talking excitedly and waving her hands around, painting pictures. She takes notes and doodles suggestions and bites down on her pen in a way that’s adorable and pretty damn sexy.

I’ve got to admit, I’m having fun playing the role of her boyfriend today. No one here but Nora and I know the truth, so I have all the pretext I need to be physically affectionate with her. My arm lingers on the back of her chair and I brush my fingertips up the velvety skin exposed by the back of her dress. I rub her shoulder with my thumb pad. When we get up from the table, I keep hold of her waist. Evelyn comments that we’re a gorgeous couple, and the satisfied smirk I give her isn’t totally faked.

Even my brother seems to treat me differently when Nora’s around. Worst case, he’s showing me the basic courtesy of not belittling me or ripping the piss out of me when my ‘girlfriend’ is around. Best case, he’s taking me more seriously because he perceives me to be playing nicely. It does feel pretty grown up of us to be meandering around a resort as couples and discussing wedding plans (his, not mine, thank fuck).

Miles and Saoirse need to take off after lunch to go get Bea from nursery school, but I’m in no rush. As long as we hit London before rush hour, I’m relaxed.

‘You guys should hang around,’ Evelyn tells us. ‘Enjoy the weather. Go hang in the Walled Garden, if you like. We’ve got towels if you want a swim.’

‘We didn’t bring swimming costumes.’ Nora leans into me. ‘So please don’t put the idea in Theo’s head, because I suspect he doesn’t need much encouragement to skinny dip.’

‘That’d clear the pool pretty fucking quickly,’ Miles mutters, and Evelyn’s lips quirk.

‘Maybe stick to the loungers, then.’

I snigger and kiss the top of Nora’s glossy head, holding her tightly against my side so she can’t escape. ‘Your guests have no idea what they’re missing. But it’s fine—I’ll save the show for my lucky girlfriend.’

Nora snorts pointedly, but she lets me hold her. Which makes me weirdly fucking happy. I stand there, cuddling her as the others say their goodbyes.

Miles kisses Evelyn. ‘Thanks, Ev. It’s been great.’ He straightens up and looks around for Saoirse. ‘I can’t believe we’ll be getting married here in a couple of months, baby.’

Is that—is he tearing up? Jesus Christ. I slap him on the arm.

‘Get it together, bro, for God’s sake.’

‘I’m fine.’ He sniffs. ‘Just feeling like a very lucky man, that’s all.’

I’m not sure who the hell this man is, and what Saoirse’s done with my gruff, emotionally stunted brother. Next, he’ll be ending his texts with hashtag-blessed.

I shake my head as he ambles off, arm firmly around Saoirse, trying to pull himself together.

Seriously.
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‘I don’t bite.’ I pat the seat of the sun lounger. It’s massive—easily enough for two people.

‘I know you don’t. I just—we don’t need to put on a cosying-up-together show. It’s just us now.’ Nevertheless, Nora deigns to sit down gingerly on the lounger. She pulls her legs up and leans back, connecting with my waiting arm. I pull her into me.

‘Come here.’

‘What are you doing?’ she huffs, but she allows me to pull her closer to me.

‘I want a hug.’

‘Why?’ She’s giving me some serious side-eye. Nora Wilder: licence to kill with a single disapproving glare.

‘Because I love hugs. I need them—the cosier, the better.’

‘Okay, Olaf.’ She laughs and pats my knee, but her body relaxes a fraction against mine. ‘Did no one hug you enough when you were younger, you poor little middle child?’

‘On the contrary, I got hugged a lot. I was very cute and huggable.’

Nora tilts her face up towards mine, an amused smile on her lips. ‘Ugh. I can imagine you were, unfortunately. And you need validating hugs from me so you still feel cute and huggable?’

‘Something like that, yeah.’ I pause, enjoying her face from close up. She really is beautiful. Those fucking Disney princess eyes. They get me every time. And there’s something about being out of London, about being here, with her, in this gorgeous place. Like real life is suspended for a moment, and we can just be who we want to be. Do what we want to do. No pretence.

‘Besides,’ I continue. ‘I’d like to relentlessly exploit my fake girlfriend’s gorgeous body for sex. But if I can’t, I’ll relentlessly exploit it for cuddles.’

I use a jokey tone, but I don’t drop eye contact. Don’t let her get away from my gaze while I deliver my passive-aggressive, let’s-throw-it-out-there line. Because I’m serious. I could very easily, very quickly get on board with escalating this thing to a fake-relationship-with-real-benefits level. And it seems stupid not to. Totally wasteful.

Those magical eyes widen in disbelief that I had the nerve to put myself out there like that, but she doesn’t look pissed off with me. On the contrary, her lips widen just a bit, and a tiny crease appears between her eyebrows, like she’s trying to work me the hell out. She collapses her head back against the lounger cushion and her eyes flick to my mouth, then back up to meet me.

‘You shouldn’t say things like that.’ She wiggles in my grip, and the strap of her sundress loses its battle and slips off her shoulder. Her eyes are burning into mine, and I may be a delusional douche, but I could swear that despite her huffy tone, I’ve got her thinking. About how it would be between us. I know, because I’ve spent way too much time recently thinking about how it would be.

And despite, or rather because of, her closed-off, prim and proper, judgmental demeanour, I know it would be hot as hell.

Undoing Nora Wilder would be a challenge.

A privilege.

Unwinding her. Stripping off those layers of guardedness and judgement until she’s a wanton, writhing mess who doesn’t give a flying fuck about what’s proper.

I twist further onto my side to face her properly. Our faces are inches apart, and I would give anything right now to close that gap and suck her full bottom lip into my mouth. To slide my tongue over it. To cup the bare shoulder her strap has vacated, and slip my hand down to yank our hips flush together, so she could feel how quickly our kiss makes me go hard against her.

I tighten my grip around her back and stare at her mouth as my other hand finds the dip of her waist and rests there.

‘I’m not trying to make you feel uncomfortable, sweetheart. Just stating facts. We’d be hot as fuck together.’

At the bottom edge of my peripheral vision, her chest heaves. Her hand has got wedged between us, and she puts a palm against my pecs, lowering her eyes to it and breaking the charged gaze between us. Shit.

‘The only thing you can exploit me for right now, Romeo, is hugs. Okay? Hug away. But no funny business.’

‘Got it.’ I exhale in frustration. ‘And funny business counts as what, exactly?’

She pulls her hand away from my chest. ‘If you have to ask, don’t do it.’

‘Right.’

‘Okay. Hug away.’

And so, poor fuck that I am, I take the family-friendly crumbs she’s offering and pull her to me so we’re leaning into each other, her breath warm through the linen of my shirt. The hand that was on her waist curls around so I have her in my arms, and I allow my head to sink into the cushioned mattress as her arm tentatively encircles my waist.

And we lie there, the warm afternoon breeze coasting over us.

‘This is nice.’ Her voice is muffled.

‘See? Imagine how good sex would be.’

‘Shut up.’ Her giggle makes her body shake slightly against me. I like it.

‘What are you thinking about, sweetheart, lying in my strong, manly arms?’

She sighs. ‘I’m thinking about how much Jonathan would love this place.’

Is she fucking for real? Jesus. I let go of her and roll onto my back. Holmes dumped her, got himself a human blow-up doll, and he’s still cockblocking me from afar.

‘You’re fucking killing me, Wilder. I thought we were having a moment there, and you have to go and bring up the J-word.’

‘Sorry.’ Her voice is quiet. So quiet, I turn to look at her. I’m turned on, and frustrated, and confused, but she’s desolate.

‘It’s fine. I mean, it’s a giant ego basher to be propositioning a woman and discover she’s thinking about Jonathan fucking Holmes, for Christ’s sake. But I’ll take it, because I care about you. But you’ve got to help me out here. Help me understand what it is about this bloke that makes him worth fighting for, after what he’s done to you. Because’—I lean back heavily onto the lounger and rake my hand through my hair—‘I do. Not. Get it.’

She crosses her arms and stays silent.

‘Belle. I’m not going to take the piss. Just—help me understand. I want to know what’s going on inside that head.’

A pause. Then: ‘He’s my safe place.’

Right. ‘That’s not a very sexy answer. Safety is over-rated.’

She pushes herself up to sitting and twists to face me. Oh shit. Her expression is thunderous.

‘Oh my God. Says the guy whose parents are still together and madly in love, and fucking gazillionaires. Believe me, Romeo, when you’ve never felt safe in your whole life, safety is the most precious thing there is. And the sexiest.’

I stare up at her, brain whirring, heart thumping in my chest cavity. ‘You’ve never felt safe?’

‘Not till Jonathan came into my life, no.’

‘Do you—do you want to talk about it?’ I push myself up so I’m leaning on my elbow.

‘Not really.’ She draws her knees up to her chest and hugs them, laying her cheek on them so she’s facing me. ‘But I’m willing to give you the quick version. Basically, my parents fought a lot. Over money, mainly. Then my dad left. He walked out when I was thirteen—he said my mum was “too much”. Mum didn’t take it well. She had bouts of depression the whole way through my teenage years, and a lot of the time, she couldn’t get out of bed.

‘So I got left to carry the can outside of school. We had some money coming in from my dad, not much, but my grandparents—Mum’s parents—helped out a bit, too. But I had to do a lot of the cooking, food shopping, housework. You get the picture. I mean, it wasn’t a total disaster. She loved me—loves me—but it was scary, at times. It’s scary when you can’t help someone. You feel so fucking useless. And angry, because… well, even though I knew it wasn’t her fault, it was still frustrating. You know?’

The knuckles gripping her knees are white. I put my hand on top of one of hers.

‘Yeah. Well no, I don’t know at all, but I can only imagine. I’m so sorry.’

‘Thanks.’ Her huge eyes are fixed on mine, and I couldn’t look away, even if I tried. ‘That’s why I loved school. I was so happy there. I could work hard, and it got me results, and it made my teachers happy. I had some leverage. Some control. Anyway, I got out. Eventually. I got a full bursary for Cambridge—it was the only way I would have been able to go—and when I got there, it was like a parallel universe.’

I can only imagine. My mind reels at how Nora must have perceived the entitlement she saw there, coming from what she’d had to put up with. Rich kids like me, with not a care in the world, pissing our golden opportunity up the walls, out on the lash, night after night. Flaunting our money. Our privilege.

She takes a shuddery breath. Her hand shifts under mine.

‘And then I met Jonathan.’

Jonathan. Captain Sensible. Mr Safe Haven. Fuck, I’m stupid.

‘And he made you feel safe.’

‘Yeah.’ Her face turns dreamy. ‘I don’t think I realised how exhausted I’d been, carrying everything on my own for so long. But he took care of me. It wasn’t that he did everything for me; not at all. He just made me feel so completely adored and supported that it gave me the strength to feel I could do it all. And it was… amazing. Like being in this cocoon. I felt invincible, being part of a couple with him.’

‘I can see that,’ I tell her. ‘And you deserve to feel like that. You do, sweetheart. I can see how appealing that must have been. I’m glad he was able to give you that.’ I gaze at her, and will her with my eyes to feel my sincerity. Because I mean it.

Fuck, I mean it.

‘Thanks.’

She leans her head onto my shoulder, and I sit there, enjoying the weight of it. Now that I’ve got her to open up, to trust me a little, I want to keep her talking.

‘So,’ I ask as gently as I can, ‘you guys started having problems, and then he met Lucy?’

‘Not really. Well, the way he tells it, yes. But I was unaware. I always wanted to make sure I looked after him too, you know? Like, I didn’t want to just take and take from him. From where I was standing, it was a pretty equal, loving relationship where we looked out for each other. But he said my brand of caring took the form of nagging. Of trying to chivvy him along all the time. I had no idea he felt like that, or that I was guilty of that, but maybe he was right.’

‘And he never brought any of this up until he met Lucy?’

‘Nope.’ Her voice is flat. ‘But apparently, just like my mother, I was “too much”.’

I flare of anger warms me. I lift her head off my shoulder and hold her chin so she can see me. ‘I smell bullshit, sweetheart. If he had an issue with your relationship, he should have told you. We men have a long history of failing to own our actions. My bet is your relationship had gone off the boil. He saw someone new and shiny, and instead of taking responsibility, he threw the blame back in your face instead. That’s not cool. At all.’

‘Maybe he didn’t know he was unhappy until he met someone and she was nicer to him.’ Her eyes dart around my face, searching for answers I can’t give.

‘Bollocks. You’re giving him more credit than he’s worth. Honestly, sweetheart. You’re better off without him. I’m sure there are tonnes of men who’d kill to be your port in a storm. And have you be their port. You’re amazing.’

‘But I have it all planned out.’

I don’t miss her use of present tense, but I hold my tongue.

‘Our future. Me and Jonathan. Three kids. A Georgian rectory, preferably in Oxfordshire or Gloucestershire, with an AGA, obviously. I’d like a fixer-upper. Something we can decorate just how we like. A couple of labradors. That’s always been the plan.’

She’s deadly serious. My throat tightens. ‘Your plan as a couple, or your plan, sweetheart?’

‘Ours. We’d joke about it. Look at the house porn in the back pages of Country Life together. I gave him nine years of my life, Theo. And he’s throwing it all away for someone with more impressive boobs who doesn’t nag him.’

‘Hey.’ I cast a pointed glance at her chest. ‘Your boobs look fucking perfect from where I’m sitting. But I’m not sure you need labradors and an AGA to be safe. That’s not real safety. They’re just nice-to-haves.’

‘It doesn’t matter if they’re real or not. If the feeling of safety they create is real, then that’s all that matters, isn’t it?’

‘Yeah.’ I pull her into me and tug us both back down to the lounger, where I hold her tightly. ‘I suppose that’s all that matters.’


CHAPTER 18
Nora



‘Ialmost kissed him, for God’s sake. Like, sober, and in the middle of the afternoon on a sun lounger, and not even in front of anyone we were trying to fool.’

Elle’s mouth, laden with Seventies-style, high-shine gloss, drops open. ‘Shut up. You did not. You—OMG. So describe the almost-kiss. Was there hovering? And, like, staring at each other’s mouths? And lips gently parting?’

In front of us, Josh groans and shifts in his seat. ‘It’s totally fine, ladies. Just pretend I’m not here. This isn’t awkward for me at all.’

We’re in a car en route to what will be one of the parties of the year, and poor Josh is collateral damage in my debrief session with Elle. The subject of my debrief, my fake-boyfriend-who-I-almost-really-kissed, will see us there. Tonight, our friend Lotta from uni is throwing a Studio 54-themed party to celebrate that epic milestone of her twenty-eighth birthday, and the socialites of London will be out in force, as will Emmanuel College Class of 2012.

I don’t even know how to explain Carlotta Charlton-Montefiore. She’s the daughter of a beautiful Italian socialite and a British software engineer who founded a Software-as-a-Service company that’s now in the FTSE 100. You get the picture. You might get an even clearer picture if I told you she’s like an Italian version of Araminta from the movie Crazy Rich Asians. You know, crazy, rich and totally entitled, but somehow not a bitch. Not even a little.

I could tell you she’s pronounced Araminta’s thigh-high-boots-down-water-filled-aisle moment ‘utter perfection’ and has vowed to recreate it for her own wedding (groom: currently unknown), but that would just freak you out. Right?

Oh. And she’s scarily bright. She and her brother run a super-high-end property development company whose residential offering caters for the great and good of London.

So, yeah. I should hate her, but she’s like a ray of sunshine. Cliché, but true. She’s a force of positivity and warmth. All is always good in Lotta’s world. And the girl knows how to throw a party. Even Elle didn’t want to miss it, and she managed to persuade Josh to come along with the promise that Lotta is confiscating all mobile phones at the door.

Officially, it’s to heighten the Seventies vibe. Unofficially, I suspect she’s set the policy so Elle and Josh can come and relax—partly because she’s a good friend, and partly to make her guest list even more fabulous. There will, however, be paparazzi galore at the door of the exclusive Mayfair club that for one night, and one night only, will be transformed into Studio 54.

Elle and I have been getting ready together at Josh’s stunning pad in Notting Hill. Elle takes this kind of stuff seriously, and she also thinks nothing of outsourcing hair and makeup and calling in dress favours from desperate-to-dress-her fashion PRs. So we’re both in backless, draped Halston dresses with plunging necklines, her in turquoise and me in purple. I’ve never used so much tit tape in my life. We’ve got matching flicked-out hair, blue eyeshadow, lashings of shimmery cheekbone highlighter and the aforementioned glossy lips.

Josh is looking great, too. He’s swiped a pair of sideburns from the Grosvenor makeup department (who knew they could be so historically versatile?) and slicked back his hair. His jacket is sharp and his trousers are tight. Let me tell you, no one will be complaining.

Theo’s meeting us there. He and Lotta know each other mainly because rich kids in London tend to hang out in the same circles and get snapped for Tatler magazine at the same parties.

Which brings me back to: The Almost Kiss.

‘Suck it up, Josh.’ I lean over and pat him on the shoulder. ‘Consider it an education in how women think.’

‘Uh-oh.’ He sinks lower into his seat. ‘Thank fuck I plan to never have any almost-kissing moments with another woman for the rest of my life.’

I eye Elle up. ‘Is there something you two want to tell me?’

She waves her hand dismissively. ‘Oh, please. Obviously, he’s not going anywhere. Not after his little performance on live TV. Right, honey?’

‘What she said.’ He twists around and grins at Elle, and the look in his eyes probably melts her underwear off. If she’s wearing any.

I clear my throat. ‘Anyway. Yes, there was hovering. And leaning. And parted lips, and yearning glances at said lips—from both parties. And I think my boobs even heaved, at some point.’

‘You two considered auditioning as extras on Grosvenor?’ Josh drawls.

‘Josh. That is not a helpful comment,’ Elle snaps, but she softens the blow by sliding her hand over his shoulder and presumably inside his shirt, judging by the contented purr that comes from the front seat.

‘I’ll let the ladies talk.’

‘Good boy. You were saying, Nor.’

‘I feel stupid. I’m not sure why I’m even telling you this. But it’s weird, no? Being like that with him, when we weren’t even supposed to be faking?’

‘It’s not weird, necessarily,’ Elle says carefully. ‘I mean, he’s a good-looking guy, and you’re gorgeous. And you’ve been spending a lot of time together—you’re kind of living together. So of course it makes sense if there’s an attraction. Just because you’re pretending it’s something it isn’t, doesn’t mean there can’t be any real potential there.’

‘I’m sure you’re right.’ I fiddle with the clasp on my evening bag. ‘It’s just—I’m still in love with Jonathan. The whole reason I’m going through this ridiculous charade is to try to scare him into realising he made a mistake. I’m not supposed to be getting distracted by your hot, persistent cousin.’

When I glance up from my bag, Elle’s looking at me in a concerned manner. I roll my eyes.

‘Say it.’

She presses her lips together before speaking. ‘Life doesn’t always get the memo about what we’re supposed to be doing, Nor. I wasn’t supposed to cave in and give my insanely hot and totally sociopathic, Twitter-dumping, ghosting ex the time of day, but I did. And it turns out, we were the love of each other’s lives all along.’

‘Er, I’m right here,’ Josh says.

‘What I mean is, sometimes things are less clearly defined than we’d like them to be. Sometimes we have to follow our gut. And let me remind you that Jonathan treated you badly, and walked away from you. The only guy acting properly towards you right now is Theo, from where I’m standing. Yeah, maybe he’s just trying to get some benefits, but at least with Theo, you always know where you stand. He’s a pretty basic guy. If he was making a move to kiss you, it’s because he’s into you. Doesn’t mean he wants to marry you.’ She shrugs. ‘It’s up to you to decide whether you want to take what he’s offering.’

She’s right. If I should give Theo credit for anything, it’s that he’s up front about what he wants. He’s also kind. He was really sweet to me when I opened up about my background, and I think by the time I finished talking, he understood why I wasn’t biting Mr Danger’s hand off to accept his offer of hot sex. What was it he said?

Oh yeah. I’d like to relentlessly exploit my fake girlfriend’s gorgeous body for sex. Every time I’ve replayed Theo saying that to me, I swear I’ve burned up between my legs. It wasn’t just the words, though they were enough on their own, frankly.

Relentlessly exploit.

Relentlessly. Exploit.

There was something so dirty about the way he said it. A subtext I haven’t allowed myself to explore too deeply beyond the crystal clear visual of Theo bearing down on me.

Being relentless with me. God, to know what that would feel like.

And he thinks my body is gorgeous?

But no, it wasn’t just what he said. It was the way he said it, his hand dipping into my waist and those ridiculous dark eyes burning into mine, even darker than usual because they were practically all pupil. That beard of his so close I just wanted to scratch my fingertips through it. Feel the friction of it against my face as he kissed me.

Yes, dammit. I wanted him to kiss me. Are you happy? And when I say wanted, I don’t mean I made a deliberate plan to want it. I mean my body was completely drawn to him. To the way I knew he could make me feel.

In his words, we’d be hot as fuck together.

Ain’t that the truth?

And because I knew that the way he’d make me feel would not only be incredible, but the absolute and polar opposite of safe, I pressed abort.

I desist from telling Elle any of this background to the almost-kiss. She definitely does not need that level of information.


CHAPTER 19
Nora



I’m not sure what level of exhibitionism to expect from my fake boyfriend tonight. We did some browsing of Studio 54 fashion on Google the other night at his place, and he was ricocheting between wearing only a leather apron or tight, high-waisted jeans, a handlebar moustache and one of those hideous, navel-grazing wrestler vests that expose your whole chest.

I tried to steer him more towards a David Bowie (crew-neck t-shirt under blazer) or Andy Warhol (full-on jacket and tie) look, but he refused to tell me what he decided on. So now I’m both nervous and curious. Not to mention, Jonathan will almost definitely be here. And Lucy (yes, I’m incapable of saying her name without snarky italics). And loads of our old Cambridge mates who won’t have seen Jonathan or me since we broke up and certainly haven’t seen me ‘with’ Theo.

So basically, there are a million moving parts which could hit me in the face tonight.

I’m going to need a shot or two.

We get past the paparazzi. I say we, but obviously they have no interest in me. They’re all over Elle and Josh, shouting their names. Lotta being Lotta, there’s a short red carpet outside, so #Jellery, as the press dubbed them the first time around, pose for shots looking every inch the Hollywood power couple. I don’t get to see this side of Elle first hand too often—mostly, we just hang out at home when she’s not shooting—so it’s both surreal and cool to see her in her element as the total queen that she is. With the world’s most famous eye candy on her arm, naturally.

The beats of Le Freak hit us as soon as we get through the door, and then we’re in a huge space. The party’s already in full swing. A quick glance suggests everyone’s made one hell of an effort with their costumes, and there are acrobats suspended from the ceiling. It wouldn’t surprise me if Lotta went full Bianca Jagger and rode in here on a white horse.

‘It’s my girlfriend!’ Theo appears out of nowhere as we queue at the bar and sweeps me up in a massive hug that has my feet lifting off the floor. I squeal, and he puts me down.

Holy shit. It appears he’s gone for a John Travolta look, and it’s hot. Black shirt, open way lower than I suspect John ever went for and tucked into tight black trousers with a silver belt buckle, exposing a tanned, hairy chest. He’s slicked his dark hair back, and his face has a faint sheen of sweat already. He throws me a devastating grin before his gaze sweeps down over my body, my boobs covered by the slinky jersey that drapes right down towards my stomach. He slides his hand over his face.

‘Jesus fucking Christ. Look at you.’ He peeks at me between his fingers. Uh-oh. Someone clearly started drinking early. ‘You are a babe.’ He loses the hand mask and slithers right in towards me, his hands snaking over my hips so our pelvises are touching. His mouth goes to my ear, his breath hot on my neck. ‘My fake girlfriend is on fucking fire. I’m a lucky bastard.’

He buries his head in my neck, inhaling me, and I look pleadingly over his shoulder at Elle and Josh.

Elle laughs and mouths good luck. She pats him on the back. ‘Hi, Theo.’

He comes up for air and releases me. ‘Guys!’ He holds out his arms and throws them around Elle and Josh. ‘You came!’

‘How you doin’, buddy? You want some water?’ Josh asks. I feel bad for him, if this is the level of inebriation he’ll have to deal with all night as a stone-cold sober person.

Theo ignores him and tugs at my hand. ‘Come on. I want to dance with my sexy girlfriend. And the birthday girl is looking for you. I told her we were dating, and she didn’t believe me, so you have to kiss me in front of her.’ His mouth goes to my ear again. ‘For show, you know.’

I roll my eyes at the others and they laughingly wave us off as he tugs me into the mass of moving bodies. We must have arrived later than we planned, if the dance floor is this full and Theo is this far gone. But I follow him willingly, enjoying the way his hair curls around the back of his neck, and the way his muscles flex under that black shirt, and the warmth of his hands around mine.

Lotta is, in fact, not on a white horse, but she is half naked, in an outfit I recognize from my intensive Studio 54 googling the other day as being inspired by Cher. It’s a kind of lamé flared jumpsuit, except the top consists solely of two bands of fabric cross-crossed over her boobs and displaying her entire stomach, with the waistband cutting away into a V that dips so low on her pelvis I’m guessing she’s had a full Hollywood wax to accommodate it. She’s completed the look with hair that’s a mass of Seventies-style frizzy curls and huge hoop earrings. Her stomach is taut and bronzed.

She looks amazing.

‘Ciao, bella!’ she screams, and throws her arms around me. Lotta was born and raised in London, but the Italian drama queen is a large part of her persona.

I hug her back. ‘Happy birthday, gorgeous girl. You look incredible. And this party is insane.’

She laughs her gorgeous, bubbly laugh. ‘Who needs Jagger when we have Theo fucking Montague, eh?’

I cast an appraising look at him as he slides his arms around both of us. ‘Quite.’

‘Hey. He says you guys are seeing each other. What the fuck?’

‘Tell her, Belle.’

I curve my lips into a self-satisfied grin, which isn’t difficult, because apart from Josh Lander, Theo’s got to be one of the most attractive guys here.

‘It’s true. Newish, but true.’

‘Holy shit! I don’t believe you. Prove it.’ She brandishes her glass of champagne at us.

Theo releases her and pulls me in towards him, his black eyes roving over my face. ‘D’you hear that, baby? She wants us to prove it.’

I feign confidence. ‘Watch this, Lotta.’

His hands slide down my waist, over my hips and around to my bum, slithering over the silky fabric, and I fix my eyes on that heavenly mouth of his coming for me as he licks his lips. I lay my palms on his pecs, my thumbs brushing over the plackets of his shirt to the soft, warm skin that lies beneath them.

I can do this. I’ve done it before, and it’s purely for show. Jonathan’s here somewhere, and Lotta’s such a gossip queen that she’ll make sure the word gets around that she saw me kissing Theo Montague.

My eyes drift closed as his mouth fastens onto mine. His lips are soft and slightly open, and the tips of our tongues touch just the perfect amount as he lingers there.

Mmm.

This is heavenly.

Warm. Soft. Wet. His heart thumping against my palm. His hands sliding over my bum. For some reason, I find it easier to enjoy kissing him in public, because I don’t have the worry about our motives hanging over me.

Lotta’s whistle breaks the moment, and Theo draws away from me. His mouth has taken a coating of sticky red lip gloss, which I attempt to wipe away with my thumb as I smile at him.

Lotta is beaming at us. ‘Bloody hell, people! That was hot as fuck. Forgive me for being skeptical, but I stand corrected. You guys will make beautiful babies together.’

‘Shut up,’ I mutter.

‘Come on,’ she says. ‘Get moving, you two. Shake those gorgeous asses!’

And she throws her hands above her head, her champagne threatening to splash right out of its flute. She really is stunning. I cast a glance at Theo to see if he’s checking her out, but he’s still grinning at me. I stand on my tiptoes and cup my hand to his ear to make myself heard above the music.

‘Have you and Lotta ever had a thing?’

‘Oh yeah,’ he says. He wraps his arm around my waist, and turns me around so my back is to his chest, and puts his mouth to my ear. ‘I shagged her when we were younger. I think it was the summer after my first year at Cambridge. So she was like, seventeen, maybe?’

God. Yet another reminder that while I was living a boring, virginal, suburban existence, girls like Carlotta were living it up and sleeping with hot guys in their impossibly over-privileged circle. I twist my face back to meet his. The kiss has broken the ice, made me more comfortable with him. The arms encircling my waist don’t bother me at all. It feels natural.

Lovely.

‘Nice.’ I tell him. ‘Ever tempted to go back for more?’

He grimaces. ‘Oh, God, no. She’s seriously high-maintenance. She’s going to need a tough fucker to handle her.’

I think that’s unfair, but for some reason, it’s nice to hear Theo deny any ongoing interest in her. I lean my head back against his chest and sway against him, allowing myself to enjoy the heat of his hard body behind me and the possessive grip of his hands, which are sliding up and down over my hips as we shimmy to the beat.

A champagne flute is thrust in my face. It’s Elle. She and Josh are holding tall glasses of water. Elle doesn’t drink around Josh. She doesn’t think it’s fair to rub it in his face, and it’s better for her Crohn’s if she drinks less, anyway. Whatever she can do to limit inflammatory substances is helpful, especially given her punishing shooting schedule.

Lotta screams again and throws herself at Elle, and then proceeds to beam at Josh and embrace him in a way that would definitely have me raising my eyebrows if that was my boyfriend, but which makes Elle laugh. Josh takes it in his stride with all the grace of someone who’s had to endure this kind of attention for years.

Lotta beckons over the professional photographer, and we’re all laughing as she drapes herself over Josh for a pose (I’d say poor Josh, but she’s clearly ravishing), and then poses between him and Elle, so I’m totally unprepared when Jonathan and Lucy show up right next to us all on the dance floor.

Jonathan looks good. Like, really good. He’s in a white suit with a red shirt and black necktie thing, which is totally inspired by Mick Jagger. He has a light tan that makes his gorgeous blue eyes pop. He gives me a tentative smile, and his eyes flick down to my hips at the same time that Theo’s fingers dig more tightly into my hip bones and pull me back more firmly against him.

The fingers of my free hand curl around Theo’s. Hi Jonathan, I mouth above the music, and I wave my flute at him and wiggle my fingers in greeting to discourage him from coming any closer. For some reason, just seeing him pisses me off. It’s probably Theo’s pep talk the other day that’s set me against him.

He waves back at me and mouths a greeting before jerking his gaze back to Lucy, who’s a ship in full sail tonight in a low-cut black dress. Fair play. Honestly, if I had those boobs, I’d get them out every chance I got. But Lucy’s not looking at me. Or her boyfriend. Or even Theo. Because she’s staring at Josh like he’s the second coming of Christ. Jonathan clocks her intense appreciation for the Hollywood vision in front of her, and his jaw tightens, which, for me, is a priceless gem in this otherwise shitty situation. He’s got his girlfriend and his ex-girlfriend right in front of him, and he can’t get our full attention.

Isn’t karma a bitch?

Theo’s hand moves up over my stomach, leaving a trail of heat. He tucks his head in between my neck and shoulder. His lips graze the skin just above the halter neck tie of my dress while his fingers rub at the fabric draped over my stomach.

He growls in my ear. ‘Sexy. As. Fuck.’

There’s no space between us. None. My bare back is plastered against the front of his body, his belt buckle hard against my skin, but I don’t care, because I can tell what he’s doing. He’s most likely trying to make Jonathan jealous, which is precisely his mandate. But the way he has me wrapped up in his body is having another effect.

It’s making me feel protected.

Untouchable.

Even if the way he’s gyrating against my ass is dangerous.

I know Theo now. I know he’s doing a job, and I know he’s also enjoying how I look tonight. He’s a straightforward guy, like he’s told me, and like Elle’s reminded me. I’m in a revealing dress, and he’s into it.

That part is real.

Lotta, who’s clearly in a Seventies, spread-the-love mood tonight, hugs Jonathan and Lucy and pulls them towards the rest of us to dance. She’s too cheerful, the wild abandon of her dancing technique too infectious, for them to have a hope in hell of escaping. Jonathan gets moving, his arm loosely around Lucy, and Elle catches my eye as Josh spins her around. I silently message her back. Most awkward dancing cluster ever, I hope my eyes say.

Theo’s hand splays across my stomach as the music segues into Donna Summer’s I Feel Love. Oh my God. This song gets me every time. It’s incredible, with its sultry, hypnotic electro-beats.

‘Turn around and dance with me,’ he says into my ear. I twist in his arms and wrap mine lazily around his neck, my eyes sweeping down over the sliver of skin revealed by his shirt before raising them to find his are doing the exact same to me. He grins. Busted. Like he gives a shit.

He adjusts me slightly, so one of my legs slips in between his. We’re interlocked. I’m right up against his thigh and he’s still pulling me closer, one hand slithering down over the fabric of my dress to cup my ass and the fingertips of the other running so lightly up and down my bare spine that I practically drool with the sensation.

There’s the light scratch of fingernails, and he whispers in my ear. Hot and urgent.

‘Your back, sweetheart, your back. It’s so fucking sexy. I want to scratch it. I want to press you up against a wall and lick down it, for fuck’s sake.’

I rake my fingers through his damp hair and grip him so his face stays where it is. His other hand presses more firmly into my ass cheek, pulling me even closer to him, and the friction of his trousered thigh right against the spot between my legs is way too good. I could hump him, right here. I really could. He’s panting into my neck, and the heat is pooling low and urgent in my abdomen. And I know two things.

I really want to kiss this guy. Properly.

I don’t want an audience. Not Jonathan. Not anyone. That’s just icky. A small part of my consciousness is hoping Jonathan’s eyes are glued to Theo’s hands on my bum and my back, but honestly, I don’t even care. Right this second, my desires are far less strategic.

I want Theo Montague’s tongue in my mouth.

I use my hand in his hair to twist his ear to my lips and I tell him, ‘Come with me.’

When I pull my face away to check he understands through his alcohol haze, his eyes are wide with surprise and questions, but he nods and follows me as I disentangle our bodies and grab his hand.

I can’t wait a minute longer.

I steer him hurriedly towards the back of the vast club, through the bodies pulsing all around us, until I can’t see Jonathan or Elle or Lotta or anyone else. We don’t have privacy over here, but we have anonymity. It’s enough.

I hook my arm back around Theo’s neck and pull him to me, and I grab at his magnificent bum through his trousers, and I press my mouth to his, because I’m desperate. The way he’s been moving against me. Touching my body. Whispering things in my ear. He’s driving me out of my mind, and I need some release. And for once, I’m confident enough to believe he won’t say no.

As soon as our mouths touch, he’s unleashed. Yes, he’s hammered. But he’s definitely in enough control to know what he’s doing, because holy shit. He clamps a hand to the back of my head and glues my face to his as he sucks down on my lower lip before releasing it and driving his tongue into my mouth.

There it is. Thank God. I take it gratefully, winding my tongue around it, moaning as it invades my mouth, the sound of my moan lost in the music. But Theo knows, because he uses his hand to angle our heads so he can get in deeper, and he drags his nails down my back, the sensation so primal and hungry and addictive that I arch against him, begging for more.

His nails scrape down over the fabric of my dress, his fingers digging hard into my bum as he sticks his thigh between my legs again and me:squats the slightest bit, and I know he can tell I want to hump his damn leg. And he wants me to. My fingers are back in his hair. My hand pulls his shirt aside so I can cop a feel of his gorgeous, firm chest as I grind against his thigh.

He pulls away to look at me, and fuck me, if his flushed face, crazy black eyes and swollen, wet lips aren’t the most heavenly thing I’ve ever seen. He plants those same lips to my ear a second later, and I press the length of my body against him as he starts to speak. He’s hard. I can feel it. Clearly, alcohol has no adverse effect his ability to perform, because the hard-on that’s prodding me in the stomach right now is seriously impressive. I wriggle against him.

‘Belle.’ His voice is rough. Tortured. ‘I’m so fucking turned on, baby. I want you so badly. I want you to rub yourself against my leg till you come. I want to take you home and strip you naked and go down on you till you come again. I want to fuck you so hard.’

His fingers press against my back, my bum, so hard I may bruise, and I couldn’t give a shit. He keeps talking, and I keep lapping it up, the dirty, rough growl of his voice doing just as much to whip me into a state of excitement as his touch. I’m dizzy. My nipples are so hard, I’m surprised they’re not making dents in his chest.

In response, I turn my head and capture his mouth again. That fucking mouth, with its probing tongue and its nipping teeth and its full, glorious lips. And I was right about the feel of his beard against my skin. It’s fucking perfect: just the right balance of friction and softness.

Don’t think about it between your legs.

Don’t think about it between your legs.

I’m kissing him because I can’t get enough, and because I want to buy myself time. Because right now, in this state, I could let him have his way with me in an alleyway, and that is not how I operate. That’s not part of the plan. Enjoying all this so much, allowing myself to get so aroused by Theo Montague—none of that is part of the plan. I should be over there, harmlessly flirting with him in front of Jonathan. Not trying to dry-hump his rock-hard thigh in a dark corner of the club.

Just as I’m telling myself to enjoy it and go with the flow, Theo pulls away. His hand flies to his mouth.

‘Fuck.’ His breath is coming fast. His shoulders heave. ‘I think I’m gonna⁠—’

And off he runs.


CHAPTER 20
Theo



There’s something teasing me awake, and as I roll onto my back, I register what it is.

The smell of bacon.

Jesus. It’s like someone hit me over the head and I properly passed out. I feel like I’ve been unconscious for hours and hours.

Wait. Did someone hit me over the head?

I wipe a hand down my face. The blurry grey nothingness filling my brain right now starts to clear. Slivers of memories float to the surface.

Nora.

I was already annihilated when she showed up, thanks to sharing a bottle of tequila with the guys at Sexy Fish, an overpriced Asian restaurant on Berkeley Square, before we made it to the club. But she was a fucking vision. That purple dress, clinging to her tits and flaunting her beautiful skin. Her eyes, massive. Her hair, all flicked out and sexy and come-to-bed. And when I got a feel of the flawless skin of her bare back, I was a goner.

Holy shit, we⁠—

We really went for it in that club. Our kiss plays like split-second clips from a movie.

My fingers digging into her arse, tugging her as tightly against me as I could.

Her riding my leg as I devoured her mouth.

The delicious taste of her.

The heat of her against my thigh.

And best of all, her hunger. She was as into it as I was. I swear to God she was.

And I fucking blew it. I pinch the bridge of my nose and groan as it hits me just how much I blew it. Making it to the gents’ just in time to empty that bottle of very expensive tequila down the loo. What the fuck was I thinking, eating sashimi for supper? Alcohol management one-oh-one, man.

Jesus.

The rest of the night is coming back to me now, in excruciating flashes.

Nora standing worriedly outside the gents’ when I finally stumbled back out into the club.

Taking me home in a cab, my head hanging out of the open window like a bloody dog to keep me from hurling again.

Putting me to bed, for Chrissakes, and not in the way I wanted. I think I begged her to stay. Told her I wanted to fuck her into next week.

Yep, I did. She laughed at me. Not unkindly, more like I was a delusional toddler who hadn’t got the bedtime memo.

Fucking hell. She was so up for it—we were both so turned on, and I sabotaged myself. I had a beautiful woman in my arms, who seemed to want me as much as I wanted her, and I flushed my chance to get her into my bed down that fucking toilet. My morning wood twitches indignantly.

Yeah, mate.

I know.

Ugh. I roll over and bury my face in my pillow, but it’s too warm. I’m overheating. I need some fresh air. And to get some food down me. I throw off my duvet and pad into the bathroom. And stand like a zombie under a cold shower with my toothbrush hanging from my mouth.

When I emerge from my room in a pair of running shorts, Nora’s sitting at the island, digging into what must be a bacon sandwich, judging from the smell.

She’s a sight for sore eyes in a white vest and what look from here like denim cutoffs, her long, gorgeous hair still all flicked out and bouncy around her shoulders. She eyes me nervously.

‘Hey.’ I hold my hand up sheepishly.

‘Hi.’ She points. ‘There’s a bacon sarnie for you, if you can handle it.’

‘Hell, yes.’ I start towards the island.

She eyes my naked chest. ‘Like they say in McDonald’s: no shirt, no service.’

‘Jesus Christ,’ I mutter. ‘Whose flat is this, anyway?’ But I turn on my heel and go fetch a t-shirt like a good boy. I’m not really in a position to give her a hard time. I’ve given her enough grief already.
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NORA


Because Theo’s complied with my request that he cover up that insane body of his with a t-shirt, I comply with his request to get some air and follow him out onto the terrace with my plate in one hand and a mug of tea in the other. There’s a comfy sectional sofa that takes up three sides of a square. He settles in one corner and I sit myself down in the opposite corner and study him.

He looks like hell, but he’s still gorgeous. He’s found a sky-blue t-shirt that makes his olive skin pop, and stuck a baseball cap over his damp hair. There are violet shadows under his eyes, and his designer-stubble-slash-beard is a little unkempt. It’s hot, and it’s even hotter because I know how it feels against my skin when he’s really, really kissing me. When he’s grinding his face against mine.

It feels like sin.

He takes a sip from the double espresso he’s made himself, and his head lolls back against the cushions as he lets out a huge sigh. His plate is balanced on his thighs, and I can’t help but check out his legs, laid out on the sofa in my direction. They’re delicious: tanned and covered in dark hair, which I’m surprisingly into. Jonathan’s body hair is as golden as the hair on his head, but Theo’s hairiness is kind of primal. He has athlete’s legs: meaty, muscular quads and shapely calves. The guy even has nice feet, for God’s sake.

‘Feeling rough?’ I ask. I’m not sure how I feel right now—sexually frustrated and mortified and relieved and lots of other things that have had me tossing and turning since too early this morning. I can’t help but think Theo’s puking incident was the most well-timed chunder ever, because our evening was going in a very unwise direction before that. And no matter how horrifyingly turned on I was, I’m delighted he inadvertently saved us from ourselves.

He groans and sets his espresso down on the table. ‘Yeah. I’m so sorry, sweetheart.’

I stiffen. ‘It’s fine, honestly.’

‘Come here.’ He takes a bite that’s almost half of one half of his sandwich and puts the plate down beside him, patting the space next to his legs.

‘Um… what?’

‘Here,’ he says with his mouth full. ‘Gimme your feet.’

At least, I think that’s what he says. I eye up the expanse of sofa next to his long, hairy legs. ‘No way.’

‘Feet, Belle. Put your legs up here.’

I glare at him and gingerly twist so I can prop my legs along the sofa. Next to his but not touching. Definitely not touching. The way I’m sitting, his feet are almost at my hips.

He rips another bite of sandwich off like a caveman and chomps before taking one of my feet and laying it across his thigh. I twitch and try to pull my foot away, but he has my ankle in a tight grip.

‘Fuck, this sandwich is good.’

‘Theo. What are you doing?’

‘Apology foot rub.’

‘Honestly. No way. Not necessary.’

‘Yes way. What did I tell you about physical contact, sweetheart? I love this shit. So unless you’re a foot-rub-hating freak, I suggest you let me get on with it.’

He accompanies this command with a strong sweep of my instep with his thumb, and I nearly jolt out of my seat. Jesus, that’s good. As is the contact my calf is making with his hard, hairy thigh.

‘Okay.’ My consent comes out as a sigh as I yield to his magic hands. When my leg goes floppy, he lets go of my ankle and adds his other hand to the job, stopping every few seconds to pick up and devour the rest of his sandwich. I rest my head back on the cushions and watch him through my eyelashes. His head is dipped, the peak of his cap concealing his eyes and casting shadows over his cheekbones. So really, I just get mouth and beard.

Which is absolutely fine with me.

I’m not really into physical contact. Not like Olaf over there. I’m not touchy-feely. Except with Elle, I suppose. But something about Theo’s total ease with feeling people up makes me less self-conscious than I should be. Case in point: this foot massage. Or on the sun lounger at Sorrel Farm. Or, ahem, last night.

His teeth tug on his bottom lip as he works, kneading my arch, squeezing my toes, getting his strong thumb right in there under the balls of my feet so I flinch and then moan, because it’s that good. Warmth is flooding outwards from my foot as I lie here in the sun with him, nibbling on my sandwich.

At my moan, he lets out a little laugh, but it doesn’t sound amused.

‘The only way this is going to work, sweetheart, is if you don’t sound like you’re having an orgasm while I do it, because I’m on thin ice here.’

Oh my God. I jerk my foot backwards, but he grabs my ankle.

‘Not so fast, gorgeous.’

He rolls his knuckles around my instep and if I could moan, I really would.

‘You and I are going to have a little chat.’ He looks up from under his cap and his eyes connect with mine. In the shadow of the cap, they look darker than ever.

‘There’s nothing to talk about.’

‘There’s plenty to talk about. Starting with, I’m sorry for ruining your evening.’

‘We’ve all been there, Romeo. You didn’t ruin it.’ I mean, he absolutely made my evening, and then he saved me from myself. Not that I’m telling him that.

‘I made you leave your friend’s party after about half an hour, after you’d got all glammed up, because I was a dick and couldn’t handle my booze. You should have just sent me home in a cab.’

As if I would have done that. I doubt any cabbie would have taken him, anyway.

‘Honestly. It’s not a big deal, and it’s the least I can do, given I’ve turned into your squatter.’

‘And you didn’t get your happy ending.’

My head jerks up. He’s grinning at me.

‘I have no idea what you mean,’ I say stiffly. He kneads harder, and I arch my back and clench my fists in an attempt to take the pain.

‘Come off it. If I hadn’t cocked up, you and I would have come back here and fucked. You know it as well as I do. And you also know it would have been fucking amazing.’ He balances my heel in one hand and his thumb does leisurely laps of my instep. It’s decadent. And sensual. I squirm on my cushion.

My face is heating up. Why the hell does he have to be so bloody comfortable talking about this stuff? It’s excruciating. It’s ten o’clock on a Sunday morning, and I’m trying to enjoy my bacon sarnie, and I do not want to talk about sex with a guy I’m not even intimate with (well, not that intimate). Jesus. I didn’t even talk about sex with Jonathan, and I was sleeping with him.

I don’t want to be disingenuous here. I really don’t. I mean, there’s no point in pretending nothing happened when it clearly did. No matter how uncomfortable I am acknowledging it. And even if I tried to be coy, Theo wouldn’t be having any of it. I pick up my mug of tea and grow very interested in its contents.

‘I would like to think,’ I say carefully to my tea, ‘that we would have come to our senses last night when we got home, and left things at just a kiss.’

He laughs. ‘Just a kiss? Jesus. You must get a lot more action than I thought if that was just a kiss for you. That wasn’t a kiss. That was foreplay. If I’d had my wits about me, I’d have untied that slinky little dress and got you naked before we got through my front door.’

He lifts my foot over his thigh and puts it down so it’s lying in the warm, muscular, and very hairy valley between his legs. Good Lord. My toes are so close to his junk. If I slunk down in my seat just a little, I could definitely reach his penis. Honestly, this guy has no boundaries. I must put some of my Brené Brown books by his bed. But he’s picking up my other foot to give it the Rolls Royce treatment, so I withhold my criticism. Even though having our legs entwined like this reminds me of last night on the dance floor, when I couldn’t get close enough to him.

I decide not to piss on his party by telling him my dress had so much tit tape keeping it over my boobs that nothing would have been slipping off me. I still have sticky strips on my skin, even after my shower this morning.

‘Look, Romeo. It was very… hot. Okay? It was hot. I admit it. We were into it. But I would not have had sex with you. Maybe you would have tried, but I would have said no. And meant it.’

I nod my head firmly to underline my stance in my own mind, because what I’ve said is less the truth and more what I hope would have happened. I hope I’d have had the wherewithal to stay away from Theo’s bed. But honestly?

I’m not sure.

‘You tell yourself that, sweetheart. I’m pretty sure you were teeing yourself up for a giant orgasm when we were dancing. Maybe I’m being a delusional arsehole, but it seems to me you wanted it as much as I did.’

‘I’m not saying I didn’t want it.’

God, I still want it. And I’m not happy with myself. But unfortunately my pep talk to myself this morning has been overshadowed somewhat by Theo’s blue t-shirt, and beard, and the sensation of his hairy legs against my bare skin, and the magic ministrations of his hands to my feet.

I clarify. I owe him that much. ‘I was, for want of a better phrase, into it. But I don’t do that. I don’t have sex with people I’m not in a relationship with. So I would have said no to your’—I grit my teeth—‘tempting offer to go to bed with you.’

‘And what? Gone to bed alone and got yourself off?’

He’s impossible. ‘Probably, yeah.’ In fact, that’s exactly what I did once I’d put him to bed, but he does not need to know that.

He pushes his cap up slightly, and we stare at each other.

‘You do know casual sex is okay, Nora. Like, it’s not a sin, or anything. And it can be great. Especially when there’s good chemistry, which I’m telling you, we have.’

‘I know that. It’s just that, for me, sex is something I equate with a loving relationship. With feeling⁠—’

He groans. ‘Don’t say it.’

‘—safe.’

Like with Jonathan, when he held me in his arms, and gazed at me with those gorgeous baby blues, and the intimacy and connection of it felt like nothing I’d ever known. I don’t want some poor imitation of that, thank you very much. It would be too depressing. I’m sure it would leave me flat.

He slaps his hand over his face before dragging it downwards. ‘So you haven’t fucked anyone since you broke up with Jonathan?’

I flinch. ‘Obviously not, because I haven’t dated anyone else. And I don’t like that word, by the way.’

‘Fuck? You use it enough.’

‘I don’t like it as a verb.’ I shrug my shoulders defensively. ‘I find it… confronting.’

He grins. ‘Do you, now. Well, I find it hot. But okay. So you haven’t got laid since Jonathan. When was that?’

‘Seven months ago.’

He whistles. ‘Jesus. No wonder you’re uptight. You should let someone take care of you. As in, not hearts and flowers, but you just need a good f—shag. Y’know?’

‘I’m doing just fine, thank you.’

‘You’re not, baby. You’re wound tight like a fucking spring. And you know what that means.’

I sigh at his dirty grin. ‘I’m sure you’ll enlighten me.’

‘It means when you let go, you’ll fucking explode.’

‘I can take care of my needs just fine, thank you.’

‘I’m going to park that visual just now, because I can’t handle it, but it’s not the same. You need someone who knows what they’re doing, and you’ll go off like a firework.’

He swallows.

I swallow.

‘And I really think that person should be me.’ He holds my foot with one hand and moves his other hand up my calf. Squeezing. Kneading. In a physio, rather than a sexual, way, but it feels bloody good.

Right. I need to take control of this conversation. Show him where I really stand, so he’ll get the message.

‘Look. You’re a gorgeous-looking guy, Theo. Obviously. And yes, I’m attracted to you. Very attracted. I think I gave that game away last night. But I’m not interested in what you’re offering, because even though I can tell you’d be very good at what you do, I don’t just want sex.’ I take a breath, bracing myself. ‘Jonathan’s the only person I’ve ever slept with. Okay? He’s—I lost my virginity to him, and I still love him, and I love what we had. And I’m not giving up on it. And I don’t want to sully that by having casual sex with anyone else. Even you. It’s not my style. I’m sorry.’

Theo shifts forward in his seat, and my toe touches the fabric of his shorts. Oh, Lord. Too close. He pulls off his cap and glares at me while he squeezes my ankle.

‘Jonathan Holmes is the only bloke you’ve ever shagged.’

‘Yeah. That can’t be a huge surprise to you—we were together nine years.’

He rakes his hand through his damp, messy hair and looks heavenward. ‘Jesus fucking Christ. I don’t want to be that guy, but you get that he’s got a new girlfriend? Right? He’s shagging Tit Wank Barbie every chance he gets right now, and he has you pining after him and offering to stay celibate on the off-chance he changes his mind and comes back to you for more. Have some self respect and stop being such a fucking martyr.’

My eyes fill with tears and I clench my jaw so hard I may break teeth.

‘You’re such a dick. Let me go. You know I want to get back with him. You know that’s my end game.’

‘I’m not letting you go. Listen to me. I know what you want. Don’t worry, I’m not offering to be your Mr Safety with a Georgian rectory and a fucking AGA. I’m just saying he doesn’t deserve for you to put your life on hold. You have needs. You’re gorgeous. I find you so sexy I can barely function around you.

‘You’re a beautiful woman, sweetheart, and even if you want to spend the rest of your life with Mr-I-Fuck-Like-a-Carthorse, which by the way is a fucking travesty, you should consider trying a few things out beforehand. So you know what you’re missing. So you know what’s out there, before you ride off into the sunset with him for a second time.’

I cannot believe this guy. He’s so rude, he’s so cocky, and he’s so bloody offensive about Jonathan. ‘Fuck you, Theo. He doesn’t—he’s not a cart horse. He’s lovely. And handsome. And sexy. And he knows exactly what he’s doing. Thank you for your concern.’

‘Oh yeah? I bet he’s a carthorse. I bet a big night for him is leaving the lights on during sex.’

I gasp. ‘Seriously? And you’re a stud, I suppose, in this scenario? A prize stallion?’ He’s such a dick.

He smiles, and it’s plain obnoxious how killer a smile he has. ‘You’ve got it, baby.’

‘Well, I’ve seen mares being covered, buddy, and let me tell you, those stallions make it all about them. I’m not interested in a quick wham, bam, thank you, ma’am.’

‘I promise you, sweetheart.’ He lays my foot down next to my other one, widening his legs so they drop between them, and squeezes his legs so he’s giving my feet and calves a kind of thigh hug. It’s like the reflexology equivalent of a happy ending, and it’s disconcertingly delightful. ‘There’s nothing quick about me. I’d make it long, and slow, and it still wouldn’t be enough for you.’

‘Why are you so vile? And so coarse?’

I wiggle my legs, but he has them in a vice. He puts his hands down on the tops of my feet to hold them in place while he gazes at me. There’s something about the intimacy of having our legs together that makes me wonder how it would have been to wake up with him this morning. My limbs entangled with his.

‘I’m not proud of much, but I’m proud of how I can make women feel. For me, there’s nothing more sensual or more of a turn on than seeing a woman overcome with desire, her eyelids heavy, her mouth swollen, other parts of her swollen too, her nipples hard, and knowing I can make her feel much, much better. Knowing I can give her exactly what she needs. I fucking love it, sweetheart.’

His eyes are darkening, and his hands are building heat as they rub against my skin, and heat is building in other parts of my body, too. Because, come on. All I have to do is look at this guy to know he’s good at sex. And experienced. For all my insults to him, I have no doubt in my mind about that.

‘I’m sure you do.’ I clear my throat and try to tear my eyes away from him. ‘But I’m not sure that, for me, personally, sex can really work without love. It’d be missing a big piece.’

‘I can’t answer that. I’ve never been in love. Not even close. But I will say I believe chemistry is more important than love. What I mean is, I imagine you can be completely in love with someone and still the sex isn’t great. I mean, it’s nice, intimate, but not, you know, fireworks. But if you have great chemistry with someone, then believe me, that can be fucking transcendent, and you’ll be so busy having orgasms you really won’t be thinking about the L-word.’

I stare at him. At his mouth, more precisely. ‘Allegedly.’

His lips curve up into a grin, but it’s wistful rather than dirty.

‘Allegedly. But look. I’m not a fucking charity case. If you don’t want what I’m offering, I’ll just keep hanging out with my fist till we’ve finished this little arrangement. And you keep doing you. No hard feelings. Thanks for breakfast.’

He releases my feet and swings his leg over, getting up off the sofa. He squeezes my shoulder as he heads back inside, and despite the sunshine, my legs feel cold.

Exposed.

Bereft.


CHAPTER 21
Nora



Theo’s not the only person giving me a hard time.

When I grab my phone from my room, the WhatsApps are piling up. There’s a flurry of messages from Elle, and one from—oh my God.

Jonathan.

I click into our chat. There’s a two-minute-long audio message, sent at two o’clock this morning. I shut my bedroom door and sink down onto the edge of the bed. Just above it is the last message I ever sent him, right before he came back to our flat and told me it was over.

Hope you had a good day sweetie! Made lasagne for supper. See you shortly xx




The trust in that message makes me tear up. The love. The oblivion to what was about to happen to my life when he did come home that night.

Dickhead.

I hit play, close my eyes and let my head hang down over the phone.

‘Nor. Nor? It’s me.’ Oh my God. He sounds wasted. ‘Hey. Hi. I just wanted to say [heavy sigh] I hope you’re okay. I can’t believe you had to take that twat home. And I know it’s none of my business. I know that, all right? But Nor. Seriously. Do you really think he’s a good person for you to be with? Cos I don’t. Lucy told me about what he got up to on that show. Honestly, he’s always been a dirty bastard; he shagged so many girls at uni and…’

He trails off and I open my eyes and check to see if the message has finished. It’s still running. Did he forget to hang up, or…

Oh. There he is. Another heavy sigh, and then: ‘I don’t want to speak out of turn. But I still care about you, Nor. Of course I do. You’re my little Nor. Nor Nor Nor.’ There’s a bang that makes me flinch. ‘Ouch. Fucker. Nor. Look. You’re so lovely and I know that you… don’t trust people easily. You don’t get involved with guys easily. And I just think… I think you could do better, okay?

‘There. I’ve said it. I think he’s a twat and a fucking man-whore, and I don’t like the idea of his paws all over you. I mean, the guy could be crawling with STDs. I just… [extended silence. More heavy breathing] I don’t like it, Nor. I know I have no right to… Lucy said I should get over it. But… I mean, I’m over you.’ Nice. ‘But I’m not over it. I can’t just not care about what happens to you, and I want you to be happy, okay, Nor? And I just… I just don’t see him making you happy, that’s all. Thought I should say something cos I care about you. Okay. Hello? Okay, night night.’

I stare at the screen in utter disbelief. What the fuck was that?

So many emotions are crowding into my brain. My heart. I’m thrilled and outraged and confused and indignant and triumphant and touched.

Because I knew it. I knew Jonathan was pissed off when he saw Theo’s hands on me last night, and when he saw us leave together after I dragged Theo over to tell the group we were making a run for it. Men are so basic. I threw out some bait, and look at that.

Reeled him right in.

And yeah, I heard the part where he said he was over me, but he drunk-dialled me at 2am, didn’t he? So the evidence is to the contrary.

I got under his skin last night.

There’s still hope for us.
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The only reason I feel like the gods are smiling on me at the moment is because the following week is full on for both me and Theo, which keeps us out of each other’s hair. I spend two nights in Cornwall for a site visit and planning session with a couple who are getting married down there in September. I also have three other weddings happening before Miles and Saoirse’s. The brides are all fairly high maintenance, so I spend my train journey to Cornwall and back working on spreadsheets and budgets and minute-by-minute schedules of their wedding days.

All of which is good, because it keeps my mind off the fact that I’m hanging by a thread, trying to keep my fake boyfriend at arm’s length. It would be so easy to give in.

So easy to slide onto his lap in the flat one evening and let him make me feel good.

And I know he’d make me feel really good. There’s no doubt in my mind about that. And right now I’m feeling quite the opposite. I’m frustrated. I’m antsy. Jonathan’s message has me obsessing over whether I’m on his mind. I didn’t answer it. I decided he’d probably have regretted leaving it in the cold light of day, and I didn’t want to give him a reason to resent me. I figured dignified silence was the best option. When they go low…

But the biggest problem on my mind right now, the one that keeps rising to the surface of my consciousness, pushing down the wedding juggling and the motives of my ex-boyfriend and everything else, is that on Friday we fly to the south of France for Miles and Saoirse’s joint stag and hen weekend.

I’m there mainly to work—making sure this weekend goes beautifully falls under my remit as their wedding planner—but as Theo’s quote unquote girlfriend, I’ll be sharing a suite with him. According to Saoirse, she and Miles are very overexcited about our fledgling ‘relationship’. While I can’t imagine Miles getting overexcited about anything, aside from his girls, her trust in us makes me feel sick. She’s insistent that I be there as part of the family too. Which means I’ll need to keep up a sufficiently convincing lovey-dovey front with Theo the entire weekend, while also managing not to accidentally sleep with him.

Gulp.

I’m not sure how the hell this is going to work. Before this weekend, I would have said it would be fine, but I can’t deny the heat between us has escalated, and the idea of sharing a bed with Romeo is unconscionable.

Of attempting to fall asleep when his body is inches from mine.

Of having nowhere to escape to when my sex hormones and I need space from him.

Dear God.

None of this is healthy. I need to keep my eye on the prize: winning Jonathan back. Having inappropriate feelings for my temporary fake boyfriend and flatmate is plain unhelpful. Yes, he’s gorgeous. He’s available. He’s interested—in a physical relationship, that is. His interest is as temporary as his fake-boyfriend status, and that’s not what I want.

I don’t want a flight risk like Theo Montague whose interest will wane after a few rounds of action. I want a future. A soulmate. A safe haven. And Theo, bless his pecs, can never be that.

When I get back to London, Theo seems committed to upholding his promise not to badger me for sex. He’s sweet and polite and a little distracted. From his brief chats with Miles, it seems as though his dad hasn’t mentioned any of Theo’s thoughts about Manhattan to his brother, and Theo’s determined to grab some time with Miles this weekend for a chat about it. If he can get Miles on board, his parents should be far easier to convince.

So, for a couple of nights, we find ourselves work partners, as we sit side-by-side at the kitchen table with our laptops. While I maniacally plug away at wedding admin and Slacking with my semi-virtual team, Theo puts together a high-level vision for the Montague Group’s Manhattan portfolio. He turns to me and asks my advice from time to time, and talks me through his plan. I act as devil’s advocate and put him through the ringer until he has a concrete plan in place.

It’s strong. It’s seriously strong. And I hope he gets a decent crack at Miles this weekend. I hope I can do my bit to support him, to play the loyal girlfriend and hope that my faith in Theo conveys just a little that he deserves a shot at a proper piece of the Montague pie.

Otherwise, our attempts to fake it this weekend will be as pointless as they are painful.


CHAPTER 22
Nora



If I was getting married, this is how I’d do my hen weekend.

Light on organised fun: check.

No gimmicks or tack: check.

Just close friends and family, great food and wine, and one of the most gorgeous locations in the world: check.

And while I think it’s slightly co-dependent of Miles and Saoirse to be doing their hen and stag together, it’s also sweet. And the vibe they’ve mandated means it’s more like a pre-wedding icebreaker weekend than a crazy single-sex binge.

Miles flies us all out to Nice via two jets. The guys take the Montague Group’s jet, and he charters another one for the girls. I’m on duty, so I’m planning on monitoring the amount I drink very carefully, but I can’t help being swept up in the excitement. Because I definitely got on the best jet. I should have known Saoirse’s friends would be down to earth, but they’re hilarious.

On the Pink Jet, as Miles christened it, are Saoirse, me, Margot, Saoirse’s sisters Clodagh and Eimear and her former flatmates, Keeley and Becky. The latter are both from New Zealand and work in the creche at the Montague Hotel. Saoirse’s younger sisters are fit to burst with excitement, having flown over from Dublin yesterday. Clodagh’s only eighteen, and I get the impression she’s feeling like she’s entered some kind of parallel universe. I can relate.

With Margot hitting the champagne like only someone who’s been relieved of her twin babies for the weekend can, I’d say it’s on me to be the sober adult on board (except for the pilots. Hopefully).

‘I have to say,’—Keeley raises her flute—‘I never expected to be getting on a fucking jet to go party in the south of France with Miles Montague. We were all totally terrified of him till you turned up and got in his pants, Sorsh.’

We all laugh, and Saoirse buries her face in her hands. ‘I was pretty scared of him, too. I always thought he disapproved of me. But now he’s like a teddy bear.’

‘Poor fucker,’ Becky says. ‘He totally eats out of the palm of your hand. But the burning question is, will there be any single hotties there? I’m desperate for a shag.’

‘You’re sharing a room with me.’ Keeley mock-glares at her. ‘So if you want a shag, it’ll have to be on the beach.’

‘A couple of months ago, I would have volunteered Theo for the job,’ Margot says. ‘But sadly for the rest of you, he’s smitten with the lovely Nora here.’

I blush and once again curse the level of deception we’re pulling on these good people.

‘Honestly, I’ve never seen him like this,’ Margot continues, ‘and I’ve known him for five years. He’s so sweet with you, Nora. I thought he was going to try to smuggle you on the guys’ jet just now.’

‘He was being ridiculous.’ I roll my eyes. He was. He made a big song-and-dance about saying goodbye to me in front of everyone and even swung me down into an admittedly enjoyable Hollywood kiss on the tarmac. If he keeps up this level of affection all weekend, I’m screwed. He may be faking it, but the guy’s seriously infectious, and I’m only human.

Clodagh pipes up. ‘He’s such a ride. You’re so lucky!’

Saoirse’s mouth drops open. ‘Oh my God, Clodagh. You stay away from men like Theo Montague, you hear me? He’d eat you for breakfast.’

‘Let’s ask Nora if he eats her for breakfast,’ Becky quips, and everyone screams with laughter.

And I want to die.

Because that’s a visual I can’t even begin to allow.

I relax as the conversation thankfully turns away from Theo’s speculated affection (and appetite) for me towards the Percival brothers, who are on Miles’ jet with Theo, Stephen and Saoirse’s two brothers and are apparently family friends of the Montagues. Theo’s already filled me in on them a little. The five of them went to school together and, as Theo tells it, used to hit up the exclusive nightclubs of London for years before Miles and Stephen settled down. If the girls here are looking for someone to show them a good time this weekend, I suspect the Percival brothers may be just the ticket.
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There are moments when I look around me and wonder how different my life would be if I’d stayed at the Times instead of striking out on my own.

Trusting my gut.

Tonight is definitely one of those moments. One of those times where I can feel proud that I followed my heart and chose a path that was far less trodden but would offer me a richer experience.

The resort Miles has booked out for the weekend is magical: a shady pine wood comprising a beautiful central villa and a rambling assortment of standalone, one-storey chalets, each housing a single suite. Saoirse and I planned a welcome bag for every guest, and they were waiting on everyone’s snowy pillows when we arrived. The chalets are beautiful, with pale blue shutters and a terrace outside and classic Provencal interiors in shades of white and grey. The linens are intricate, and the furniture is wooden, which puts paid to the idea of my sleeping on the sofa.

Within the no-organised-fun remit of the weekend was tonight’s dinner, which took place outdoors on a stunning terrace by the hotel’s pool. The pines were illuminated, the distance between them strung with fairy lights, and the pool glowed turquoise. Fifteen of us sat at a long table and got stuck into huge carafes of local rosé and excellent claret while we ate a typically Provencal feast of snapper and ratatouille and sauteed potatoes and a rack of lamb.

To my disappointment, Saoirse didn’t separate me and Theo when she did the table plan, so I spent the whole meal with his arm around me or his hand on my thigh. He nuzzled into my neck, he whispered in my ear, and if I were anyone else at the table, I would have been perfectly sure that he and I were completely in love.

Since dinner, we’ve drifted over to the fire pit at the edge of the terrace that overlooked the inky Med, and as the wine has switched to cognac and whisky, the noise levels have increased.

I’m gossiping with Eimear and Keeley about the fact that Becky and Jimmy Percival are nowhere to be seen, and thinking that it’s far too warm a night to have the fire lit, when Theo appears behind me. His arms snaking around my waist. His hand warm against my stomach. His lips move to my ear, and I catch a wistful look from Keeley that I’ve become all too familiar with these past few months. Because I have no doubt that Theo looks every bit the adoring boyfriend just now.

‘Fancy a dip?’ He punctuates his question with a kiss to my neck.

That is a terrible idea. Terrible. ‘Er, no.’ I pat the hand on my stomach. ‘Not a good idea.’

‘Everyone’s getting in. Miles and Saoirse thought it’d be a laugh.’

‘What happened to no organised fun?’ I grumble. ‘And it’s not on the schedule. Drunk swimming’s not a good idea. What if someone dives into the shallow end and cracks their head open?’

‘Hey.’ His hand rubs my stomach. ‘Put away the clipboard, would you, Karen, and relax. No one’s dying tonight. Let’s just be spontaneous. Okay?’

And so I allow him to lead me back to our room, where I lock myself in the bathroom, pull my hair up into a messy bun on the top of my head, and stick on a red bikini and a matching halter neck cover-up while Theo gets changed in the bedroom.

‘You decent?’ I shout before I dare open the bathroom door.

‘Afraid so,’ he replies.

He’s jaw-dropping. I’ve seen him in shorts before, but these swimming trunks lie low on his hips, giving me the perfect view of the V of muscle that disappears under the waistband. His skin is a gorgeous, even tan that emphasises the sculptural plains of his pecs and abs. He rakes a hand through his dark hair as he eyes me.

‘Can’t wait to see what’s under that dress thingy.’

‘Shut up.’

I allow him to take my hand and lead me out to the pool. Most of the others are already in. Stephen and Margot are definitely the most hammered. He’s giving her a piggyback as she screams delightedly. I hope they aren’t too hungover tomorrow to enjoy their day of freedom.

I go to untie my halter neck, but Theo’s hand shoots to the back of my neck.

‘Allow me?’

I want to tell him to fuck off, because he’s taking this fake-boyfriend thing a bit too far. It’s absolutely not necessary for him to undress me in public. But I find myself nodding and dropping my hand.

He unties it, and the slip of fabric drops to my feet, leaving me in just my red string bikini. His gaze follows it down and back up over my body. I know this because my eyes are glued to his face. He bends to grab the dress, and I step out of it so he can chuck it on a lounger.

‘Even more beautiful than I imagined,’ he murmurs as he comes back up. His thumb brushes against my bare hip bone. ‘I am so fucked.’

Mr Emotionally Slutty strikes again. I wish he wouldn’t say stuff like that. It’s not true, and it’s not helpful. Before I can reply, he winks and takes off, cannon balling into the deep end, practically on top of Miles. I roll my eyes and approach the pool.
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The usual pool dynamics are in play. The girls hang around the edges, trying not to get our hair wet, our glasses of whatever we’re drinking beside us on the stone. Margot has abandoned Stephen, and the boys are now in full-on horseplay mode, dunking each other, jumping on each other’s backs, and generally indulging in plenty of gratuitous physical contact.

‘Am I the only one who’s finding all this more than a bit homoerotic?’ Saoirse slugs her rosé next to me and cocks her head. Her eyes don’t leave the admittedly impressive naked, soaking torso of her fiancé, who’s currently wrestling my equally impressive fake boyfriend.

‘Totally,’ Keeley agrees.

Margot giggles. ‘You can take the boys out of boarding school…’

‘They’re not exactly hard on the eyes, are they, though?’ I ask, my gaze slipping all over Theo. The muscles in his upper back are flexing as he wrestles Miles, and I have a sudden and highly specific urge to lay him on his stomach on our bed and lick and suck my way down that back. I shake my head. Get a grip, Nora.

Miles grabs Theo by the bicep and says something to him before Theo grins, and they both turn and make their way towards us, wading through the water, their skin wet and slick. Beside me, Saoirse inhales sharply and I do the same, because holy fuck. Miles is homing in on her, and Theo’s looking at me like he’s a starving man and I’m dinner. I stick my glass on the edge and swallow, hard.

He grabs me and pulls me into him, into that soaking, hard body, and my legs and arms slide around him of their own accord.

‘That’s my girl,’ he whispers, staring at my mouth. ‘I have no idea why I’m feeling my fucking brother up when I can feel you up instead.’

He spins us around and walks us over to the opposite, deserted side of the pool, trapping me between the edge and his body. I’ve kissed him, yes. I’ve groped him. And I’ve seen him practically naked in his flat, but this is a first.

Skin on skin. Wet and slippery.

Dangerously few items of clothing between us.

My legs wrapped around his waist so tightly that his stomach is firm against my core.

‘Can I kiss you, sweetheart?’ He holds me with one arm and puts his thumb to my lower lip. Pulls it down the slightest amount as his dark eyes search mine for permission.

‘Theo…’ My forehead creases with the effort of trying to find the self-control to say no. He’s so close to me, and my entire body is crying out with joy at being wrapped around his. I know how good it could be between us. Can be. I have evidence of that already.

He puts his forehead to mine, breathing heavily, his voice low so only I can hear. ‘I’m not trying to get in your knickers, okay? I know you’re not up for sex. I know we have to survive being in the same bed tonight, and I’m going to behave. I promise you. Because I heard what you said last weekend, and I know I’m not part of your plan. But right now’—he exhales and pulls away enough to look me in the eye—‘I would fucking love to kiss you. So what do you say?’

I don’t say anything. I slide a hand up his neck and along his jaw, dragging my thumb over his beard, and I press my mouth against his. And I don’t know if it’s because we’re suspended in the water, or because he’s already acknowledged that he won’t try to escalate this, but this kiss is dreamy. Slow. Indulgent. The contrast between the wet warmth of his mouth and the cool, damp skin of his face and body is heaven.

This man is beautiful. Physical perfection—there’s no doubt about that. And I now know, from having lived with him for a few weeks, that he’s also kind and funny and thoughtful. If he ever decides to pull himself together and stop playing the field, he’ll make someone a fantastic boyfriend one day. Or husband. But for now, we’re using each other to get a fix of the high a really excellent kiss can deliver.

Theo’s hands begin to move on my body. One comes up to my neck and squeezes in a possessive gesture that serves to crush our faces even closer together. The other comes under my bum and hoists me up further against him, so his face is tilted up towards mine. His fingers skid over the hem of my bikini bottoms and dig into my cheeks, while mine skate over the glorious, slippery domes of his shoulders and my boobs rest against his chest.

We kiss on and on, and reality starts to shift so there’s not much else besides this man’s mouth on mine, his tongue chasing and entrapping my tongue, and the water lapping around us as we explore each other’s bodies in a way that’s leisurely. Decadent.

That is, until someone wolf whistles and Eddie calls: ‘Get a room, for fuck’s sake!’

We break apart and laugh. My laugh is slightly mortified, and even Theo looks a bit sheepish. He settles his other hand under my bum, holding me securely.

I pull back, lay my palms on his chest, and grin at him. ‘That was pretty hot.’

‘It was.’ He smirks, but there’s a tenderness there, too.

‘Listen. I think it’s best if I get myself to bed. I want to make sure tomorrow goes smoothly, and there are too many very enjoyable distractions here.’

I’m expecting him to start hustling me again, but he nods. ‘Sounds good. You go get some shut-eye. I’ll be quiet when I come to bed.’

There’s something intimate about what he’s just said that gives me a wistful twinge. Like we’re an established couple and him joining me in bed is a regular occurrence.

But we’re not, and it’s not.

It’s something we’ve got to get through tonight.

I give him a kiss on the cheek and hoist myself out of the pool.


CHAPTER 23
Theo



Ihave a seriously crap night’s sleep. When I turn in, Nora’s either asleep or pretending to be, plastered to the far side of the bed. I note with amusement that she’s stuffed a pillow down the middle. No problem—it’s a super king and there’s plenty of space—but it would be nice if she wasn’t so bloody desperate to stay away from me.

I know it’s not that she doesn’t want me. She wants me too much, just like I want her, but she’s sticking to some ridiculous, totally made-up rule book that only makes sense in Nora-ville and shooting both of us in the foot in the process. That kiss in the pool was everything I love in a kiss. Charged. Effortless. Sensual. And Nora fucking knows it.

She knows that’s not normal.

I’m so busy trying to stay away from her that I sleep fitfully, and when I wake up to the first strains of dawn, I know I’m not getting any more shut-eye. She’s still safely across the bed, but she’s lying on her side, facing me, her hair swept over one bare, golden shoulder and a look on her face that’s so open, so trusting, and so different from the armoured-up expression she usually wears that it tugs at my heartstrings.

I could roll over so easily. Pull her to me, and surprise her in that first flush of wakefulness, when her body tells her what it wants, but her brain isn’t alert enough to warn her off. But that would be too fucked up even for me, given she’s explicitly told me no, so instead, I go for the only other viable option. A run. To sweat out last night’s booze and run off my sexual frustration.

I creep into the bathroom and pull on running shorts, socks, and trainers. It’ll be too warm for anything else. And as I pound the uneven paths that meander around the cape, the flush of sunrise easing over the sea and deepening the hues, I congratulate myself on having made the right call. Just one more night to go. I can keep my dick in my pants for one more night, and then at least I’ll be able to close my bedroom door and shut out temptation. The temptation of how easily her body slithered around mine in the pool. How naturally we moved together. How effortlessly I got lost in the taste of her mouth, the suppleness of her lips.

I’m wrecked by the time I get back to the hotel. It’s still silent: no surprise after how much booze everyone consumed last night. My little brother will be feeling the effects this morning. It’s like parenthood takes your alcohol tolerance right back to that of a teenager. I look forward to ripping the piss out of him later.

That makes me chuckle, and I’m still sniggering to myself as I let myself quietly into our room in case Nora’s asleep. But she’s not. The bed’s empty, and the bathroom door is shut. I need a towel or a shower. I stink and I’m fucking drenched. I grab a bottle of mineral water from the little fridge and crack it open, chugging it down. Bloody hell, that’s good.

I yell in the direction of the bathroom. ‘Belle? Bring me out a hand towel when you’re done, will you?’

I’m bent over against the chest of drawers, my hands gripping the lip as I stretch out my calves and hamstrings, when the bathroom door opens. Nora appears in a thin cotton robe, her hair damp and twisted over one shoulder, her face scrubbed clean. She has a towel in her hand.

She walks towards me slowly, and there’s something in her eyes I can’t quite grasp as she approaches. She’s staring at me, for some reason. She’s so beautiful my breath catches. I straighten up and hold out my hand for the towel as I appraise her.

She chucks the towel at me.

‘I give up.’ There’s utter capitulation in her voice.

I’m not following. ‘Huh?’ I towel down my face, and when I look up, she’s still coming at me. Closing the distance between us.

‘I said, I give up.’

Her palm goes to my shoulder and glides down my soaking bicep. She tilts her face up, and her eyes follow, her gaze lazy. Hungry.

‘I can’t, Theo. I mean, for God’s sake. Look at you. How the hell am I supposed to stay away from you? You’re just’—her other hand slides up over my pec—‘so gorgeous. You are pure sex. I look at you, and it’s all I think about. And I just can’t. I can’t say no to you anymore. To myself.’

I’m being slow on the uptake here, because Oh My God. I’ve tried to seduce her on sun loungers and dance floors and in swimming pools, and she’s held firm, and here I am, a sweaty bastard, and she’s telling me she wants me?

So I just stare at her, though my hands act on muscle memory and slide around her waist. And my dick—yep, that’s definitely acting on muscle memory too—because it gets hard the second I pull her to me.

‘Are you kidding me?’ I ask her.

‘No.’ She shakes her head, those huge Disney eyes reeling me in, and I’m a fucking goner. ‘But you don’t have to—I mean…’

Everything slides into place. I grip the waist of her robe. ‘You want to do this, sweetheart.’

‘Yes,’ she whispers, and I swear to God, the way she says it goes straight to my cock.

My face splits into a grin. ‘You want me to fuck you.’

She turns her face away and rolls her eyes and presses her lips into a disapproving line before she loses her internal battle and looks back at me. ‘Yes.’

I stare at her, still grinning like a lunatic. ‘You little beauty. It’s about time. Let’s do this.’

She parts her lips, but instead of kissing her, I turn her around by her shoulders and push her forward. ‘Bathroom.’

She looks back at me. ‘What?’

‘Baby, I’m revolting. I fucking stink. I need a shower, and there’s no way I’m leaving you in case you get cold feet and run for the hills, so you’re getting in the shower with me.’

‘Ohmygod.’

I snigger as I frogmarch her into the bathroom and shut the door behind us. There’s a massive two-person shower which will be perfect for my dishonourable intentions towards her, and it even has a bench. Bonus. I crank up both shower heads and turn to face her. This is happening. I’m going to fuck Nora, and I don’t know if I’m more worked up about how good it’ll be for me or how fucking awesome it’ll be to show her what her body can do. How much pleasure I can give her.

She’s standing there in her robe, arms crossed over her chest. There’s clear apprehension on that beautiful face, and it gives me a kick. I love that this is a big deal for her. That she’s trusting me with this, or at the very least, that her need for me has kicked her distrust of me to the kerb. I can’t wait to show her how right she was to say yes to being with me.

I cannot fucking wait.

We stand, facing each other. As her huge eyes brush over me, I stick my thumbs into the waistband of my shorts and ease them over my boner, letting them drop down my legs. I kick them off without taking my gaze off her. Her eyes travel down my body and stop at my cock. They widen, and she says the thing that makes me even harder.

‘Fuck.’

‘It’ll be fine,’ I tell her.

She’s shaking her head. ‘I don’t know about that.’

‘I promise. I’m going to get you so wet. You have nothing to worry about.’

She drags her eyes back up to my face again and swallows. I nod at her robe.

‘Do you have anything on under that?’

‘No.’ Her hands go to the knotted tie.

I step forward. ‘May I?’

She hesitates. ‘This is a big deal for me. Just… being naked with you, in broad daylight, stone-cold sober. It’s scary, even though I want it so badly. You know that, correct?’

There’s so much vulnerability on her face, and in her voice, and in her very actions, that it gives me pause. Makes my throat tighten a little.

‘I know, gorgeous. For what it’s worth, I’m very, very happy you’re making this decision.’

‘Just go easy on me, okay?’

I brush her knuckles with my hand and choose my words. ‘I don’t think I need to go easy on you. And I don’t think you’ll want that when we get down to it. But with every single thing I do, I’ll be doing it for you. Right? And you can tell me to stop at any time. I mean it.’

Though I might die if she follows through on that offer.

‘All right.’ She drops her hands. ‘Go for it.’

I’m smiling even as I brush her hair back over her shoulder and undo the knot, because I know what’s in store. I know she’s going to be so fucking beautiful.

And holy shit, she really is.

Jesus Christ.

My Nora is a knockout. Just look at her.

I slide the robe off her shoulders and greedily take in what she’s offering up to me. The high, perfect tits. Just the right handful. Her pink nipples hardened into points so perfect, so suckable that my mouth fills with saliva and I can feel my cock begin to leak. The neat brown landing strip that’s like a fucking beacon for where I want to go. Her creamy, flawless skin. I’m a skin guy. And Nora’s skin has hypnotised me since the first time I felt it.

I get all this.

I get to taste her and inhale her and lick her and fuck her and learn her.

And, as I told her last weekend on my terrace, I’m going to unwind her.

Make her go off like a fucking firework.

I cannot wait.

I lick my lips and take her hands, even though my fingers are itching to explore the rest of her body. ‘You are so beautiful,’ I tell her. ‘I fucking knew it. You’re better than any fantasy.’

She smiles at me like my compliment has given her a real kick.

But how can that be?

How can it be possible that she doesn’t know how gorgeous she is?

‘Seriously?’

‘Deadly seriously.’ I give her hand a tug and lead her towards the thundering streams of water. ‘Now get in the fucking shower before I die.’


CHAPTER 24
Nora



Oh my God oh my God oh my God.

I thought about this all night, and all morning, and though I’m terrified, I have no choice. Because Theo Montague turns me on so much that I’m incapable of staying away from him anymore. He’s a walking Pandora’s box. There’s no way on earth I can keep my distance, refuse to sample the pleasures he’s offering.

He just makes it so easy. And so appealing. And I’ve been pretty good, haven’t I? I’ve only been with one guy in my whole life, FFS. Theo’s like the dessert you can’t stop drooling over when you’re on a diet. He’s the banoffee pie you cave and stick your entire face into.

Well, I’ve been on a diet for seven months, and it’s time to get stuck in.

It would be wrong not to.

I let him lead me into the shower and I’m smirking because I’m so nervous and thrilled and excited and apprehensive and delighted with myself for having the balls to actually do this.

As soon as we’re under the water, he pulls me right up against him and hooooooly shit, the feel of his hard, wet body pressed up against mine as warm water thunders around us is miraculous. But not as miraculous as the sensation of his hot, hungry tongue forcing my mouth open and invading me, finding my tongue, which twists shamelessly around it, and exploring my mouth as he glues me to him, that so-big-I-don’t-want-to-think-about-it erection twitching desperately against my stomach.

One hand is clamped to the back of my head; the other slides down my back and grabs my bum, hard, and he groans into my mouth. I need to cop a feel, too. Not his dick just yet—I need to work up the courage for that—but that back. That bum. Those thighs. My hands slide greedily around his wet body as we kiss, and boy, is it a glorious journey.

He surprises me by pulling away.

‘Give me a minute,’ he pants. ‘I need to have a quick wash. I stink. I don’t want you being covered in my sweat.’

This I can do. ‘Allow me.’ I hold out my hand for the shower gel, but he shakes his head.

‘Nope. Seriously, sweetheart. If I let you soap me up, especially my cock, I won’t last a single minute.’ He jerks his head towards the bench. ‘Sit.’

And so I sit and watch the glorious, gratuitous sight that is Theo Montague smoothing a lather of bubbles over those sleek, bronzed muscles. Rubbing the thatch of dark hair under his arms. Smoothing the soap down abs so fine I just want to lick them, before he soaps up his dick and pumps it a couple of times, pulling back the foreskin so he can clean under it.

I’m eye-level with it, where I’m sitting, and holy shit. There’s nothing about what I’m seeing that makes me any more confident of being able to accommodate that thing. Even if it’s beautiful. Even if the sight of his exposed, glistening crown is making me drool. Literally.

He doesn’t take his eyes off me the whole time he’s washing himself, and as he rinses off his dick, he grins.

‘What you looking at, gorgeous?’

‘That.’ I point, and surprise myself by saying, ‘I want to lick it.’

It’s true. I do.

He laugh-groans. ‘Not sure that’s a good idea.’

‘Please, Theo. Just a taste.’

‘Jesus. Don’t look at me like that. When you look up at me like that, I’ll give you anything you want. Got it? I can’t say no to those eyes.’

He takes a step closer, and I reach out and pull him towards me by his hips. I eye his dick greedily.

‘You sure about this?’

I murmur something like one hundred percent, because I’m not focused on words right now. I lean forward and lick up the slit at the top of Theo’s gorgeous, straight dick. Oh my God. It’s wet and delicious, and the water makes it feel like sucking a lollipop. I take another lick and go to close my lips around the tip when he jerks it away. I look up, and the look in his eyes is something I haven’t seen for a long time, if ever.

Pure desire and disbelief.

Theo Montague is looking at me like he can’t believe I’m real, and I put that look on his face.

Me.

If I thought he was good looking before, I’d clearly never seen him wet and naked and holding his dick and seemingly on the verge of coming thanks to the briefest ministrations from my mouth.

He shakes his head at me. ‘Sorry, sweetheart, I won’t last a minute like that.’

‘So come,’ I tell him. I shrug. ‘Who cares?’

‘I seem to remember boasting that I could go for hours. I’m gonna kill my reputation.’

‘Your secret is safe with me.’

He gets to his knees in front of me and puts his hands on my knees. ‘This is about you right now. I want to make you feel good. Open your legs.’

‘I—what?’

He nods. ‘Go on. Open them for me.’ He reaches up and rolls one of my nipples between his finger and thumb, and we both groan in unison.

‘Jesus.’ He says. ‘I just want to fucking devour you. Trying to pace myself here, sweetheart. Open up.’

Oh, God. His face and his mouth and his touch and his tone of voice have me so hot, but this is quite a bold move. Perhaps a shot of Dutch courage would have been a good bet to take the edge off, before I propositioned him and bit off way more than I could chew.

I watch his face as he smiles encouragingly at me, and keep my eyes on him as I open my legs.

He looks down at the space I’m exposing to him and runs his hand over his stubble.

‘Fuck me. Wider, babe.’

I scoot my feet wider. My breath is coming harder.

Theo’s jaw tenses. He licks his lips as his hand edges towards the apex of my open legs, but he pulls it away and gets to his feet. My head jerks up in surprise.

‘I knew you’d have a beautiful pussy.’ His voice is controlled, but the strain in it is audible. ‘It’s just as gorgeous as I imagined.’

Dear Lord. He said the P-word. Another word I usually hate, but coming from his mouth, in that tone, it sounds like pure sex.

Which, my body tells me, is a Very Good Thing.

He’s got to his feet and is messing with the shower settings.

‘What are you doing?’ I manage. My voice sounds breathy and weird.

A wolfish grin. ‘This.’

He diverts one of the showerheads to the hand-held one and holds it up. He steps closer, so he’s towering over me, and if I wasn’t apprehensive-slash-dying-with-lust, I’d laugh, because the vision in front of me is so ridiculously much.

‘Time to warm you up, sweetheart.’

‘I’m pretty warm,’ I squeak.

‘That’s not what I meant.’ He flicks the shower head over one of my breasts. ‘This is what I meant.’

Oh.

My.

Fucking.

Lord.

I’m dead. I won’t last a minute with this guy. I don’t know what the hell I was thinking, getting into bed (figuratively and literally) with a man like Romeo Montague.

The fleeting spray of water is just enough to tease my nipple to the highest what the hell was that alert. It stands to attention, straining for more. My mouth falls open.

‘Oh my God. Theo.’

‘Just getting started.’ He grins at me. ‘You are so fucking beautiful. Look at that water streaming over your tits. Down your pussy. Keep looking at me. I want to see what those gorgeous eyes do when you get close.’

He flicks the shower head back and forth between my nipples. The flow isn’t too powerful, so the sensation is teasing rather than intense, but as he lingers longer on each breast, it grows more profound. And my body aches more. The flow of water running down my body is coursing between my legs, and the relentless tickle over my clit and the sensitive surrounding flesh builds. I arch my back and wriggle a little.

‘Ready for more?’ Theo asks, and I nod vehemently.

‘Yes. Yes.’

‘Good girl.’ He lowers the shower head and points it straight between my legs, and at the direct contact, I practically jump off the bench. It’s heaven. It’s amazing. It’s⁠—

He pulls the stream away and returns to my breasts. My nipples are now so sensitised that there’s a risk I come just like this, but I don’t want to. I want more. I need so much more.

I’m panting. ‘Theo. I need it on my clit. Seriously. Please.’

‘I told you, sweetheart. I’ll give you whatever you want. Okay?’ He aims the flow right between my legs again, pulsing in small circles that hit then miss, hit then miss, and Jeeeesus. I stretch my legs as wide as I can, pushing down on the bench with my palms. Opening up to him. To this sensation. I don’t even care what I look like. I just need more. Of. This.

‘Fuck me,’ Theo murmurs. ‘You should see yourself, baby.’ He turns the flow up a notch and moves the shower head closer to me, and it pulsates against me with a relentlessness, an intensity that takes my breath away. God. I’m so close. I tilt my hips so he can hit as much of me as possible.

He holds out the shower head. ‘Take this.’

‘Okay…’ I’m barely able to form words. I’m barely functioning, but every erogenous part of me starts to party when he gets to his knees in front of me.

Holds my knees, pushing them further apart.

Puts his face between my legs.

I stare down at him in wonder, and he frowns.

‘Sweetheart. God. I need to taste you; I can’t wait a second more.’ He pushes the hand holding the shower head nearer to my chest. ‘You do your tits, okay? I’m going to take care of your orgasm.’

Ohmygodohmygodohmygod.

‘Will you be able to breathe if I do that?’ I grit out. I’m worried about the water cascading down over his face.

He laughs. ‘I’ll be fine. Trust me.’

I’m hanging on by a thread here. I really want to watch Theo do this, but as he slides two fingers straight inside me and crooks them, my head falls back against the tiles and I close my eyes.

And then he puts the very tip of his tongue on me, and my entire universe narrows to that point of contact.

‘Don’t tease me,’ I tell him. ‘I’m too close—I can’t take it.’

‘I know, baby.’ His voice is muffled.

I aim the shower head at one of my breasts. The combined sensation of the spray hitting my nipples and Theo’s skilful tongue lapping at my centre is too much. He’s as good as his word. He’s not teasing anymore. His tongue hits me over and over again with straight, flat, hard strokes as his fingers thrust in and out with an equally consistent rhythm, and I spiral.

I grab Theo’s hair with my free hand and rub my pelvis against him as the ecstasy all over my body builds and builds and builds. There’s fire in my breasts and my stomach and my legs and my groin. The heat where his tongue is making contact with me is on another level. It’s rippling outwards, spectacular wave after wave after wave until it explodes inside me and around me and I cry out.

‘Oh my God! Fuck. Theo—fuck! Oh, Jesus. I can’t—ahhhhh!’

I shudder and convulse against his tongue and his fingers and he keeps touching me until they slow and I collapse, panting, against the wall.

Theo raises his face to me, and I’m expecting a triumphant smirk, but he’s serious. Intense. He slowly withdraws his fingers and sucks them, before dragging his thumb up over my centre. I shudder again and let the shower head fall to the ground, rubbing a hand over my face.

‘Thank you,’ I whisper. ‘That was—you’ve broken me.’

He looks up at me, his eyes completely black.

‘You are fucking delicious.’ His voice is quiet and serious, and somehow that hits me straight in the heart. ‘And I’m not done with you yet.’


CHAPTER 25
Nora



Theo turns off the shower and picks me up, which is helpful, because I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t be able to stand after that orgasm. My legs are jelly, and I hardly know where I am.

Who I am.

I wind my legs around his waist and slump against him as he walks us through to the bedroom. Carefully, because we’re dripping wet. I slurp at his shoulder. So wet. So muscular. I want to sink my teeth into it.

What the hell just happened in that shower? I’m reeling from the whole experience. It turns out the combination of Theo’s hotness, his dirty mouth, his skilful mouth, his handiness with a shower head, the water, and my stupid and now unfathomable decision not to act on my attraction to him till I was practically combusting wasn’t just intoxicating.

It was bloody lethal.

I cling to him like one of those floppy beanbag frog toys, but he’s clinging to me just as hard, and murmuring in my ear between licks at my neck and nibbles at my earlobe.

‘You’re amazing, sweetheart. Having you come on my mouth like that was un-fucking-real. On my fingers. God, I need to be inside you so badly. I want to fuck you so hard.’

He was right. I’m no longer worried about fitting him inside me. This guy could do anything to me right now. If my vaginal muscles have relaxed as much as every other muscle in my body—and by relaxed, I mean been rendered utterly useless—then he should have no problems gaining entry.

I’m moving backwards in space, and Theo’s bending over me, cradling my head, cupping my bum, as he lays my top half down on the bed, my legs hanging off the edge. When I’m flat, he combs his fingers through my wet hair, coaxing it back off my face, and kisses me. My arms are still wrapped around his neck as I kiss him back, our tongues seeking and tangling. I can feel the hunger in the way his tongue probes. This poor guy hasn’t come yet. I reach between us, and he shudders against me as I get a grip on his length.

‘Wait, sweetheart.’

And then he’s pulling away from me and heading back into the bathroom from where he emerges, triumphantly holding up a strip of condoms.

‘You came prepared,’ I slur from my spreadeagled position. I couldn’t move if I tried.

‘I’m an optimist.’ He rips one off the strip and holds up the little foil package. ‘You good with this?’

I meet his gaze. ‘Yep.’

He bites his lower lip. Shakes his head. ‘Fucking hell, sweetheart. I cannot wait for this.’

He grabs a pillow and hoists me up under my bum, stuffing the pillow under it. Cocks his head. Surveys me. Looks at his dick, and then back at me. Adds another pillow. His movements are hurried. Jerky. Like he can’t make them quickly enough.

Mmm. I like a man who preps (even if I’m now at a seriously weird angle).

I giggle. ‘What are you doing?’

‘I’m lining us up, you little beauty, so I can get a good angle and reach your clit and still see your gorgeous body all spread out for me.’

All right, then.

Theo fumbling to open a condom and then rolling one on as quickly as possible while huffing and gasping through the process of edging it up his huge and presumably very sensitive dick is immensely gratifying, until he grabs under my knees and pulls my legs up and rubs himself slickly against me, and the concept of gratification takes on a whole new meaning. I arch my back and wrap my legs around him and take it, because even though I’m highly unlikely to have a second orgasm, I’ll take everything this man is offering right now.

Although, I’m not convinced about this position. It feels a little… distant. His face is miles away, and I won’t be able to kiss him when he’s inside me, and I’m a bit exposed, lying here like this, and⁠—

Oh. My. God.

Theo feeds his first inch into me, and my interior monologue just stops.

In its place, intensity of the best kind as he starts to fill me up.

And that view. It’s even better than it was when he stood over me in the shower, because he’s putting his dick inside me and I have a front-row seat to the Theo Montague show.

That body.

Those abs, flexing as he pushes in carefully.

The place where his flesh is fusing with mine.

But best of all, the gorgeous, tortured, ecstatic expressions that flit across his face as he sucks his breath in through his teeth. I can tell he’s trying to go slow for me.

‘Relax, baby.’ He squeezes my bum cheeks. ‘Breathe.’

I smile at him and blow out my breath, willing my body to accommodate him because I want him so badly. And it does. I take him in, and I suspect the ecstasy and hope and disbelief I can see on his face is mirrored on my own.

Because we’re finally here.

Ten years after I turned down a night with him because the boy I kissed triggered every danger signal in my nervous system.

And just a few weeks after our paths crossed again, after we hatched some kind of fucked-up deal, and after—whether I want to admit it or not—the tension between us started to build into something so fierce and feral that I’ve been a total idiot to deny it.

Until now.

Theo feeds his last inch into me and rolls his hips as he bottoms out, and holy fuck.

I thought we wouldn’t fit, but we do.

This feeling is just the right side of overwhelm. My entire body is buzzing as it accommodates this man.

Not accommodates.

Welcomes.

‘Jesus, sweetheart.’ Theo’s brow creases and his eyes go even darker as he pulls out a few inches and slides back in. Slowly—he doesn’t have much room to work with—but forcefully. ‘Look at you, spread out for me like that. You’re like a fucking feast. Look at my dick inside you. Filling you up. Your pussy is so fucking tight, baby. So tight, my balls are going to explode.’

Okay. So he’s going for a double jab. A one-two. Hit me with his dick and finish me off with dirty talk.

I can do this. I can do this. Despite the cool water on my skin, it’s growing slick with sweat as I absorb the impact of him driving into me so decisively and the tricks his words are playing on my brain, which seems not to have got the I-just-had-an-earth-shattering-orgasm memo.

‘Do you think you can come again?’

‘I’m not sure,’ I pant. ‘I mean, not usually, but maybe⁠—’

‘Wrong answer, gorgeous.’

He releases my bum and I stay in place, thanks to his expert-level pillow prep. His long, tanned fingers drag up over my hips, up my stomach, and he bends forward slightly to palm my boobs before running his fingertips over my nipples. Hard.

I buck.

‘You like that, sweetheart? Those pretty little nipples—you don’t know what they do to me. I want to suck them. Bite them. They’re so fucking delicious. I want to come all over them. So much. But not as much as I want to come inside this tight pussy.’

‘Oh my God, keep doing that,’ I beg.

My nipples were sensitive after I came, but they’re responding greedily to Theo’s compliments and ministrations.

I’m responding greedily.

I want him in my mouth.

I want him to come on my boobs and my stomach and show me how much he wants me.

But most of all, I want to lie here like this, spread out for him, watching as he pumps in and out of me, because he’s picking up speed and the intensity is beyond description. He’s hitting internal parts of me that I’m pretty sure are unchartered territory. He’s taken the lead, and honestly, I’m just along for the ride.

I get it now. The pillow thing. It’s not just to line us up. It’s the angle. Not only is he massive, but he’s pressing against my front wall and the pressure, the ache, is building in a way that’s totally different from my usual orgasms. It’s a heat that’s spreading throughout my body, inside and out, rippling through my nervous system.

Theo moves his hands to my hips and picks up both his pace and his force with rhythmical thrusts that I’m powerless against. My hands scrabble on the sheet as the heat builds deep inside me, where he’s hitting me. Filling me up and turning me inside out.

Though he’s pumping me consistently, his face is showing signs of strain, his eyes fluttering, those gorgeous eyes pools of black, and his jaw tensing.

‘How’s that non-orgasm coming along?’ he grits out.

I open my mouth to answer and he seals his thumb to my clit, dragging it back and forth, and my it’s coming along nicely, thanks gets thrown out in favour of something unintelligible. I gasp, and practically snort out my exhale, because the combined pressure of his thumb and the perfect thump-thump-thump as he rams balls-deep into me is like nothing I’ve felt before, ever.

All I can do is breathe and take it. Take the slams that are so fucking perfect I’m losing my mind. Take the relentless stimulation from his thumb. I’m vaguely aware that I’ve gone from gasping to moaning to whimpering, and that Theo’s facial expression suggests he’s happy with my reaction.

‘Give it to me.’ Thrust. ‘You look so fucking beautiful when you’re coming, baby.’ Thrust. ‘I can feel it. I can feel you. You’re close, you’re close⁠—’

And bam, the heat that’s been shimmering through my body goes red hot, like an atom bomb radiating out from where his flesh is on and in mine. My vision goes black and purple and orange and pink and red and I let rip a string of crap—I have no idea what I’m shouting. Something about God and fuck and Theo and yes as my head lashes from side to side.

As those radiant waves course through my body, Theo’s thrusts slow before he swells and pulses and explodes, his fingers digging into my hips, his dick stretching me open any more. I summon all my possible ab strength to push against him. Into him.

‘Fuck!’ he yells. ‘Fuck. Oh my God. You’re—fuck. Yes, baby. Yes. Jesus.’

As he stills, his head drops forward with exhaustion and triumph and hopefully satisfaction, but he grins and looks at me through his eyelashes.

‘You little beauty. You amazing, sexy-as-fuck little beauty.’

‘That was incredible,’ I whisper, staring at him through the haze of cartoon stars and birds circling round my head right now. My breath is ragged. I don’t know what the fuck just went down, and I’m pretty sure I can’t take credit for any of it. All I did was just lie there and let Theo Montague dole out orgasms.

He waggles his finger at me. ‘Don’t move.’

I flinch as he eases himself out of me and trots into the bathroom. He’s back a minute later, pulling the pillows out from under my bum and dragging me up the bed to a dry patch.

I lie in the crook of his arm, my nose pressed to the hairs on his chest, which is exactly where it wants to be. I need to pull some IQ points from somewhere. I need to—focus. I struggle up onto one arm and gaze down at him. At that face on the pillow. That lazy smile, the one that says I’m fucked (in the best way).

‘I should—um.’ I point in the direction of the main hotel. I’m sure there’s something I should be doing, but my brain isn’t playing ball.

‘Nice try, gorgeous.’ He pulls me down and into his arms, throwing a heavy, hairy leg over me for good measure. ‘Now we sleep. Then we go again.’

The outrageous concept of again whirrs around in my head as I lose consciousness, my face pressed between Theo’s pecs.


CHAPTER 26
Theo



If Nora Wilder thinks I’m letting her out of my sight for even a second today, she’s a lot less smart than I thought. Because that stuff, in our suite, was so far off the orgasm charts that I’m amazed I’m functioning. The first time, I came so hard, my vision went black. The second time was slower, lazier, but hot as fuck. For me, anyway.

From the second she threw that towel at me, I was a goner. I can’t believe any of it just happened.

That fuck me look in her eyes when she said I give up.

My first glimpse when I untied that robe and saw her body.

The memory of her, sitting on that bench, legs spread just for me, beautiful pussy waiting, letting me hose her down. Get her off with the spray. Her head thrown back. It was the fantasy I wasn’t smart enough to dream up before. But it’s my new favourite fantasy.

The taste of her when I finally got to lick her. To suck her.

And then, the moment that blew it all away: shooting my load inside her while she writhed and shuddered and cried out right there in front of me.

I knew it.

I fucking knew she was wilder at heart than she’d ever let anyone believe.

Than she’d ever let herself believe.

But I had no clue she’d be that hungry. Needy. And so bloody responsive. Allowing me to play her body like that. To feast on it. To coax three orgasms out of her.

So, no. Nora Wilder does not get to move today.

Because I’m addicted.

At least I’m not the only one acting like I’ve been clubbed over the head. We’re both grinning like idiots when we finally surface. When we make it to breakfast, the communal table is already full. Even Margot and Stephen beat us to it, though the hangdog look on my brother’s face as he shovels croissants and cold meats into his mouth tells me he won’t be the life and soul today.

I slap him on the shoulder as we round the table. ‘Happy with your life choices, mate?’

‘Fuck off, you smug twat,’ he mutters as he grabs his cup of coffee.

I’m starving, and massively dehydrated. A run and two rounds of sex will do that for you. The shady terrace where we’re having breakfast smells like amazing: that unmistakable French smell of coffee and pastries and flowers and soil and skinny French cigarettes.

I pull out a chair for Nora and sink down into mine, scooting it as close to hers as possible, wrapping my arm around her and grazing her temple with my lips as she sinks lazily against me, her hand caressing my thigh. I can’t get enough of her smell. Her skin. When I look up, Miles is staring at me weirdly.

‘You all right, mate?’

‘Never better. Nora and I had a nice, long sleep. Didn’t we, sweetheart?’

Nora’s fingers dig into my thigh. She’s probably mortified, but this is very standard brotherly banter.

Miles and Saoirse exchange glances.

‘I can tell.’ He pops a piece of fruit in his mouth and raises his eyebrows at me.

‘Plan for today?’ I enquire perkily. I’m in such a good mood that if they told me we’d be spending the day chasing escapee sheep in the sweltering midday sun, I’d be down with it.

Nora clears her throat. ‘There’s a walk around the old town this morning for whoever wants to join. The plan is to check out the Cocteau frescoes and soak up the atmosphere.’

That sounds boring as fuck. I think I’ll just hang here with her and sleep off our fuck-fest, and maybe⁠—

‘I can’t wait to see them,’ she says. ‘They’re supposed to be stunning.’

FFS. Suppose I’m going to soak up some culture, then.

‘Then lunch at Paloma Beach, and we’ll spend the afternoon there,’ Saoirse offers.

A cheer goes up from the Montague and Percival men. Paloma’s an old haunt of ours. Great location with free-flowing, very cold rosé and fresh-as-fuck seafood. What more could a guy want, aside from a beautiful woman by his side to enjoy it all with? I really am a lucky fucker.
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Like a needy puppy who worships its owner because she is the source of all treats, and spends all its time trying to please her (again, because she is the source of all treats), I spend the day ingratiating myself with Nora.

It’s not that I hope she’ll suddenly drag me into an alleyway and give me a blow job (though I could roll with that, and blow jobs definitely work far better to incentivise me than bones or doggie biscuits).

No.

It’s a little more complicated than that.

Because it seems my stupid puppy brain is fairly easily pleased. Now I know what it’s like to make her happy, to have her trust me, to have her smile her most open smile and scream my name and to see those gorgeous, hypnotic Disney eyes go glassy on me, I just want another fix. Everything I do is to get even a fraction of the dopamine hits she’s been shooting into my bloodstream all morning.

So, before we head into town, I beg a guidebook from the hotel’s receptionist and regale the group with Jean Cocteau trivia on the stroll.

And when we get to the Villa Santo Sospir, I’m able to tell Nora that Cocteau described his frescoes on these walls as ‘tattoos’. They are genuinely pretty cool—like fancy graffiti. It turns out Cocteau was quite good fun—he and his boyfriend ended up shacking up with the villa’s female owner and not really leaving for twelve years, during which period they shared their little menage with houseguests from the Picassos to Yves Saint Laurent.

Sounds a bit more sophisticated than the version of a threesome I managed.

‘It’s fascinating, isn’t it?’ Nora says. ‘They led such a glamorous life. You can tell this was a house for fun.’ She’s right. The stories these ‘tattooed’ walls could tell. And knowing the backstory means the villa makes far more of an impression on me than it would have if I’d sauntered in blind.

Damn her.

Still, my fake-girlfriend-with-uber-real-benefits has a dreamy smile on her face as she wanders around that I recognise as inspiration. This part of the world always inspires me. Mainly to make more money, because everyone’s so dripping in it. But it’s not hard to be moved by a place so beautiful, with such a perfect climate, the best of nature’s bounty, and an inimitable style.

We so should buy a hotel here.

What makes me really happy, though, is that it’s not just my attempts to play ball on the cultural front that seem to do the trick with Nora. My admittedly constant PDA finds a much warmer reception today than usual. Not a huge surprise, given she let me put my cock inside her earlier. But when I hold her hand, hug her, kiss her, whether in front of the others or in a quiet corner, she not only takes it, but she smiles and flops against me and looks at me with memory in her eyes and even initiates contact.

She kisses me. Grabs my hand. Leans into me like it’s the most natural thing in the world.

And I’ll take that. All of it, thank you.
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The scene at Paloma is as cracking as ever. We’ve been coming here for years, partying until the early hours with gorgeous European heiresses and socialites and models. These boards that straddle the stony beach could tell some tales. But it turns out, this visit is right up there with the best of them.

The Cote d’Azur does early summer well. A characteristic light breeze is blowing. The sky is its trademark azure. And the rosé begins to flow as soon as we arrive. The owners welcome us with hugs and double kisses, and coo over Saoirse, leggy and gorgeous in a white mini dress. The smile on my brother’s face is so wide he may pull some cheek muscles, and for the millionth time I give silent thanks to his fiancée for transforming this grumpy fucker into someone more amenable.

Lunch, at a long, white-clothed table overlooking the sea, is a feast. Snapper and langoustines, grilled to perfection, the simplest and tastiest tomato salad, and obscene amounts of deep-fried, ricotta-stuffed courgette flowers, washed down by plenty of Rock Angel. It’s a tradition that gives me great pleasure, but the kick I get from knowing Nora is experiencing all this for the first time is something else.

The arm I’ve draped lazily over the back of her chair lifts so I can brush her shoulder through the gauzy white cover-up she’s wearing for lunch.

‘How’s the food?’

‘Incredible.’ She brushes the hairs on my thigh with her free hand. ‘I can’t believe how fresh this snapper is. It’s melting in my mouth.’

‘It’s insane, isn’t it? And these courgette flowers are dangerous.’

‘Absolutely lethal. How many times have you been here?’

I think. ‘North of fifteen, probably.’

She raises her eyebrows in amusement. ‘It must be tough being you, Theo.’

It’s a fair dig. Yeah, my family pisses me off, and they don’t take me seriously enough. But come on. They’re all first world problems. Because I live a charmed life.’

Instead of laughing it off, I say, ‘I do appreciate it, you know. Not sure how I got so lucky. Do you know this neck of the woods well?’

‘Cap Ferrat? No. Elle’s taken me to the south of France for a couple of mini breaks before, over the years. She’s so sweet and generous. But we usually hole up in some crazily expensive and discreet hotel. Which is amazing, obviously. But the beach club thing hasn’t been an option for her for quite a while. I love the vibe here.’

‘It’s so special, isn’t it?’ I look around, seeing it through her eyes. The sheltered cove. The large, smooth pebbles making up the beach. The rows of sun loungers interspersed with crude wooden walkways. The simple white parasols. The light. The intoxicating scent of seafood and sun cream. The tinkle of laughter and the music of rapid French being spoken. ‘I always try to analyse what makes it work so well, what the secret formula is.’

She twists around in her chair to survey the scene better. ‘It’s weird, because it’s a very aspirational place, but in a low-key way. It’s like everyone’s stinking rich, but they flock here for great, simple food and wine that they can eat in their swimming trunks with a t-shirt chucked on top.’

‘That’s the endless irony of wealth,’ I tell her. ‘You make billions and buy a yacht so you can come and eat snapper barefoot and enjoy the so-called simple life, and pay hundreds of euros for the privilege. It’s what resorts like this, and the Amalfi Coast and St Barths, are built on.’

She sighs. ‘Exactly. And it confuses me. Because I don’t know if it makes me want to succeed, or jack it all in and buy a beach hut.’

I tighten my arm around her. ‘I suspect some combination of the two is ideal. You and I would get bored doing this every day, sweetheart.’

‘Yeah.’ She smiles up into my face. ‘I suppose I’ll just enjoy it while I’m here.’

From the chats we’ve had over our laptops in my flat at night, I know Nora doesn’t make a huge amount from her wedding planning business. It’s growing, and she has a small, flexible team, and Miles and Saoirse’s wedding should open the door to more big-budget opportunities, but she won’t be retiring to Cap Ferrat any time soon. Her sole focus is putting money aside for a deposit on a flat.

Her light-hearted dig about my charmed life comes back to me. It’s not fair. She works harder than me, but she wasn’t born with my silver spoon. From the colour she’s given me on her upbringing, it’s clear she’s had far less of a head start than me. She’s done amazingly well, but she has her eye on the prize, and that’s home ownership, and she doesn’t get to fritter money away on overpriced beach clubs. Not like me, Miles, Stephen and the Percivals.

While we’re sitting here, in this magical bubble, our skin touching, it’s easy to forget that what we have is just as temporary as this beach holiday is. Which is why I have to make a real effort to swallow what I want to say to her and keep it locked inside me instead.

Don’t worry, baby. I’ll bring you back here sometime soon.


CHAPTER 27
Nora



Heaven is lying under a parasol on a French beach, my body sinking into a thick mattress, aided by the amount of food I’ve just consumed. I’m on my stomach, my eyelids pleasantly heavy after a few glasses of rosé, and my cheek resting on my hands as the sea laps on the pebbles in front of me and pretty white yachts dot its sparkling surface in the distance.

Heaven is also having a very hot, almost naked man, who could definitely pass for a Frenchman if he didn’t open his mouth, beside me. He’s lost the sexy linen shirt and baseball cap he wore at lunch, and his lithe, tanned, hairy body in pale blue swimming trunks is the only thing standing between me and sleep right now, because perving at him is even better than dosing.

He seems to be feeling the same way, because he reaches across the tiny space between our beds—they really do pack ‘em in here—and plucks at the bikini string across my back.

‘Need any sun cream?’ His fingers play with the knot of my bikini. His mirrored aviators mean I can’t see his eyes, but I suspect they’re twinkling with mischief.

My mouth twists in amusement. ‘No thanks,’ I tell him airily. ‘I’m in the shade, as you can see.’

He tuts. ‘Those pesky UV rays can get you even in the shade. Better safe than sorry.’

He’s incorrigible. I roll my eyes. ‘Go on, then.’

I scoot over a little on my bed so he can plant his gorgeous ass on the mattress.

‘I’m going to untie your bikini top. Don’t want any marks.’

‘Sure you don’t.’

‘You know,’ he says conversationally, ‘a lot of the women here are topless. So don’t be shy.’

He’s right. There are plenty of boobs on display. I snigger. ‘Yeah. The topless women are all French. I’m not going to get my boobs out in front of all your friends. Nice try, though.’

‘Shame.’ He squirts some sun cream into his hands, rubs them together, and hits my back. Mmm. The sensation of the cool, slippery cream on my warm skin is wonderful. Not quite as wonderful as the fact that it’s Theo’s hands working up and down my back in smooth, even strokes.

My body already knows how skilful those hands are. What effect their touch can have on me. And it’s becoming apparent that this session is less sun cream application, more massage.

Theo shifts on the bed next to me and his face appears right next to mine. He whispers in my ear, his breath hot and his voice low and rough.

‘Touching your skin like this is making me hard.’

A finger traces down my back, over the fabric covering one of my bum cheeks.

‘I can’t tell you how much I want to get up on this bed, and pull you up by this tight little ass, and yank down these sexy little bottoms, and get you on your hands and knees, and fuck you from behind.’

My body clearly doesn’t get the memo from my brain that this is an impossibility on a busy beach, because it springs to life as enthusiastically and needily as a spaniel puppy. One of the sexiest things about Theo is how he knows what he wants and he just comes right out with it. In ways I’d never, ever be brave enough to do.

And what he wants is me.

On my hands and knees.

Oh, God. Why is that so ridiculously hot?

You’d think after three orgasms earlier, I’d be less responsive. But it’s precisely because my body knows the devastation this guy is capable of, that it’s rallying and signing up for round four. And this is coming from someone who has very mixed feelings about being taken from behind.

I moan just loudly enough for him to hear it. ‘Theo.’

His hand slides down over my bum to clamp around my thigh as he moves his face enough to hit my mouth with his. He licks my top lip.

‘I want to fuck you so badly. Let me fuck you in the sea.’

‘No.’

‘We can be discreet.’

‘No, we can’t. Anyway, the last thing the Med needs is yet another condom floating around in it.’

His hand slides dangerously close to the area between my thighs.

‘Are you as turned on right now as I am, baby?’

I exhale. ‘Yes.’ It’s the combination of his dirty words and something about being practically naked, his skin on mine. Like we’re so close to being naked already that we may as well go the whole hog.

His lips graze my ear. ‘If we can’t fuck in the sea, we can make each other come, at least.’

I freeze, because even though it’s another outrageous suggestion from Mr Cavalier, it’s tempting. I want his skin on mine. I want him to touch me. Properly.

As if he can read my mind, he keeps going. ‘I want to touch you. I want to slide my fingers inside that bikini and make you come on them. I want to pinch your nipples so hard. And no one will see. We’ll go far enough out that it’ll just look like we’re kissing.’ The final blow. ‘Besides, this is France. I reckon if we’re not at it, everyone else is.’

Okay. He’s the best salesman ever. He definitely knows how to close a deal. Because I want his fingers on my nipples. Inside my bikini bottoms. Inside me.

I take a deep breath. ‘As long as you let me wrap my hand around that gorgeous dick of yours,’ I murmur, feeling beyond brave. It must be the rosé, allowing me to lose my inhibitions. To talk dirty, which is something I never do. Ever.

Theo’s teeth close over my earlobe and nip. ‘Fuck, yes. Get in the sea, you little minx.’

So I reach behind me, and tie my top back up, and follow him in.

The sea is pleasant, but not warm. Once we’ve waded in deep enough to submerge ourselves, we take the plunge. Theo throws himself under in a dive, whereas I brace and duck. Bloody hell, it’s fresh. My nipples instantly ping into hard little balls.

Theo surfaces and takes my hand, leading me further out.

‘Can you still stand?’

‘Just about,’ I tell him.

‘Okay, then.’ He halts and turns to me, grabbing me under the bum and lifting me into his arms. His erection bobs against me. I’m not sure how he made it across the beach like that.

We’re out far enough to have left the majority of swimmers behind. There are another few couples around, but no one near enough to matter. And I couldn’t really give a shit, anyway, because Theo puts one hand to the back of my head and pulls me in for a kiss.

It’s the first time I’ve kissed him properly since we left our room this morning, and there’s a hunger there. A greed. A certain knowledge of just how good this is going to get. I take his tongue and suck it as I grind my pelvis downwards against his erection. I revel in the warmth of his mouth, the fact that the water makes his body as cool and hard as marble, and the fact that he’s as enthusiastic about this as I am.

I’m a chronic dieter gorging herself. That’s what kissing Theo feels like, especially surrounded by blue sky and sea. Indulgent. Delicious. This guy may be a serial womaniser, but I’ve got to hand it to him. He definitely commits to the moment. He’s making me feel like the only woman on the planet, the way he’s kissing me. Gliding his free hand, the one that’s not glued to my bum, all over my skin. Twisting the long, wet hair that floats around me into a wet rope.

Adoring me.

Our kiss gathers heat, our lips sucking at each other’s lips and tongues, our breath hot.

Sliding.

Gasping.

Clashing.

Theo fingers the tie at the side of my bikini bottoms.

‘I wish I could take these off.’ His voice is low. Urgent.

I groan and press against him. ‘Me too. But no way am I losing my bikini in the sea.’

‘Later.’ It sounds like a threat.

His hand moves between us and he palms my breast, rubbing in a slow, agonising circle over my cold, needy nipple. I bite down on his beautiful, full bottom lip and dig my nails into his shoulders as the heat builds against where his dick is pressing. It’s only been a few hours since I’ve been properly intimate with this man, but he’s proven quite decisively that he can master my body.

Theo pulls away enough that we can make eye contact, and the grin he shoots me is dirty enough to make all my lady parts clench in anticipation.

‘Keep your arms and legs around me,’ he says. ‘I’m going to need both hands for this. I want to touch as much of you as I possibly can, you gorgeous little thing.’

‘Okay, but I need to hold you too.’ I release one hand from his shoulder and lower it to the waistband of his trunks. I glide a couple of fingers inside and brush his wet, swollen tip.

He sucks in a breath. ‘Fuck, sweetheart.’

‘Let’s come together,’ I tell him, loving the way my words cause him to bite down on his lip.

‘Better idea. See who comes first,’ he huffs out.

Game.

On.

As I race to free that rock-hard cock from his shorts, tugging them down a bit over his deliciously hard bum, he pinches both my nipples and rolls them between his fingers and thumbs, hard. Desire spikes fast and thick through my body. I let Theo shove the flimsy triangles of my bikini up over my breasts to get unfettered access to my cold skin.

His fingers are rhythmical.

Relentless.

I’m so close to coming already it’s not even funny. I kiss Theo hungrily and grope blindly in his shorts for his dick. God, it’s such a turn-on holding him in my hand. He’s so fucking big. The skin of his shaft is satiny smooth. I run my thumb down his slit and he jolts as his tongue thrusts harder in my mouth.

The water’s affording us enough buoyancy that I can easily keep my legs around him and my other hand curled around the back of his neck, toying with the wet strands of hair I love so much. I begin to pump him slowly up and down, my hand a vice around his arousal. I want it to feel as relentless for him as it does for me. I want it to build for him like it’s building for me, to spiral towards a crazy climax that engulfs us both.

Theo releases one of my nipples and tugs my bikini bottoms aside, finding my bare flesh, and the relief when he presses down on my clit is so massive that I practically orgasm there and then.

‘Fuck.’ I grab at his hair. ‘Theo.’

‘That feel good?’ he mutters. ‘You’re so swollen for me, baby. God, you feel amazing.’ He slides a couple of fingers inside me and inhales through his teeth. ‘Jesus, you’re warm inside. So warm. So tight. So fucking gorgeous. I want to fuck you so badly.’

‘I want you, too.’ I pump faster. ‘So much. I want it harder.’

‘I’ll give it to you as hard as you want,’ he growls, ‘as long as you do, too. Make me believe that hand of yours is your little pussy, squeezing me tighter and tighter as I fuck you so hard you lose your mind.’

Dear Lord, can this guy talk dirty, and who the hell knew it would turn me on as much as his mouth and hands and dick? I up the pace of my hand, pumping him as hard as I can, my forehead pressing desperately to his as I grit my teeth and attempt to ride out this orgasm building inside me as Theo’s thumb circles and circles and his fingers—I think there are three inside me now—thrust and thrust and thrust. I’m a bit sore from earlier, but the pressure, the fullness, feels so incredible that my body takes his rough movements willingly.

There’s no finesse. Neither of us is holding back with our hands on each other or with our reactions to each other’s hands. My legs are spread as wide as I can get them, and my entire between-the-legs area is glowing and pulsing and burning, the cold water making it even more sensitive, adding an extra thrill to my poor, tortured nerve endings. We’re both breathing hard, the effort of keeping the noise of our pants and groans down adding to the struggle as we battle for our sanity.

Theo’s hand on my nipple is still tweaking and pinching, and the combined assault on my senses is too much. I drop my head and nuzzle into his neck as I hold myself open to him and work him as hard as I can. He’s so close. When I swipe my hands over his balls, they’re high and taut, and his dick is trembling against my palm.

‘I’m going to come,’ I groan into his neck.

‘Good girl, baby. Come on my fingers.’ His words are gruff. Staccato. ‘Come on me, now. I can’t hold off either. Your tight little hand is too fucking good at this.’

I stretch my legs open just a tiny bit more, to greedily take every drop of sensation Theo’s magic fingers are offering me, and as I explode in a swirling mass of heat and touch and colour, I bite down on the delicious skin of his neck. It’s the best gag ever. I writhe in his arms in a haze of euphoria as he continues to rub mercilessly at the most sensitive spots on my body, and to push those long, clever fingers deep inside me. That gorgeous dick of his swells impossibly more and convulses violently, and then he’s emptying himself into the Mediterranean Sea as he unleashes a string of filth aimed at me and sucks at my shoulder.

When I’m sure he’s done, I release him and wrap both my arms around his neck. My legs tighten around his bare ass as he pulls me into a hug so tight I can barely breathe. My bikini top is trapped between us, floating on the surface of the water and held in place by its neck tie. We both let out huge, shuddery breaths.

‘Holy fuck, sweetheart.’ Theo smooths my hair down over my back and kisses up the side of my head, over my ear.

‘Mmm.’ I’m not capable of much more. My hand does lazy laps of his firm, muscular back.

‘Remember when I tried you tell you we’d be hot as fuck together?’ He chuckles softly in my ear.

‘I didn’t doubt it for a second.’ I pull my head off his shoulder with difficulty and gaze at that gorgeous face. It turns out that face is even better when softened by an orgasm. ‘That was precisely why I was avoiding you like the plague, Mr Danger.’

‘Damn right,’ he growls, but his eyes are soft as they search my face. He opens his mouth as if he wants to say something else, but clamps it shut again and raises a gentle hand to brush my hair off my face. He shakes his head. ‘You’re even more beautiful after you’ve come, you know that?’

Weird.

The guy’s a mind reader.

And I’m not sure what to do with that compliment. What to do when Mr Wham Bam Thank You Ma’am doesn’t bolt, but instead stands there in the Med, looking at me in a way that makes my insides melt. That makes me want to kiss the heck out of him. Which is precisely what I do.

It’s no surprise to either of us that once we’ve got our relevant items of clothing covering our key body parts once again, and walked hand-in-hand, loose-limbed and light, back to our sun loungers, we’re both out cold in post-orgasm comas within minutes.


CHAPTER 28
Theo



‘Theo.”

I glance up from admiring how my fingers look entwined with Nora’s slim ones on her thigh. Miles, like us, is showered and dressed for dinner. His hair is still damp, and he’s holding two goldfish-bowl glasses of what’s presumably G&T.

‘What’s up?’

He jerks his head towards the pool. ‘Fancy a drink and a chat?’

I can count on one hand the times my older brother has pulled me aside or shown me any interest in the past couple of years.

Nora extricates her hand and nudges me with her shoulder. ‘Go for it. I’ll go find the girls. We were being a bit antisocial, anyway.’

Jimmy and Eddie materialise behind Miles like they’ve caught the scent of a soon-to-be-lone female. Eddie winks at me. ‘Or we can keep her company.’

I stiffen. ‘Stay the fuck away from my girlfriend, you twats.’

Look. I know she’s not my girlfriend, okay? But she’s the woman I’m having a shitload of naked fun with right now, and no one else gets to touch her.

Or even look at her.

Eddie laughs. ‘I’m sure Nora can speak for herself. You’ll tell us where to go if you don’t like our chat, won’t you, Nora?’

My magnificent fake girlfriend tosses her hair over her shoulder. I gaze at her red mouth longingly. She looks incredible this evening. Her dress is simple—black, stretchy and totally strapless, ending halfway down her calves. It has some kind of gathering going on down the sides that shows off her knockout figure to absolute perfection. And don’t get me started on her skin. Lightly tanned, glowing from the body lotion I conscientiously applied to every inch of her beautiful body in our room, and so fucking lickable I can’t even⁠—

I won’t lie. I feel weird about leaving her with these douches, even for a few minutes. I’ve been dying to get my brother to myself, to bend his ear, but after the day Nora and I have had, I just want to keep her close. Especially because I know this little bubble we’re in, of being here together in one of my favourite parts of the world, will burst in twenty-four hours.

This afternoon in the sea was one of the hottest moments of my life. After all the sexual tension and aborted kisses and cat-and-mouse of the past few weeks, the mere fact of getting each other off so furiously, so desperately, was fucking smoking.

Not to mention, I had her shaking and moaning and coming apart on my fingers in the middle of the sea. She’s been so standoffish for the most part, up until now, so to be able to lure her into the sea with zero false pretences, only a straight-up proposition of what I wanted us to do to each other, was hot as fuck.

She’s ditched the games.

She’s given herself over to the inevitable between us.

She’s yielded to me.

And rather than making me run for the hills, it makes me want to stick to her like glue. To hold her tightly. To capitalise on this insane chemistry between us.

That’s what it is. Right? Chemistry. Pheromones. We’re drunk on each other’s bodies. On the way we can make each other feel.

It’s nothing more than that.

Anyway, if this conversation with Miles gets the ball rolling in my favour, and I uphold my end of the bargain and get her ex back for her, we’ll both be going our separate ways soon. So I’d better get used to it.

The idea makes my stomach heave.

‘I’ll tell you exactly where to go,’ Nora says now to the Percivals and pats me on the thigh. I relax. My girl can look after herself around these twats.

‘Let’s do it,’ I tell Miles. I brush my lips down the side of Nora’s face and drop a kiss on her jaw. ‘See you shortly, gorgeous. Don’t take any crap from these animals.’

‘Jesus Christ, leave the poor woman alone,’ Jimmy drawls as I follow Miles, sticking my middle finger up behind me.

‘This is a new side to you, mate.’ He hands me a G&T.

‘How do you mean?’ I know exactly what he means, but it makes me uncomfortable, for some reason.

‘Loved up. Attentive. Adoring. You’re like the Nora Wilder fan club.’

‘Fuck off.’

‘Don’t get me wrong. It’s cool. She’s a cracking girl, and I like seeing you like this. It’s how I feel about Saoirse, after all. It’s good to know my little bro is falling for a good woman, too.’

‘I’m not falling for her.’ I stick my face in the glass. It’s delicious—ice-cold and tangy, garnished with a huge wedge of pink grapefruit.

‘Could have fooled me. You can’t keep your hands off her. Or your eyes. When you guys crashed out on the loungers earlier, you had one big sweaty leg and one arm over the poor girl. She must have been sweltering. You can’t leave her alone for a second.’

This is news to me. We’d pushed our beds together when we came out from our sex-fest in the sea, but I didn’t know I’d draped my limbs all over her while I slept. And that’s having not even spent a night together yet as a couple. No pillow down the middle of the bed tonight.

I’ll probably glue myself to her all night.

Spoon her.

Inhale her.

Fall asleep with my arms full of her and rock her awake in the morning against my hard-on. Just like I wanted to do this morning. God, I can’t wait to entangle myself with her for a whole⁠—

‘Anyway.’ Miles sits down heavily on a lounger and gestures to me to do the same. The pool is mirror-still in front of us, the sea sparkling pink-gold in the distance. It’s spectacular. ‘I didn’t pull you away from your Siamese twin so we could talk about your love life.’

‘What then?’ I grunt.

He shifts and holds out his glass. ‘Cheers, mate. Good to have you here.’

‘Good to be here.’

We clink. Avoid eye contact. God forbid I should share a meaningful moment with my brother.

‘Anyway.’ He clears his throat. ‘Dad mentioned you had some ideas for Manhattan. He suggested I get more detail off you.’

I perk up. Now’s the perfect time for my pitch. Miles is relaxed. More pliable than usual.

‘Did he tell you what I proposed?’

‘Not really. Something about a membership club. But go for it. Because, honestly, I’m tearing my hair out.’

This isn’t the Miles I know. Admitting vulnerability? He’d rather let hell freeze over. I throw him a bone.

‘Well, at least my ideas can’t be worse than what Kurt’s been doing.’

‘It’s been a hell of a challenging time, these past couple of years,’ Miles says feebly. ‘He’s done his best.’

I raise my eyebrows.

‘Okay, yeah, he’s a useless fucking tool.’ Miles coughs out a laugh and shakes his head.

‘Thank you.’ I widen my legs, rest an elbow on my knee. ‘So the way I see it is…’

I lay it all out for him. The vision I have. I know that while Miles is forward-thinking, he always protects his downside when he’s experimenting. Something he says he picked up from the ultimate diversifier, Richard Branson. So I know how I need to frame this for him. How to ignite that entrepreneurial excitement while reassuring him that the risks are explicitly ring-fenced.

Allowing Battery Park and Madison to stick to their core customers while using the SoHo asset as our test site.

Approaching SoHo as a valuable but flexible asset, rather than a hotel by default.

Treating every storey as its own opportunity that should work as hard as possible, rather than lumping the building into one homogenous site.

Brainstorming on diversifying revenue streams away from tourism and business, so if international travel screeches to a halt again, we still have a viable business on our hands.

Homing in on structural trends like the rise of entrepreneurship, social media and flexible working so Montague Group can carve out a piece of that wallet share.

Exploiting my connections among the wealthy, powerful, younger generation Manhattanites, and identifying exactly what would be required to entice them to our hotel.

Using the positive cash flow of having founding members for a members’ club to part-finance and de-risk any big-budget remodelling we’d need to undertake.

Keeping in our back pocket the idea of turning entire floors of our buildings into lavish serviced apartments should hotel occupancy rates remain structurally lower.

It’s a high-level pitch, but the more I warm to my theme, the more the vision makes sense to me. I know this is the way to go. I can feel it in my bones.

I have Miles’ attention the whole way through. He’s sitting forward, taking the odd sip of his drink, expression rapt.

‘Do you have any of this down on paper?’

‘Yeah. I do, actually.’

‘Numbers?’

‘A few headlines. I don’t have the details—I’d need help with forecasting the CapEx.’ I’m a big-picture guy, not a numbers guy. My strength is the vision. The enthusiasm. Figuring out what kind of capital expenditure we’d need, and how to finance that, is not my bag.

‘Fair enough.’ Miles is quiet for a moment. ‘Look. I really like it, mate. I’ve been thinking about some of those ideas myself, especially the club, but not as… cohesively as that.’ He rubs his forehead. ‘I mean, that’s a big, bold vision, but God knows, we need to reinvent the wheel. Because what we’ve got isn’t working. The CapEx would be key, as would lost revenues due to disruption. We’d probably have to close SoHo down for a year or two if we wanted to do something drastic with the building.’

‘Yeah. I thought we might. Is that a deal breaker?’

‘I dunno. It’s one hell of a pivot. But honestly, if the curveball of the past couple of years has taught us anything, it’s that doing the same old shit as always won’t work.’

‘Makes sense. We could talk to Evelyn about how she’s managed the membership side of Sorrel Farm. They’ve done a cracking job there.’

‘I’d love to pick her brains,’ he admits. ‘It’s a spectacular outfit she’s running. I’d love to see under the hood, wouldn’t you?’

‘Fuck, yeah.’

We each take a sip of our drinks. I eye my brother up. He’s animated and receptive in a way he isn’t often with me. He’s speaking to me like we’re equals. Like I have something valuable to say. To contribute to The Montague Group.

He eyes me right back. ‘Am I right in thinking this is something you’re interested in running with?’

I suck in a breath. Damn right he is. ‘Yeah. I’ve been stewing over it for a while now. It’s like a puzzle. So many moving parts. A lot of crap to deal with. But a lot of potential, too. So yeah. I’m very interested, to be honest. Obviously as part of an expert team, because the numbers and the execution aren’t my skill set.’

He examines his glass, rolling it one way and then the other as it catches the evening light.

‘And how does Nora feel about this?’

‘What do you mean? She’s… she’s been really supportive. She’s even helped me with the business plan.’

‘But is she willing to move to New York with you?’

I swallow. Push down the nausea rising from my belly.

‘Come on, mate. We’ve only been dating a month. It’s too early to have that kind of conversation with her.’

She’s not mine. If she gets what she wants out of this, the Atlantic has nothing on the immovable barriers we put up between us.

‘A month for you is like a golden anniversary for most people, mate. I can see you’re serious about this girl. Take it from me. Don’t fuck up what you have with her for the sake of a job opportunity.’

‘Who are you, and what have you done with my brother?’ The old Miles would have said the precise opposite. Forget the girl. Focus on the opportunity. It’s so ironic that he thinks he’s looking out for me, when in reality he’s twisting the knife further. ‘Just—leave that stuff to me. Okay? I’ll talk to her.’

He relents. ‘Fine. Why don’t you put something together in a bit more detail? Something we can present to Mum and Dad. It needs enough meat on its bones to reel them in. Someone on the FD’s team can help you pull together some high-level financial forecasts. Book some time in with Jonathan Holmes this week. That’s exactly the kind of thing he’s there for.’

I freeze.

‘I don’t think⁠—’

‘Come off it, mate. I’m sure you can both be grown-ups about this. He dated her before. You’re with her now. He’s moved on. It’s water under the bridge.’

He can’t possibly know how untrue that is. She wants him back.

She wants him back.

It makes my flesh crawl to think about it. I should be able to walk into a meeting with him and be smug as fuck, because I got her.

But she’s only mine on loan.

He doesn’t even know it, but as far as she’s concerned, she belongs to him.

I told her I’d give her anything she wanted, and if I’m to prove to her that I’m a man of honour, I have to find a way to give her what she wants most of all.

A future.

With that pathetic twat.

Safety.

Or what she perceives as safety, anyway.

Even if it kills me to give it to her.

But she’s mine for now. For tonight, in any case.


CHAPTER 29
Nora



When Jimmy’s inane questions and innuendos about my relationship with Theo get too much, I not-so-politely excuse myself and try Elle from my room. I have no idea what she was up to this weekend, but she and Josh are like a couple of octogenarians when they’re not shooting, so I figure I’m in with a shot.

Sure enough, she answers on the first ring.

‘Whatcha doing?’ I ask.

‘Eating gluten-free tacos that Josh made. Watching This Is Us. I can’t believe it’s the final season.’

‘I know. It’s unthinkable. Hey, any chance Josh knows Justin or Milo?’

‘I can ask him. Does that mean you’re still holding out on my dear cousin? How’s it going out there, anyway?’

Dammit. Now I have to confess the actual reason for my call. ‘Um. About that.’

A sharp intake of breath. ‘You shagged him, didn’t you?’

I sigh. ‘There may have been... penetration, yeah.’

She screams. ‘Oh my God! Oh my God! This is so exciting, Nor! Josh, pause it.’ There’s a scuffling sound. ‘I’m leaving the room so you can tell me everything.’

‘You really don’t want all the details, believe me.’

‘Try me. How many times? When? Where?’

I pinch the bridge of my nose and mentally run through how to give my dear friend enough details to make her happy without betraying Theo’s confidence too much. He may be Mr Casual Sex, but I doubt he wants his cousin knowing everything.

‘Did he pressure you into it?’ she asks before I can go into the specifics. ‘He’s like a dog with a bone, that guy.’

‘No, he didn’t. We had a very heated kiss in the pool yesterday evening, but he didn’t try anything last night. I had to share a bed with him, though, and I barely slept a wink. I just really, really fancy him, Elle. So this morning when he came back from his run, I jumped on him, and he dragged me into the shower. And the rest is history. We haven’t really stopped since.’

Elle sucks in a breath. ‘This is beyond exciting. Please tell me it was good. Because he definitely acts as though he’s God’s gift to women, so it would be disappointing if he didn’t know what to do with his body parts.’

I take a sip of my champagne. ‘I can confirm that every ounce of your dear cousin’s loathsome self confidence is totally justified. The guy is ridiculous. Every body part is a master of its craft. It’s like he’s been to Sex School or something. Cunnilingus College. Dick doctorate. I have had four orgasms today, Ellery Hart. Four. Four orgasms is like, a decent month, usually. Or a really good fortnight. Not a good twelve hours, for fuck’s sake. Oh, and one of them was in the sea.’

‘You had sex in the sea?’ She’s so loud I’m convinced Josh will hear her.

‘Shush. No, but we fooled around, and oh my God, it was hot as hell.’

‘I am gobsmacked. I really am. I don’t know this girl who has orgasms in the sea with a dark and dodgy man. But I really, really like her.’

‘Hey. You told me you and Josh got hot and heavy in the sea on your first date.’

‘We just dry humped. Or wet humped, I suppose. I saved the main event for, like, another few hours. Until he’d bought me dinner.’

I laugh so hard a bit of my champagne sloshes over the rim of the glass. I put the glass down.

‘Nor?’ Elle asks when our laughter has subsided. ‘Are you okay, though? This is a big deal for you. I hope Theo appreciates how big, because I do. I know you don’t randomly have sex with people. Are you… I don’t want to sound patronising, but are you managing to enjoy it without spiralling? Or is this giving you second thoughts about everything? About’—I hear the pause in her voice before she addresses the elephant in the room—‘getting back with Jonathan?’

I smooth my palm down my dress, because this is the singular issue that’s so massive it feels existential. If I allowed myself to think about it, that is. If my brain wasn’t too orgasm-addled to allow myself some perspective.

Because sex with Theo is the best I’ve ever had.

It’s like I’m existing on a different level of consciousness today from what I knew was possible yesterday.

I get it now. What people mean when they talk about game-changing sex.

Life-changing sex.

The kind of sex that makes them prioritise it over everything else. Do crazy shit to get their next fix.

But that’s not me.

At least, it wasn’t me yesterday.

‘Look.’ I stall. Try again. ‘Ugh. I can’t even think straight, okay? I’m—I’m in some kind of orgasm haze. I’m not sure which way is up.’

‘I know, sweetie.’

‘And it’s just happened. It’s all pretty intense.’

‘Is Theo looking after you?’

‘Yeah. He’s been amazing, actually. I mean, clearly the guy’s insatiable. But he’s also been seriously sweet. Affectionate. He won’t let me go.’

‘And… you like that?’

‘I really like it. It’s lovely. But obviously it’s all fake.’

Elle snorts.

‘I don’t mean the chemistry. Clearly that’s real. But the affection in front of everyone? That’s fake. We’re playing a part here. And even if it wasn’t all fake, it’s definitely temporary. He’s with Miles right now, and I’m hoping they’re talking about the opportunity in Manhattan. Theo’s so fired up about it. He’s been working really hard on it.

‘So however good the sex is, I need to remember it’s just a bubble. A reprieve. Your cousin is a gorgeous, irresistible distraction. But he’s got his own plans, and I have mine. And that includes a happy future with a guy who’s stable and lovely and wants the same things in life as me, and that’s not Theo. That’s Jonathan.’

‘Hmm.’

I sigh. ‘Say it.’

‘It’s okay if it’s neither of them, hon. Maybe Theo’s been sent to you for a reason. Maybe he’s the right guy at the right time to help you get over Jonathan and move on, and to show you how much fun is possible when you let yourself go for it. You don’t need to feel bad about any of that. You owe Jonathan Holmes sweet fuck all.’

My mind drifts back to this morning. Sitting on the bench in that shower. Shamelessly opening my legs for a guy I hadn’t slept with yet. Trusting him. Going for it. And bloody hell did that trust pay dividends.

Elle’s correct in that Theo’s like some kind of delicious candy that’s been dropped from heaven.

I can’t resist him.

I can’t get enough of him.

I allow myself to acknowledge a thought in my head. A thought I’m so ashamed of that I’ve been pushing it down to the back of my mind since this morning.

The sex I’ve had with Theo so far is better than the best sex I ever had with Jonathan.

There. I’ve said it. Made it real. And it’s true. Because no matter how gorgeous, and intimate, and rewarding, and important sex with Jonathan was, it wasn’t red hot.

And this really was.

It was searing.

The confidence with which he touched me. Like I belonged to him. Like he knew exactly what I needed.

The way he spoke to me.

Every single thing I do, I’ll be doing it for you.

I just want to fucking devour you.

Good girl.

Oh, Jesus. All that—all that set up—was as hot as what he actually did with his body parts. I felt like I was in a porno. And letting Theo take me along for the ride catapulted me into a state of desire the like of which I’d never, ever known.

But this little dalliance will burn itself out, no matter how brightly it’s flaring right now in its infancy. Theo will get bored with proving his point. Of making his mark. And he’ll move on.

And besides. This isn’t about my spending a few blissful days having orgasms left, right, and centre.

It’s about the rest of my life, and it all boils down to one simple truth.

Theo can’t give me what I want. He’s not interested in that. It’s not who he is.

And Jonathan can. He’s everything I’ve always wanted.

‘I know what I want,’ I tell Elle. ‘I just—I’m trying to play it cool here, but my head is spinning. Why can’t I be that fabulous, liberated girl who has incredibly hot, casual sex with a guy she’s physically compatible with, without obsessing and spiralling? Honestly, I’m so sick of overthinking everything. I am not going to be that person.

‘I know exactly what I’ve got into with Theo. No one can accuse your cousin of not being up front. We’re two unattached adults having fun, and it’s all the more fun because it’s a temporary hookup. I’m just… broadening my horizons. Okay?’

There’s a weighted pause before Elle responds. ‘Of course, hon. That’s the spirit. Go for it, and have fun. As long as both of you are on the same page, there’s nothing to worry about.’

I nod, even though she can’t see me. ‘Exactly.’


CHAPTER 30
Nora



‘Home.’

I catch the triumph in Theo’s voice as he shuts the door to his flat behind us, but I’m not quite up to speed on why it’s there. God knows why he looks so smug. I can’t help but feel deflated, which seems the more appropriate emotional state. The flat is quiet, especially since Olive’s still at the sitter’s.

We’ve left our glorious, sun-kissed bubble, the magical place where Theo lifted the veil and showed me what our bodies were capable of together. How extraordinarily good it could be between us.

He was spot on about chemistry trumping love in bed. Holy crap. It’s hard to believe I can have such a crazy connection with a man I’m not in a serious relationship with. Or any kind of relationship, for that matter.

But Theo called it. And he was right.

I wasn’t myself in Cap Ferrat. I was looser. More hedonistic. More in touch with my body. Like someone had Bridget-Bardot’ed me. And this man should take most of the credit for bringing out that wilder side of me.

Like last night, when he threw me over his shoulder, kicking and screaming with laughter, marched me back to our room and peeled my dress and thong off me with what can only be described as reverence before ordering me to sit on his face (spoiler: I obliged happily).

Or this morning, when sleep yielded to the most delicious, hazy sort of consciousness with Theo’s warm, hard body flush against mine, his erection ready for action, his hands busily adoring my skin and his voice already in my ear, rough and dirty.

But now I’ve stepped off the jet, and we’re back here, and we’ll probably be back to being fake boyfriend and girlfriend, both with clear agendas that don’t include each other, and possibly occasional benefits, now we’ve smashed through that particular barrier, and it’s so depressing I could cry, and⁠—

Theo takes my bag, drops it on the floor, and whips me around, pushing me up against the door, his eyes darkening as they zero in on my mouth. He drops his lips to mine and kisses me. Slowly. Deeply. His tongue dominating my mouth. His fingers tangling in my hair. His other hand sweeping up my waist so his thumb can brush the underside of my breast in my wrap dress.

Oh, Jesus. My annoyance, my churlishness at the fun being over fades into a blissful sense of fluidity as I rake my fingers through his gorgeous hair and grab his even more gorgeous ass as hard as I can. I arch my back and luxuriate in the heaven that is hard maleness pressed up against me and the invasion of my mouth by Theo’s hard, delicious tongue.

Maybe it’s not so bad being back, after all.

‘I’m so fucking happy to have you home,’ he mutters against my mouth.

I laugh. ‘Why? We just left paradise. Now we’re back to reality.’

He pulls away enough to meet my eyes.

‘It’s reality with you. That’s the difference.’

Holy shit. What the hell does that mean? His eyes are dark. He’s unsmiling. Intense. He drags his thumb roughly along my jawline.

‘I—uh…’

‘We’re back, except everything’s different. Before we left, I had you right here, but I couldn’t actually have you. I’ve fantasised about fucking you on every surface in this flat, sweetheart. The island. The floor. The terrace sofa, that morning after Lotta’s party. My shower. The bath. My fucking bed. But I couldn’t touch you.’ His eyes soften and his mouth curls up into a wolfish grin. ‘And now I can.’

Ohhhh. I get it now. He’s talking about sex.

Phew. I thought he was about to get deep for a second there.

I feel more shy now we’re back on his turf. Off kilter, somehow. In France, everything got a bit confused. We were acting out a role for the others, masquerading as a couple. As equals. And discovering our ridiculous chemistry on the side.

But in this flat, I’m still his inconvenient guest. I’m not here because I’m his girlfriend. I’m here because he was doing his cousin a favour. Usually, initiating gratuitously awkward conversations is Theo’s domain, but perhaps I should clear the air.

‘So…’ I release his hair and bring my hand around to stroke down his pec, so firm below the soft cotton of his t-shirt. ‘Are we, like… Should we talk about how this should work? I mean, I can sleep in my room, obviously, and maybe if we want to have⁠—’

He clamps a hand over my mouth. ‘Sweetheart.’

‘Mmph?’

‘Shut up.’

‘Mmph.’

‘Listen to me. It’s very sweet that you think I’d let you spend a single night in that room. It’s not your room. It’s officially now your dressing room. You sleep with me. Got it?’

I open my eyes wide.

‘Don’t weaponise those Disney princess eyes. Don’t fuck with me, sweetheart. Have you got it?’

I nod, not sure why my bikini bottoms are suddenly feeling a little damp.

‘Excellent. Look. I know your little left-brain, boundary-obsessed mind is going crazy now we’re back in the real world. But whatever this is, there’s no denying there are fucking fireworks between us. Yes? And I don’t know about you, but I couldn’t walk away from that if I tried. It took me long enough to get you to open up to me.’

My eyes crinkle in amusement, and a wave of something passes over his gorgeous face.

‘Yeah, baby. Damn right you opened up to me. For me. And if you think I’m going to put that behind us and let you go back to pussyfooting around and giving me a wide berth, then you’re sorely mistaken. Okay?’

He removes his hand from my mouth.

I search his face for a sign that he’s serious. ‘Okay.’

‘Unless you don’t want it?’

His eyes go practically liquid, and my heart follows suit. This man. He’s so bloody cocky, the whole time, and after giving me the best series of orgasms of my life he chooses now to have a crisis of confidence?

‘Are you kidding me?’ I massage his pec. Mmm. ‘Of course I want it, Theo. Have you seen what you do to me?’

‘Yeah.’ He smiles softly at me, stroking the back of my neck. ‘I’ve had a front-row seat and you are fucking magnificent. It’s just—I’m aware I’ve been taking the lead. You’ve been an eager participant, but I’ve initiated things every time I’ve fucked you. I just want to make sure I’m not steamrolling you.’

Oh my God. He’s so right. I’ve let him initiate everything. Every time.

He has no idea how much I’m going to fix that. No idea at all.

‘I’m so sorry.’ The anxiety is rising. ‘It’s just—I’m not very good at asking for what I want. I’m not as confident as you. And you’re so good at reading my mind. I like being taken by surprise. It’s—it’s hot, not knowing what you’re going to do next.’

I smile, and it must placate him, as his gorgeous mouth curves up.

‘Got it. Say no more, gorgeous. And never apologise. Can I take you to my bed now? I want you in it so badly. And I promise I’ll make you cacio e pepe after.’

‘No crumpets,’ I mutter as he kisses me. ‘I don’t want to be a cliché.’

He chuckles softly. ‘No crumpets. And you could never be a cliché. Now let me at this beautiful body of yours.’

I stand there, useless with anticipation, as he unties the knot holding my wrap dress in place. It’s an old DVF, sleeveless and slinky and suitcase-friendly, and, as it turns out, easy access, too, because Theo has it hanging open in seconds.

I’m in a string bikini, and he hums his appreciation as he gets to his knees in front of me, his hands ghosting up the sides of my body so his thumbs can swipe over my nipples as he drops his face to my stomach and kisses the sensitive skin there. The brief touch ignites an already-familiar need for him, and my breath hitches. This body of mine is a quick learner.

My fingers go to his hair, and he looks up at me with the puppy-dog eyes that make me lose my mind.

‘I’m obsessed with your body.’ He reaches behind me and pulls on the tie of my bikini top. The triangles spring up above my breasts and he groans. Palms them. Rubs lightly. I sigh with pleasure.

The strings at the sides of my bottoms are next to go, and the bottoms drop straight to the ground. Theo dips his head again, kissing right above my landing strip as his leisurely fingers slip between my legs and part my folds. Now it’s my turn to groan. This man has pinned me against his front door within seconds of our getting back to his flat and got me naked within minutes.

I stare down at him through a haze of desire.

Loving that I’m in his hands.

His obscenely capable hands, whose fingers are currently gliding in and out of me achingly slowly. Crooking and pushing and teasing. His thumb finds my clit and my head drops back against the door with a defeated thump.

‘This feel good?’ he asks in a low growl. I manage to find some strength in my neck to look down. He’s gazing up at me, eyes pitch black.

‘Amazing,’ I manage.

‘Touch your tits, sweetheart.’

I don’t need to be told twice. I roll my nipples hard between my fingers and thumbs and the sensation in my body quadruples. Theo’s thumb on me. His fingers deep inside me. My nipples aching. I shuffle my legs a little wider as pleasure builds and builds.

‘Fuck’s sake.’ Theo drags his mouth up my front, getting to his feet so he can suck and lick at my breasts, his hand still between my legs. ‘You’re too fucking beautiful. Need to be inside you.’

‘Me too,’ I gasp as he pulls his fingers out of me and hoists me up under my bum, my legs and arms wrapping around him. For a second I think he’s going to undo his flies and take me up against the door, but he turns and carries me through to his bedroom, kicking the door wide open.

Oh, Jesus.

Theo’s bedroom.

The room I’ve studiously avoided because it makes me think of sex, even more than being in the rest of his flat makes me think of sex.

The huge bed, with its pristine white linen and four dark wood posters rising almost to the ceiling.

It’s intimidating, being in here. Feeling the weight of all the sex he’s had here, the memories he’s got. Wondering whether I’ll measure up.

But when he tosses me on the bed, he grins, his eyes raking shamelessly over my naked body.

‘Finally,’ he grits out as he pulls his t-shirt over his head, revealing his beautiful body, baked even darker after a couple of days on the beach. ‘I’ve got you naked’—he yanks down his shorts and boxer briefs and hops on one leg to get them off—‘in my fucking bed.’

He gets on the bed and crouches over me. A glance down at the vision looming over me tells me he’s as ready for this as I am, his gorgeous, hard dick leaking moisture from its tip. I reach down and use my thumb to smear it over his swollen crown. Mmm. I lick my lips. My fingers close over the satin-covered granite of his shaft and I let them meander up and down. A perusal of his balls tells me the poor guy is fit to burst. Just like me.

He’s watching me. I meet his gaze.

‘I want you inside me,’ I tell him.

He smirks.

‘What?’

‘You want me to fuck you.’

Dear Lord, this guy is stubborn. ‘Got it in one, Romeo.’

‘Say it, and I’ll fuck you.’

Jesus, he’s frustrating. I’m almost paralysed at the thought of saying the words, but the knowledge of how happy I’ll make him wins out.

‘Theo.’ I make my eyes wide. I may even flutter my lashes a little as I wriggle beneath him. ‘I want you to fuck me. Please fuck me.’

‘Jesus Christ,’ he grits out. His eyes squeeze shut for a moment before he shakes his head and grins, and then he’s on top of me, all his divine weight bearing down, crushing out the world beyond, starting to rub against me.

Consuming me.

‘Condom.’ He can barely speak. He reaches for his bedside table.

‘Not if you don’t want to.’ I brush my hand over the smooth skin of his back.

He jerks up. ‘Seriously?’

‘Look. I have a coil in. And I don’t know what your situation is, but if you tell me it’s safe, I trust you.’ Because I do. He’s earned my trust, and he deserves the chance to make his own judgements. I know he’ll do the right thing.

‘I’m all clear,’ he says. ‘Believe me, I got the shit tested out of me after… you know.’

I grin and wrinkle up my nose. ‘Enough said.’

‘Definitely. Moving on.’

We laugh, and he kisses me and gets his arms under me and rolls us over so I’m lying on top of him, and God. The sight of this guy, spread out on the bed for me, his tan so gorgeous against the white sheets and the hunger on his face as he awaits my next move. I pull myself up so I’m straddling him and get my knees as wide as I can.

His dick is enormous. Thick and rigid and angry. If I hadn’t already had him inside my body several times, I’d honestly think accommodating him was a physical impossibility. I rise up a little and rub his leaking tip between my folds, our mutual wetness allowing his dick to coast smoothly up and down.

Oh, God. I’m so aroused already. And I want him inside me. Need him inside me. But the slickness of him is such perfection that I can’t resist a few more strokes before I line us up and edge myself down onto him. I’m wet enough, but he’s a snug fit. And he’s worth every breath I need to take, every second I need to spend allowing my body to accommodate him before I feed myself another glorious inch.

Then he’s in, and I’m perfectly, overwhelmingly full, and Theo inhales sharply through his teeth as I carefully sink down.

‘Fuck, baby.’ His hands go to my hips, anchoring me as I sit, impaled on him. ‘Jesus Christ. Look at you. So fucking beautiful. Ride me, baby.’

I raise myself up, up, until I’m almost empty, and sink back down, gasping as the incredible fullness spreads through my entire abdomen like the best ache ever. My body’s acclimatising to having him, to being in control of setting the pace, the depth, so I can fill myself up with him more quickly and bear down on him more fully, rolling my hips and grinding my clit against the soft mound of hair at the base of his dick as I bend forward to kiss him. He comes up on one hand, his fingers reaching down to rub my clit, kissing me hard before he sinks back down. One arm folds back behind his head to form a cradle; the other keeps touching me. Rubbing in slippery circles as I ride him.

My whole body is hot, from the exertion and arousal and anticipation. I take my cue from Theo, watching his gorgeous face contort, shaping my movements to heighten his reactions as much as my own pleasure.

‘Lean back, baby,’ he gasps. ‘Let my cock hit you where it feels good. God, look at your tits bouncing. You’re fucking perfect, sweetheart.’

His hips are rolling, too, driving upwards to meet me every time I sink into him. We increase our pace. His fingertips work harder. And the heat builds, radiating outwards through my body from where our flesh is fused. I’m riding up and down with abandon, thinking only of the high I’m chasing, the unfathomable pleasure of our flesh slapping together, of moving in sync with Theo.

I sink.

He thrusts.

I grind.

He rolls.

The pressure is unbearable. The need for release. My only outlet is the moans I’m making, and they grow louder and louder, until that searing heat from Theo’s fingers and dick detonates into something transcendent that ripples, shimmers throughout my entire body, and I ride the wave, coasting through the intensity of my orgasm, crying out for him, and through my haze of ecstasy his eyes darken, and his jaw clenches under that sexy-as-fuck beard, and he shouts a strangled string of expletives as he goes rigid and shudders and explodes inside me.

And as I come down in a floating, swirling haze, I wring every drop I can out of him. Clenching around him as tight as possible, squeezing him greedily between my walls as his shudders soothe me from the inside before collapsing on top of him, my mouth finding his, our tongues entangling as he pulls me, exhausted and wrung out, into his arms.


CHAPTER 31
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Nora Wilder has a lot to answer for.

Instead of being the razor-sharp, don’t-give-an-inch negotiator I usually am, I allow an artist we’re desperate to enlist to squeeze an extra five percent of commission out of me.

That’s five percent on top of the standard, sacred and totally non-negotiable split we offer everyone.

Reason: I’m too distracted by the memories of my sweet, sweet Nora last night.

Her body slack and pliable against the door as I stripped her naked.

Her beautiful, begging eyes as she asked me to fuck her.

And best of all, that red-hot image of her coming and coming as she rode me, her head thrown back, her tits heaving, and her gorgeous muscles shuddering around my cock so hard that I didn’t stand a chance.

I pulled her down and into my arms, craving her again.

Even though I’d come so hard, I’d seen stars.

Even though I’d been inside her God knows how many times since the previous morning.

Even though I shouldn’t be addicted, because this thing we have is temporary.

And I know that’s been fucking with Nora’s head as much as it has with mine. I know that’s what caused her wobble when we got in the door last night. Because we’d crossed so many lines, blurred so many boundaries, that neither of us knew which way was up.

Because the real part was so fucking real that the fake part felt totally irrelevant.

And it’s only getting worse.

Or better.

We showered together this morning, and she let me wash her hair. I pulled her in so she was leaning back against my chest and lathered up her shampoo as instructed, rubbing her temples, massaging the suds into her scalp with my thumbs while her head lolled back on my shoulder and her soft, contented moans mingled in the steam with the scent of botanicals.

‘I’m very into your hair,’ I told her afterwards as we sat on the edge of my bed together, the brush in my hand gliding through the damp, fragrant strands that hung down her bare back. I pressed my nose to it and inhaled. ‘And it’s pretty useful for keeping you close.’ I dropped the brush and wound her hair around my hand, twisting it into a sleek, damp rope.

A rope I could use to angle her head to the side.

Close enough that I could enjoy her smile.

See those lips part for me.

Seal my own to them.

And now, as I hurry home after my botched negotiation and several hours of ineffectual faffing around at the gallery, I’m self-aware enough to be amused by my eagerness.

This is the very behaviour I rip the shit out of my married friends for. That clingy bullshit. Declining the offer of drinks after work. Hurrying home to their missus. And it’s exactly what I’m doing now, except she’s not my missus. This is strictly temporary, so I’m totally justified in making the most of it, even if we’ve got nothing planned for this evening except takeaway and a session with our laptops.

Or do we?

Nora’s sitting at the island when I get in. Hair piled in a big, messy bun on top of her head. She’s wearing my blue fucking t-shirt, and she looks so sexy in it I can’t even… I drop my bag and make a beeline for her.

She keeps her eyes on me, casually raising a glass of champagne to her lips as I round the counter to see what she’s wearing on her bottom half.

Fuck.

Nothing at all, it looks like. Just miles of smooth, shapely leg. They’re crossed, so I can’t see much. My mouth goes dry. Those huge eyes are still watching me, tinged with amusement. And something else. Anticipation.

I slide a hand around her neck. ‘You naked under my t-shirt?’

‘Hello to you too, Romeo.’

I stifle a smile. ‘To what do I owe this treat?’

‘I’m not quite naked. It’s better than that.’ She puts her glass on the island. Uncrosses her legs, which has my eyes clamping to the hem of her t-shirt, under which I’m rewarded with a flash of lilac lace. When I look back up at her face, she pauses and bites her lip, sending a jolt straight to my dick.

‘Theo.’

I nudge her legs apart with my hand. Stepping between them. Getting closer to her. And focusing hard on keeping my eyes on her face.

‘Yeah, baby?’

She holds my gaze. God, those massive, expressive eyes. I’m such a sucker for them.

She takes a deep breath. ‘I want you to fuck me.’

Fuck. Me.

‘I’ve been thinking about it all day. I know I’ve been letting you take the lead, because I love it when you do, but I want you to know how badly I want you. I’m sorry if I ever let you think otherwise.’

I’m hard already. Her words. Her eyes. Her mouth. My heart is pounding as heady desire courses over me.

The hand on her neck comes around so I can drag my thumb along her jaw, angle her face up to me. The fingers of my other hand dig into the flesh of her thigh. Hard.

I lower my mouth to hers.

‘Been thinking about me all day, have you?’ I ask conversationally against her lips.

‘Yes.’ Her voice is breathy, needy, and it goes straight to my cock.

‘Done anything about it?’

‘No. I was waiting for you. But I’m really wet.’

I allow my hand to travel between her legs, my knuckles brushing the narrow strip of lace, and holy fuck, she’s not lying.

‘Waiting for me because you knew I could do it better.’ It’s not a question.

She shifts on her chair as the backs of my fingers continue to brush against her sex, so lightly it’s probably agonising for both of us, the lace a useless barrier, but an intriguing tease. ‘Yeah.’

I put my forehead to hers. Squeezing my eyes shut. Willing some self control into existence, because I’m already amped up knowing Nora’s been sitting here, half naked. Getting herself turned on as she waited for me to come home and fuck her into oblivion.

‘Right fucking call, gorgeous.’
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I succumb, sealing my mouth over hers and feasting on those beautiful lips.

So plump.

So supple.

I need inside that mouth of hers.

Right now.

My tongue sweeps through it, tasting and invading and probing.

Finding hers.

Twisting.

Showing her who’s in control. Who’s going to be in control all evening. My hand drags up under the t-shirt, hitting the soft skin of her stomach, and continues until it hits lace. Nice. And then⁠—

Jesus Christ.

Bare nipple. Hard and plump and needy. Nora moans loudly, and I jerk back. What the fuck?

‘Take it off. Now.’

She smiles at me, and even if she’s trying to be seductive with that smile, she has no clue how effective it is. She grabs the hem of her t-shirt with both hands and lifts it over her head in a single swift move, and holy fucking shit.

Because she’s a vision. My every fantasy, her beautiful tits trussed up in a lilac bra whose lacy, wispy half cups end just below her bare nipples—her bare, rock-hard nipples—and serve them up to me on a fucking platter. I glance down to see a matching thong, its narrow strip disappearing between her open legs.

I grab the arm of her bar stool because every drop of blood in my head just went straight to my cock. I can’t—I need her so many ways. My poor, blood-drained brain reels with all the ways I want to fuck her, while my poor, blood-filled cock strains against my flies. It’s fucking agony.

‘Do you like it?’ The apprehensive edge in her voice snaps me back to consciousness. I must’ve been standing there, staring like an imbecile.

‘Like it? Baby.’ I pause. Swallow. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever been as turned on in my life as I am now.’ I brush my hands over her beautiful tits, thumbing her nipples, and thinking that the desire reflected in her huge eyes is as good as it gets. Honestly. Nothing can top this. Except for being buried balls-deep inside her, my cock reminds me.

Good point.

‘Really?’

‘Really. Christ, the things I want to do to you. And you’re leaving these on, by the way.’ I grin at her. ‘Unless I end up ripping them off in my haste to get to you.’

‘That would be a shame.’ She fingers my belt buckle. ‘They’re brand new. I bought them today.’

‘Seriously?’

Nora, traipsing through a lingerie shop, considering what to buy so she can treat me.

Ruin me.

‘Mmm hmm.’ The noise is strangled. Probably because I’m still playing with her nipples. Rolling them between my fingers like the prettiest little beads. Idly, but I can’t stop.

‘I’ll buy you six more sets. One for every day of the week,’ I grit out, and she laughs.

I stare at her. ‘How would you like me to fuck you?’ I ask, my voice deceptively calm.

Her breath hitches, as do those tits under my hands. God, she’s perfection.

She tilts her chin and pulls the end of my belt out of the buckle. Doesn’t look away.

‘However you want. Treat me like I’m… I don’t know. Your plaything. Do what you want with me.’ Those eyes. ‘I trust you.’

I nearly laugh, because there’s no way she can say those things to me. Unleash me like that. Grant me permission to play with her, however the hell I want. To act on all my fantasies. And then tell me she trusts me. Naïve.

I flare my nostrils and exhale slowly.

Attempting to ground myself.

Pace myself.

‘I’m going to make you come harder than you’ve ever come in your life. I told you I’d unwind you, Nora Wilder. You little fucking beauty. Understand?’

She nods at me, lips parted, breath coming fast. ‘Do it. Show me.’

Jesus Christ. ‘Let your hair down,’ I tell her.

She reaches her arms above her head, and the sight of her like that, tits high and perfect, her pink pussy tantalisingly visible through that lace, is almost too much.

I wish I could take a photo. Capture this moment in its simple, erotic perfection. I’d wank off over it every day of my life. But that is not the way to earn her trust right now.

She undoes the bun, and her hair tumbles down, cascading over her shoulders in loose waves, some of the tendrils brushing her nipples, and suddenly the image is even better.

‘Listen to me.’ I pull my t-shirt up over my head. My voice is low and urgent. ‘You are the most beautiful fucking thing I have ever seen. Ever. We’re going to shatter each other tonight.’ I drop my trousers and boxer briefs and step out of them, my throbbing erection bobbing free. ‘Ready?’

She’s staring at me like she’s on the verge of tears, her eyes huge with emotion. ‘It’s mutual, honestly. You are… I have no words for how beautiful you are. I mean, look at you. You kill me, Theo. I’ve never been this turned on, ever. I’m dying.’

Her words wash over me like a benediction. The privilege of being in this position with her catches in the back of my throat. ‘I know, baby,’ I whisper. ‘I’m going to make it so good for both of us.’

And with that, I take a swig of her champagne and hold it in my mouth, my eyes fixed on her, as I lower myself down. I hook my hands behind her knees and pull her forward so her pussy is lined up at the very edge of the stool. Push her knees wider. The anticipation is so fucking good. The very centre of Nora, right at eye level. I know exactly what I’ll find. How she’ll taste. How amazing she’ll feel.

The bubbles are burning my mouth. I swipe a finger down her slit, through the lace, before tugging the damp strip aside and revealing her. Holy fuck, she’s stunning. Perfect. Glistening with arousal. I use my other hand to part her folds, and she whimpers, before I put my tongue on her and open my mouth and let the bubbles hit her, and holy fuck, she bucks so hard into me, pushing herself against my nose. My mouth. Her hands rake through my hair.

I let myself explore her. Lazily. Sensually. She’s already making a lot of noise, and I doubt she’s even aware of it, but I won’t let her come just yet. Because I have plans for her, plans I’m not sure she’ll be thrilled about, and I’m going to dangle that orgasm for her like a carrot.

I reach up, my fingers connecting with a soft breast, a hard little nipple and some silky strands of hair. I cover the whole area with my palm and grab onto her as I lap at her. Carefully, so I don’t send her over the edge. A glance upwards shows me she’s arching her back and letting her head fall backwards as she strains greedily against my mouth, against the part of me that’s giving her so much pleasure.

‘Please, Theo,’ she moans.

She’s so fucking beautiful. It’s so hard for me to pull away and leave her hanging, even temporarily, but it’ll be worth it in the end.

I give her one last lick. A long one, back to front, lingering on her swollen clit. Then I sit back on my heels and smirk in amusement as her head bobs up to find out what the hell is going on.

I jerk my head in the direction of the living area.

‘I’ll finish you off, I promise. But I want you on the rug.’ I pause. ‘Hands and knees.’

She flinches. ‘I’m not sure⁠—’

‘Not so keen?’ I get to my feet and hold out my hands to help her down. Slide my hands around her shapely little waist and down over her scrap of lace before they find her ass. Her smooth, plump cheeks practically bare for me. God, I need to bury my face between them. Now.

‘Not so much, no.’

‘You said I could fuck you however I wanted.’ I shrug off the flash of guilt, because I wouldn’t do this if I didn’t know it would be great for her. Despite whatever preconceptions she has about being fucked from behind. I cup her face in my hands.

‘I promise you can trust me. I promise I won’t hurt you. And I already promised you you’d see stars. This is how.’


CHAPTER 32
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‘Okay,’ she whispers.

Hallelujah.

She’s going to let me fulfil my fantasy.

Now I just have to keep up my side of the bargain.

Make it transcendent for her, too.

We stand together on the rug and I back away enough to take her in. Her face flushed and nervous and expectant. That gorgeous hair tumbling over her shoulders. The stiff nipples in that porno fucking bra. The dip of her waist and the curve of her hips. The triangle of lace that I want to yank the fuck off and keep on her in equal measure, because it’s so sexy. She’s so sexy.

She reaches out and caresses my dick, and it thumps against her hand like a goddamn puppy. Leaks on her fingers.

‘Tell me what you want.’

‘You. On your hands and knees right there. That gorgeous ass in my face.’ I smile, an attempt to stop her from freaking the hell out, even though I’m planning on slaying her.

The smiling assassin.

And God knows, my weapon is ready for action.

‘Okay,’ she says again, in a tone that suggests she’s deeply sceptical about this whole plan, and turns around. Sinking to her knees. Her palms hitting the rug. But it’s when she looks over her shoulder, glancing up at me as if for confirmation that she’s doing it right, that I nearly lose the fucking plot.

I grab the base of my cock. Soon, mate. Soon.

‘So perfect,’ I tell her, and I sink to my knees right behind her. Jesus, her ass cheeks are gorgeous, that ridiculous scrap of lace taunting me. I run my hands appreciatively over their pale curves, down her thighs, my thumbs dancing close to that lace. Savouring her. A glance under her arm reveals her perfect tits, hanging loose against the frame of that miraculous bra, nipples stiff as fuck.

‘This is the most amazing sight I’ve ever seen,’ I tell her, and I run a finger down over the lace, between her legs, right up to her front and back again, and she trembles against me.

‘That feel good?’

I do it again.

‘Yeah. God. Yes. Mmm.’

‘Open wider for me, then.’

She scoots her knees wider, and I can’t resist any more. I slide the now soaking lace to one side and feast on the view.

Jesus Christ.

The view.

Nora, laid out for me. Pink and pulsing and so ready for me. But I want to bring her right to the brink before I drive inside her. Take her. Finish us both off.

I hold my cock with one hand, pumping as lightly as I can, though I’m practically sweating with the effort of holding off, and drag my fingers through her folds. I can’t resist dipping a couple inside her, and she clenches around them, pushing back against my hand.

Yes.

I crouch so I can lick the parts of her that are now so accessible. I drag my tongue over her clit and back up, pushing it inside her. Fuck, she tastes of salt and musk and butter. I repeat, and she arches her back, sticking her pussy in my face. I swallow hungrily and reach around to cradle her gorgeous breast, rubbing my palm against her nipple while my other hand slips inside her again and my tongue laps at her, hard.

I fucking love this.

The way she tastes.

The way she’s grinding against me.

The way her moans of contentment have given way to anguished whimpers. She bucks against me, rolling her hips.

‘Theo. Theo, honey, please. God, I’m so close.’

I slide my fingers out of her. Release my tongue.

‘I know, baby. I’m going to make you go off like a rocket. I just want to be fucking you while I do it.’

‘Yes. Fuck me. Seriously, Theo. Quick.’

This woman. This woman who closed herself off and denied us both is on her hands and knees, moaning and pleading for my cock. She is a fucking revelation. She’s incredible. This is the woman I knew she was, deep down. And she’s showing me. She’s opened up to me. For me.

The thought has me rubbing my already leaking tip against her wetness, the lace at one side softly abrasive and hot as hell, as I get ready to breach her entrance. Not a second too soon.

I grab her hip with one hand and use the other to feed myself into her, slowly. Fuck, she’s tight like this. And God knows, the sight of my cock disappearing into her is so fucking hot.

‘You okay, gorgeous?’ I take a second to stroke down the delicate bumps in her spine as she strains to take me in. For some reason, touching bone so close to flesh reminds me how fragile she is. How vulnerable. And in that moment, I’m vulnerable, too.

Because this is… intense. Not just physically, with the arousal I’m feeling and the effort of feeding myself into her in a gradual and civilised manner. But in my emotions. In my heart. Weird.

‘Yeah.’ She looks over her shoulder again, catches her lip with her teeth. ‘Full. Feel full. But so good.’

I give her a face-splitting grin, shake my head. ‘You’re doing amazing. Just breathe, baby. You feel so tight for me, too. You need lube?’

‘No. I think you’ve made me wet enough.’

Damn right I have. I breathe, too, as I swipe my hands back and forth over her ass cheeks. My whole body is glowing from the pressure of that incredible velvet vice around my dick.

And I’m in. I’ve bottomed out. Jesus Christ. I roll my hips, agonising pleasure washing over me.

‘Fuck, you feel good.’

‘Whew.’ She’s breathing hard. ‘So good, Theo. So intense.’

‘Yeah, baby. I feel it too.’

My plan is to give her a couple of thrusts to get her to relax around me, and then I’ll rub her clit and get her off. Because, honestly, no way am I lasting long like this.

So I pull out slowly and drive back in, not as slowly as I should, but far more slowly than I feel like doing. I want to ram into her with all my strength and fuck her so hard she feels like my dick is in her brains, and drive the breath right out of her.

‘Jesus,’ I say at the same time as she moans God.

I bottom out. Roll my hips, and we both groan.

Again and again.

I go a little harder the next time. Slam into her. She lets out a deep, guttural moan.

‘Good, sweetheart?’

‘So good. Fuck. So good.’

Her body edges forward when I drive home next, her hands slipping on the rug.

‘On your elbows for me, baby. You can push back against me a lot better like that.’

‘Okay,’ she gasps out, and lowers herself down.

Bingo.

She’d never have gone for it at the start if I’d told her I wanted her on her elbows, her ass in the air, but it’s by far her best option if we don’t have a headboard to work with.

I spit on my fingers and manoeuvre them round to find her clit as I drive into her again, upping my pace, my fingers matching it.

‘Fuck,’ she grits out. ‘I’m so stretched—it’s so sensitive. So. Good. God.’

My other hand grips her hip, my nails sinking into her soft flesh. I’d love to reach around and play with those gorgeous little nipples, but I’m going so hard now that I need to anchor myself to her. I gaze down at her and take in this insane head fuck of a sensory overload.

Nora, now looking over her shoulder at me, those eyes pleading for mercy. For release.

Her hair falling over her shoulders, driving me crazy. I wish I could tangle it up in my hands.

The massive, unfathomable pleasure coursing down my spine and around my balls and up my dick as I ram home, over and over and over.

And the slippery, swollen nub under my fingertips that tells me she’s this close to losing it.

I rub.

Thrust.

Roll.

Rub.

Her cries match my rhythm perfectly. When I bottom out, she practically sobs. She’s nudged her legs even wider apart, and her face is buried in her hands as she rides this insane fucking wave with me.

And then she breaks, sobbing and gasping and panting and shuddering and convulsing on my finger and around my cock. Arms stretched out in front of her. Fingers splaying. Clawing at the rug. Whimpering God’s name. My name. Like I’ve broken her apart and put her back together and changed her forever.

The flutters around my cock send me over the edge too, the deep, burning heat of my orgasm flooding every fucking corner of my nervous system as I go rigid and buck and explode inside her, coming and coming in what feel like an endless release until I’m spent and shaking and can hardly stay on my knees. My hand does laps of her spine like it wants to crawl under her fucking skin. As if being inside her in just one place isn’t enough.

I pull out too quickly, and she whimpers, but I’ve got to get to her. My cock leaks everywhere as I wrap my arms around her waist and pull her down to the floor with me.

So I can roll her over onto her back.

Cover her with my weight.

Snort the scent of her skin.

Find her mouth.

Kiss her. Feverishly. As if I’m trying to communicate the fucking tsunami of emotion that’s hit me in the only way I know how.

With my body.

Because words aren’t sufficient to tell this woman—my Nora—how I feel about her.

Not quite true. There’s one word that comes to mind.


CHAPTER 33
Nora



Theo won’t let me do anything afterwards.

Nothing except hold him.

Which is fine by me, because I’m in a sort of blissful limbo. Drunk on the smell and taste of him, on the things he said to me and the way he filled me up and wrung me out so effortlessly just now.

On him.

It’s messed up how potent our bodies’ chemicals can be. How much they can trick you. How a cocktail of endorphins delivered via orgasm can make you feel an intimacy and a connection with another person that you’d swear was transcendent. Spiritual. When really, it’s just physical. Biological.

If I were to overthink what I’ve been doing with Theo, these past few days (and obviously I never overthink anything), I could be forgiven for seeing this man as someone who’s sending me tumbling deeper and deeper down an emotional rabbit hole, rather than someone who happens to be devastatingly attractive and shockingly skilled and downright psychic in bed (and on rugs. And on barstools. And in showers).

Someone who’s found me at the right time. Who’s giving me an opportunity to broaden my horizons and experiment a little.

A technicolour moment in my life that’s as fleeting as it will be memorable.

And allowing myself to enjoy this moment without getting consumed with guilt is something I’m explicitly struggling with. It goes against all my instincts to be having hot, filthy sex with one man while staying focused on ensnaring another. It seems so self-indulgent. Selfish. And a month ago, I would have said slutty. But I reckon Glennon Doyle would approve. She’s always saying women need to own the concept of wanting more. Demanding more.

After we’ve roused ourselves from our post-sex haze and cleaned up, he leads me through to his room, puts his t-shirt back on me and tucks me up in his bed. If the t-shirt didn’t look so much better on him, I’d definitely steal it when I move out.

Because we’re both starving, he orders some burgers on Deliveroo, one arm clamped around me while he places the order. Like he can’t let go of me for a second. He chucks his phone down and leans into me, focuses on kissing me. Sweetly. Intently. Decadently. And in response, my exhausting interior monologue dies out and my focus narrows to the particular pleasure of Theo’s mouth on mine.

When the doorbell rings, he drags himself off me and out of the bedroom before returning with a tray bearing burgers, glasses, and the bottle of champagne.

Heaven is Theo Montague, practically naked, with bed-head hair and fast food.

I grab my burger and sink my teeth into it with a moan like I haven’t had a meal in a week. Theo smirks at me.

‘Someone worked up an appetite.’

‘You can say that again,’ I mumble through a fantastic mouthful of beef and bun and ketchup and pickles. ‘That back there was a workout. And I’ve got the scars to show it.’

I hold up an arm and pout. Carpet burn. Until I met this distracting, persuasive, intoxicating god, I was not the kind of girl to get carpet burns on her elbows while being taken from behind.

I was not the kind of girl to do a lot of things before Theo.

‘Poor baby.’ He grabs my wrist and holds my arm up high enough for him to brush his lips over my sore elbow, before leaning in, his eyes dark. ‘I hope it was worth it.’

My breath hitches. This man, with his black eyes and his dangerous sexuality and his addictive beard. This man who’s broken down my walls, persuaded me to trust him through shameless cajoling and bribery and delivered me the best, most earth-shattering orgasms of my life.

This man who has proven himself to be a generous friend, a relentless Nora Wilder champion and a lover so attuned to my body that it’s frankly terrifying.

He terrifies me. And the extent to which he consumes me terrifies me even more.

I swallow my mouthful, my eyes darting between his eyes and his mouth. Because they’re both so gorgeous, I can’t pick.

I settle on his eyes. ‘It was worth everything.’ I hope he can see how much I mean that. Hear it in my voice.

‘Thank you for trusting me.’ He leans his temple against the headboard and studies me. ‘I get the impression you weren’t a huge fan of being fucked from behind before now.’

‘Let’s say you’ve converted me.’ I lick some relish off my thumb. ‘And I know your game, Romeo. It’s highly effective.’

His beautiful black eyes glitter with amusement. ‘And what’s that, exactly?’

‘You know. You get me so turned on, so riled up, I’ll agree to anything. Honestly. I would have done anything for you out there.’

‘Anything?’ He raises an eyebrow.

‘No, but… it’s effective, as I said. When I was in that state, it all seemed a lot less scary. I was so desperate to come, my inhibitions went out the window.’

‘Exactly.’ He’s grinning like I’m an opposing lawyer who’s just made his case for him. ‘That’s what you needed. You get too stuck in your own head sometimes, sweetheart. I’ve got you sussed. You overthink stuff. I’m not trying to scam you. I just want you to know that when I try to test your limits, it’s not to exploit you. It’s because I’m pretty sure it’s going to be hot as fuck for both of us.’

‘It could have been worse, I suppose.’ I take another huge bite of my burger.

‘Er, excuse me. You did not look like someone having a bad time in there when you were coming all over my cock, rubbing your gorgeous little pussy against me, begging for more.’

Oh my God. He is so mortifying. My mouth is full, so I make do with opening my eyes wide in disapproval.

He shakes his head. ‘Don’t give me that look, Little Miss My-Surname’s-Far-More-Apt-Than-I-Let-On. Was that or was it not the most intense orgasm you’ve ever had?’

I swallow. Allow him this victory, because he deserves it. ‘It was the best orgasm I’ve ever, ever had.’

His eyes darken even more as he strokes up my jaw, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. ‘Better than any Holmes gave you?’

‘Theo!’ I’m genuinely horrified. ‘Why the fuck would you bring him up right now, after what we’ve just done? That’s so… ick. It’s so inappropriate.’

‘God forbid we should be inappropriate,’ he drawls, but his mouth closes in a grim line.

I glare at him.

It’s not really that I’m offended. It’s more that I can’t deal with this intrusion from the real world. This reminder that I have an agenda. An end-game. And my long-term plans don’t include Theo Montague’s confusing and addictive web of sex and excitement. A web I’m way too tangled up in currently.

I also can’t deal with the fact that said long-term plans will require me to turn my back on the best sex I’ve ever, ever had.

I’ll have to completely retrain my vagina.

Lower its expectations.

And apologise to it.

But that doesn’t mean I want to address any of those things right now, when Theo and his outrageous talents have completely consumed me.

Subsumed me. This guy has pulled me under, and I don’t even want to fight it. Even though I’m completely out of my depth.

He relents. Looks at his burger and puts it down with a sigh.

‘Sorry, baby. I know it’s not cool to bring him up. But look. This isn’t normal, what we have. I love sex, don’t get me wrong. But that’—he jerks his thumb towards the bedroom door—‘was fucking unbelievable. The way we’ve connected is, like, insane, sweetheart.’

‘In bed.’

‘Huh?’

‘The way we’ve connected in bed is insane. I agree. We seem to have amazing sexual chemistry.’ I pop a fry in my mouth, trying for nonchalance. I refuse to be disadvantaged in this conversation just because Romeo here has slept with tens, or hundreds, more people than I have. I’m not naïve. I’ve said it already; I understand that what we have is a trick of chemistry. Biology.

And that’s it.

Theo’s made it clear he enjoys women but doesn’t fall for them. Elle’s warned me against getting attached. Hell, even Jonathan’s warned me he’s no good for me. So I’ve worked hard to make sure I ring-fence this thing we have, so it doesn’t touch my heart.

‘Well, yeah, but… I’d argue it’s more than that. So forgive me for struggling with the fact that you’re still planning on walking away from this and shacking up with your ex in some Georgian fucking rectory.’

I rub my forehead. I’m so confused by this man and what he wants from me. And I’m not going to let him move the goal posts now.

We had a deal.

‘Theo. This whole time, you’ve just been trying to get me into bed. Telling me our fake relationship could use some real benefits. Telling me love is far less important than chemistry when it comes to good sex. So yes. You win. You’ve converted me—I’m totally sold. Our chemistry is ridiculous. I’m addicted to you. It’s like you—it’s like you own my body. But love is still more important to me. Stability. A future with someone like Jonathan, who⁠—’

‘Someone like Jonathan?’ His voice is steely. ‘Or Jonathan?’

Shit. ‘With Jonathan. You know what I mean. He can give me what I want.’

Hurt flashes in his eyes. ‘So all I can give you is mind-blowing sex, and you’re not interested in that.’

‘Of course I am! But I want more. You know that.’ I finger the soft, fraying hem of his t-shirt. ‘Sorry, I’m confused. You’ve never offered me anything more. Never suggested it. I’m really flattered by how much you seem to enjoy sleeping with me—it’s amazing, honestly. I never thought I’d do it for you like that.

‘But while doling out orgasms like sweets is very noble, you’ve never suggested you’re interested in anything else. I know you think I’m an uptight pain in the ass. We want different things out of life. You have big plans; you want to crack the Big Apple. I want to settle down. You’ve made it clear you think my dream future is lame as hell.’ I throw my hands in the air in frustration. ‘Forgive me if I’m wrong, but that doesn’t add up to much beyond what we’ve got right now.’

I lean forward. Scratch that gorgeous beard, trying not to think about how fucking good it felt chafing against my core earlier when I was on my hands and knees. He really is divine. He’s like some kind of dream—an erotic Mafia romance dream.

‘And what we’ve got right now is amazing,’ I whisper.

He twists his head so he can kiss my fingers. ‘Answer me one question, no messing around, and I’ll shut up.’

I tense. Nod.

‘Do you still love him?’

I look at this man in front of me. So picture-perfect. Underestimated. Funny. Generous. In bed and out. (But especially in.) Addictive. Shocking. Dangerous. Destabilising.

And in my mind’s eye, I see Jonathan. Steadfast. Patrician. Conservative. Handsome. Honest. A family man. The guy I know will make a great dad for our kids. My rock.

My future.

I meet Theo’s eyes.

‘Yeah. I do.’ My voice is a whisper.

‘Okay then.’ He blinks, nods to himself. ‘Right. Got it. Well, it looks like I might pull off the Manhattan gig, thanks to you, so I still have to uphold my end of the bargain.’ He leans in and kisses me on the tip of my nose. ‘I’ll help you get him.’

I’m anxious. Panicked. Off-kilter. I feel as though I could burst into tears. It’s as if everything’s shifted, but I’m not sure why, because nothing about our plans has changed.

It’s just our relationship that’s changed.

‘Do you want me to move out? I could—I think Elle’s place is nearly sorted.’

‘No.’

He snags my wrist, encircles it with his long fingers.

‘I want you for as long as I can have you.’

I can’t even imagine what it’ll be like, walking away from him without a backwards glance. On second thoughts, I’m stealing that t-shirt.

I look up. He’s staring at me, his gorgeous bare chest heaving slightly. He gives me a grin that’s tight. Tremulous.

‘I still have so much dodgy fuckery I want to trick you into.’ His fingers slide down my wrist. ‘I want to tie these to my bed, for starters.’

I catch my breath, shocked, and his grin turns dirty. His eyes gleam darkly. That’s the Theo I know and love. Despite my life-changing orgasm, a thud of excitement hits me low and heavy in my belly, because putting myself in Theo’s hands is proving to be the journey of a lifetime.

‘Would you be disappointed if I didn’t put up as much of a fight as you expected?’ I pop another fry in my mouth and wiggle my eyebrows suggestively.

This I can handle.

Banter.

Heat.

Anticipation.

When it’s like this between Theo and me, I know where I stand.

I know the score.

I understand the dynamic. I’m the ingenue. He’s the educator.

And we’re both fucking loving our roles.

‘Eat up.’ His voice is low and rough. ‘Cos when you say things like that, it makes me need to fuck you again.’

I flush and reach for my burger.


CHAPTER 34
Theo



Do you know the joke about the tart and the prude?

I’m pretty sure what the punchline should be, but it’s not working out like that. Because I’m the punchline.

I’ve gone and fallen for the most uptight, obstinate, prudish, judgemental woman I’ve ever met.

Hook, line and sinker.

Because, it turns out, she’s also warm and vibrant and smart and kind and witty and, in the biggest twist of all, sexy and wild as fuck when she’s unleashed.

When she lets someone in.

She let me in, but the joke’s on me. Because Nora Wilder, with two whole notches on her bedpost, seems capable of walking away from this intoxicating thing we have unscathed, focusing only on her starry-eyed dream of a golden prince who can keep her safe.

And I’m the dark, debauched villain who seduced her and arguably brought her back to life, but I’m not the one she wants. My spells and charms have dazzled her temporarily, but she doesn’t see them as real.

I light up her world in brief, blinding flares that blaze and die.

My light isn’t constant enough for her.

I’m smoke and mirrors, and she wants bricks and mortar. Safety.

Fucking hell.

I’m talking about myself as if I’m a cautionary tale straight out of the Brothers Grimm.

I truly have lost the fucking plot.

I know Nora can’t be completely unaffected by what we have. At the very least, there’s no way she instantly goes from almost a decade of monogamy to being able to have sex like that and not feel a damn thing. She may be more experienced than me with relationships—after all, she’s actually had one, unlike me—but I’m far more experienced at sex.

And no matter what I told her, what happens between the two of us when I’m inside her is not fucking normal.

I’ve been watching her—honestly, I’ve been doing nothing else but drink in every single thing she does—and she’s as addicted to me as I am to her. She’s not just horny. She’s drawn to me like I am to her. We can’t stay away from each other. We fall asleep wrapped around each other. Wake up pressed against each other. We seek each other out at every turn.

When I cooked for her last night, she stood behind me, her arms wrapped around my waist and her cheek against my back for most of the time I was standing at the hob.

It felt… right.

When we begrudgingly got our laptops out after dinner, we top-and-tailed on the terrace sofa. Her legs tucked between mine as we sat there and typed away. Exchanging knowing, easy smiles whenever we glanced up at each other.

Just like a real couple.

Just like how I would sit with my girlfriend if we lived together.

The funny thing is, this fake relationship with Nora is by far the realest one I’ve ever had.

Actually, it’s not funny at all.

Because I love her.

I’m so fucking in love with her I can’t breathe. I’m a mess.

I get it now. The sensation of wanting more for another person than for yourself. The feeling that you’re living your entire life through the lens of whether they’re happy. The experience of not being able to breathe unless you’re breathing their air.

My entire consciousness has zeroed in on one woman. One woman who I’m with, and yet can’t have.

Not properly.

In one respect, I’ve opened her eyes to what’s possible. To the amazing power that lies inside her own body. And because of that, she can’t get enough of me.

But in another, she sees me exactly as my family sees me. As everyone sees me. As I allow people to see me, because I’ve never provided them with an alternative. I’m a flake. A happy-go-lucky party boy, with a smile for everyone and a commitment for no one. Dancing to my own tune, fucking off to start over in New York because I feel like it.

I know it’ll hurt her to walk away from me. Nowhere near as much as it’ll fucking kill me, but still. She’ll do it because she has a clear vision of the kind of life she wants, and who am I, with my loaded and relatively functional family, to look down on her dream?

No one.

And as if that’s not bad enough, this morning I have a charmingly convenient opportunity to kill two birds with one stone while my fake girlfriend slash real love of my life spends the day in Hertfordshire at a wedding she’s planned.

Because today I have a meeting with The Montague Group’s VP Finance.

Otherwise known as Jonathan Holmes.
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It’s awkward as fuck, sitting right beside this guy at a huge white table in a conference room in our City office. Yeah. Beside. Because while I explain my proposals for Manhattan, he’ll be building a financial model on his laptop to quantify said proposals.

We shake hands, exchange some terse small talk from which the N-word is carefully omitted by silent agreement, and get down to it. Once we’re sitting, I sneak a look at him. The guy has a couple of inches on me and, I’d guess, a couple of stone. He’s in beige chinos and a bulky checked shirt under a navy v-neck jumper. He’s so fucking Sloaney—I bet he drives an ancient Landrover. I swear, he’s late twenties going on fifty. The guy screams dad.

Which is exactly what Nora is so desperate for. A man who can give her the stability her own father couldn’t. She’s got abandonment issues. Serious daddy issues. And Jonathan fucking Holmes is her self-coined solution.

Jesus.

He breaks my train of thought, his fingers hovering over the keyboard and an empty spreadsheet ready on his screen. ‘Why don’t you give me an idea of what you’re planning. Then I can start building it out?’

‘Sure.’ I pull up the presentation I’ve been working on. ‘There are a few ways we can go. A few moving parts. Like a membership club. A complete aesthetic revamp. Most extreme, the conversion of a couple of floors into apartments. So we’re looking at a lot of CapEx, and possibly a far greater variety of revenue streams.’ I exhale. ‘And I don’t have the first clue where to start with modelling that.’

‘No problem.’ He rubs his hands together. ‘We’ll build several scenarios for each of those ventures, and we’ll make them fully dynamic so we can change up whatever inputs we like.’

I shrug. ‘Sounds good. Let’s start with the club concept.’

He’s calm. Methodical. And surprisingly effective. I watch in awe as he builds models for each part of my business plan, keeping them simple—though he tells me he’ll build out the detail later—and talking me through them as he goes. Explaining how he’s arriving at the initial assumptions he’s inputting, and how we can change them to stress-test the cost and revenue forecasts.

We sit there for two hours, drinking coffee and fiddling around on Excel, and it goes by surprisingly quickly. Not only does Holmes build the model, but he shares his views on how feasible the various projects are, how soon they may cover their costs and what levels of capital we’d need to consider to fund them. It’s eye-opening and surprisingly absorbing.

Once we have something that looks pretty damn professional to my eyes, he turns to me.

‘I’ll keep playing with this. I want to add detail in. I’ll send it over tomorrow.’

‘That would be great, mate.’

‘Not a problem.’ His eyes flicker back to the screen. ‘It’s quite fun seeing it all come together. Looks like a solid plan. Aggressive, but do-able.’

‘Thank you. I appreciate you saying that.’

He doesn’t meet my eyes. Drums his fingers on the table.

‘So, would Nora move out there with you? If you took the lead on this?’

The blood rushes to my head.

It’s now or never.

I swivel my chair to face him and push back so we’re not creepily close.

‘Mate.’ I swallow. ‘I need to talk to you about something.’

He looks up. ‘What’s that?’

Fuck.

I feel lightheaded. Can’t believe I’m here. That I’m about to do this. About to ruin everything I have. But I’m not, because I don’t have her. She’s only mine on loan. She doesn’t see me as a long-term prospect. She made that abundantly clear the other night. Practically had to spell it out for me.

‘Do you still love him?’

‘Yeah. I do.’

This guy, who should be nothing to me except for a walking spreadsheet, holds Nora’s happiness in his hands. I don’t know how the fuck he walked away from her. He’s so average. So forgettable. And I know the way he fucked her must have been just as forgettable, because the way she’s responded to me… Let’s just say she doesn’t strike me as someone for whom those kind of orgasms are the norm.

And yet, she wants him. Because, unlike me, Nora is capable of making life decisions based on something other than the needs of her sex organs, which I respect. Intimacy and loyalty and steadfastness are important to her. Crucial. And they’re things she doesn’t believe I can give her.

He dumped her, I tell myself. He doesn’t fucking deserve this. He’s with someone else.

He’s what she wants, I counter. He’s all she wants, and you said you’d get him for her. You had a deal. And all you want is for her to be happy.

Atruism.

It really fucking sucks.

I clear my throat.

Just say it.

‘It’s about Nora.’


CHAPTER 35
Nora



Theo’s been weird all week.

When I got back from the Hertfordshire wedding, which was bloody exhausting, I found him on the sofa, grooming Olive, who didn’t even run over to greet me. Her pink grooming bag was next to him, brushes and combs strewn on the sofa. He’d even put clips with tiny pink bows on them all over her ears.

She looked adorable.

He looked tired, but handsome as hell.

And my ovaries did a salute as he stood up, bedazzled little dog in his arms, to welcome me back with a kiss.

Since then, he hasn’t been himself. He seems distracted. He’s quieter than normal. More subdued. I’d be paranoid he’d got sick of me, except that he’s being even more affectionate than normal. Ensuring a body part of ours is touching at every possible moment. Insisting we shower together. And when I’ve woken in the night, he’s been wrapped around me, clinging to me like his life depends on it.

I’ve asked him whether everything’s okay, of course. A couple of times. And he claims he’s absolutely fine.

At least that reassures me. If I’ve learnt one thing from shacking up with Theo Montague, it’s that he says whatever’s on his mind. No matter how excruciating, or emotionally slutty.

So I have to assume that it’s the stress of preparing for his pitch to his family this week, as well as the slightly weird situation we find ourselves in, knowing our time together is limited.

Severely limited.

Because the workmen should be finished at Elle’s house tomorrow, and Olive and I officially have no more excuse to be here. Especially since I have no doubt Theo’s presentation to his family this week will go brilliantly, and my services as the supportive, sensible girlfriend will no longer be required.

If I thought France was a blissful, fleeting bubble, then these past few days at Theo’s flat have been even more so.

Playing house.

Spending every available minute wrapped around each other.

Like the most intense relationship that never was.

I can’t believe I’m going to have to walk away, and a guilty part of me hopes Theo is feeling equally conflicted.

I tell myself it’s a good thing. I’ve totally taken my foot off the gas in terms of pursuing Jonathan, and I need to resume my plan. I’m hoping I’ll find it easier to get my head back in the Jonathan game once I’ve put some space between Theo and me.

Just because Romeo’s not right for me long term, it doesn’t mean he hasn’t consumed all my brain functionality in the short term.

Anyway, Jonathan’s now coming to the wedding next week. Apparently, Miles felt bad about having invited the rest of senior management and not him. It’s been annoying from a table plan perspective, but I can’t deny it’s the perfect opportunity to try to catch his eye in a romantic setting.

I just wish I felt more excited about it. I had a text from him, actually. While I was at the wedding yesterday. It just said I need to talk to you. Can we grab a coffee? x

Usually, I’d obsess over it. The meaning of the invitation. The odds of him wanting to get back together. The significance of the single kiss. But I haven’t really had time. I also haven’t replied. I suppose I should. I think I’ll wait till I go back to Elle’s.

I’ll have a clearer mind then.
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THEO

‘Is Elle’s place inhabitable?’ I ask Nora as we finish off the delicious chicken salad she made.

‘Yeah.’ She looks at her plate. ‘She confirmed I can move back in tomorrow if I like. They’re doing some final snagging, but it’s basically done.’

My stomach lurches, and I grip my fork more tightly.

‘Right. Well, that’s good for you. And Olive.’

She stares at me. I get the impression she wants me to say something else. To tell her she should stay, maybe.

‘Theo. I’ve had such a lovely time here. You’ve been so kind, taking us in.’

I reach over and take her hand. Rub my thumb over her knuckles.

‘You kind of made it worth my while,’ I say, and she snorts.

‘You kind of offered me a much wider range of… hosting services than I was expecting.’

‘I like to offer my most beautiful guests a very full suite of services.’ I’m grinning now. ‘Though I’m going to have to charge you for damaging my property.’

‘Damaging?’ She raises her shapely eyebrows.

I jerk my head towards the other end of the room. ‘The rug. Totally covered in jizz.’

She laughs, puts her hand up to cover her mouth. ‘Last I checked, buddy, I don’t jizz. Nice try, though.’

‘I’m pretty sure I wasn’t the only one ejaculating that night.’ I take a breath. ‘I want to ask you to stay. I really do not want you to walk out that door, baby. But it’s getting… messy. We’re both too attached, and it’s not doing either of us any favours. So I think we should make a clean break of it. Just… not see each other after this. It’s too hard, otherwise.’

I grab her hand more tightly. Those huge blue-green eyes are as wide as I’ve seen them, and more full of despair than I can bear. She doesn’t say anything for a moment, and I know she’s weighing my words.

She bows her head, her shoulders slumping forward. I barely hear her whispered yeah.

‘But what about the wedding?’ she asks.

I rake my hair back. ‘Realistically, you’ll be working hard that weekend, anyway. I think you should still be my date to keep the family quiet, but mainly so no other fuckers can have a crack at you.’ There is no way I can stand being there and staying away from her.

She gives me a wan smile. ‘I think it would kill Saoirse and me to make another change to the table plans.’

‘There you go. Exactly. And if I have to grope you shamelessly on the dance floor to make Holmes jealous again, that’s a hardship I’m definitely willing to endure.’

‘What about the… bedroom situation? All the rooms are taken.’

‘Didn’t you say we have a cottage? I can sleep on the sofa if it makes you feel better.’

She doesn’t answer, but takes the hand holding hers and turns it over, pressing the sweetest kiss to my palm.

I’d like to tell you that I take her to bed right away and fuck her, hard, but it’s not quite accurate. I’m inexperienced in this area, but I suspect what we do would more accurately be described as making love.
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The day after I drop Nora and Olive and all their stuff back at Elle’s immaculately redecorated townhouse, and kiss Nora goodbye to within an inch of her life, I’m due to present to my parents and Miles on the Manhattan opportunity.

I’m uncharacteristically over-prepared, thanks to having had nothing else to do last night in my empty flat except pour over the presentation. I’ve asked Holmes to sit in on the meeting in case the others have hardcore finance questions I can’t answer.

If I say so myself, I nail it. Thanks to Holmes, I’ve got clean numbers for every part of my proposal, with risk assessments, capital requirements, scenario analysis and breakeven schedules. This way, my parents—and Miles, but particularly my parents—can get comfortable with each discrete part of the plan without feeling overwhelmed or ambushed by its scale and ambition.

Characteristically, Dad pushes back, but rather than us rutting horns, the debate turns into a spirited, heady conversation about just how great the potential of these assets is. The potential to do something fresh. Something that may prove a blueprint for overhauling other metropolitan assets around the world. The scale of our business blows my mind, sometimes.

‘Let’s wrap this up,’ Miles says finally, glancing at his watch, and I grin to myself. It’s coming up for five o’clock, and the man who’s a recovered workaholic is clearly champing at the bit to get home to his girls.

Lucky fucker.

‘Give us a minute, will you, Holmes?’ he asks, though we all know it’s not actually a request.

‘Of course.’ He scrapes back his chair, and I hold out my hand to him.

‘Thanks for all your help on this, mate.’

When he’s cleared out, Miles turns to me.

‘Look. This won’t be a quick process. We’ll get things moving as fast as we can, but the first step is to take it to the board. See what they think. We’re awash with cash at the moment, which helps. They’re desperate for us to make some fresh investments, improve our returns.’

I hold my breath.

‘But I think I speak for us all’—he glances at Mum and Dad, who nod—‘when I say I’m impressed by your vision. You want skin in the game, we’ll give you a chance to earn it. And if you want to get your ass over to New York and start hustling, drawing up plans for a club with a founding members’ structure, we can make that happen.’

I flush with pleasure. Achievement.

Until Mum leans forward, a trusting smile on her face. ‘And will Nora be joining you in New York? She’s such a sweetheart, darling. We’re all very taken with her.’

Miles and I exchange glances.

‘No, Mum.’ I drum my pen on the table. ‘She won’t, I’m afraid.’

‘You didn’t even ask her, did you?’ That from Miles.

‘I wouldn’t ask her,’ I clarify. ‘I’d never put that on her. She’s built up her own brand over here; she’d have to start from scratch there. It’s not fair.’

‘You’re a fucking moron.’ Miles leans forward. ‘I thought I told you not to let that get away.’

‘We’re still together, for the moment.’ I need to keep our front up till the wedding. ‘But I’m afraid, once the New York thing happens, we’ll inevitably go our separate ways.’

Mum’s face collapses in disappointment. ‘I’m afraid I agree with your brother, Theo, even if I don’t condone his language. You’re making a huge mistake. I think you and Nora are made for each other.’


CHAPTER 36
Nora



Waking up with only Olive in Elle’s beautiful, immaculately redecorated spare room is depressing as hell. I peer down at her as she stands beside the bed on her hind legs, her front paws scrabbling at the base.

‘Come on then, sweetie.’ I pull her up and set her down on the empty pillow next to me.

That’s better.

Theo’s sent me a WhatsApp. I click into it and laugh. He’s shared his Wordle score from today. The bastard got it in two.

Beat that Wilder xxx




Goddammit. The pressure’s on—he’ll be insufferable if I can’t match his score. I stick an extra pillow behind me and settle back, smiling at my phone.

On it




Ten minutes and four lines later, I’m sweating, a doodle-covered pad and pencil next to me. Shit. I could swear there is no word in the English language that contains this particular array of letters. I should just shower and come back to it with fresh eyes.

A message comes through.

How you getting on?




Grr. 4 lines down. 2 greens 1 yellow and 0 fucking clue [image: grimacing face]




He sends back a line of crying with laughter emojis.

[image: face with tears of joy][image: face with tears of joy][image: face with tears of joy][image: face with tears of joy][image: face with tears of joy] Want a little clue?




Ugh.

Ok.




There’s a double letter.




Ahh. The double letter thing always, always foxes me. I mess around with the letters again on paper. I always have to write it down to see the pattern. Theo can do it in his head.

Bingo.

I message him back triumphantly.

TIARA.




I win. Suck it, Wilder.




Ahem.

Er, think we decided not to do that anymore. I smirk and send it.




Ruin my day before it’s started, why don’t you.




Whatcha doing today?




He’s the sweetest. The desire to be in bed with him right now, wordling away in competition next to him before he pulls me into him and presses that deliciously hard body down on me in triumph is like a physical pain.

Sorrel Farm. Final prep for the big day.




He’s straight back with

Want me to drive you?




Yes yes yes yes yes.

No thanks. Not a good idea.




Why?




Because we’d totally have sex in your car.




Why do you think I offered?




I can’t bear this guy. I know he’s joking about the sex (well, I think he is. You never know with Theo). But I’m not his responsibility. He’s already done so much for me. You know, letting me stay in his home for weeks and teaching me that sex can indeed make the world go around. Teaching me that I’m desirable. Powerful. He doesn’t have to chauffeur me around, too. I can take the train.

I sigh as I put my thumbs to my screen.

We’re supposed to be staying away from each other. Clean break, remember?




Shit. He’s video calling me. I smooth down my hair before answering. His gorgeous face fills the screen. He too has bed head, and it looks great on him.

‘There she is. Morning, gorgeous.’

‘Morning.’ I stare shamelessly at him, drinking him up. I can’t see much below his collarbones, but he’s topless.

Naked, probably.

Jesus. I press my thighs tightly together.

‘Let me drive you down.’

He’s doing the Mafia-boss-with-puppy-dog-eyes thing. I can’t bear it.

‘Don’t you have work to do?’

‘I have a modern contraption called a laptop. It’s amazing—I can take it anywhere. And it’s a gorgeous day. I’d rather work out of Sorrel Farm than be stuck in London. Come on, sweetheart.’

I consider. I do have a stack of wedding stationery to cart down with me: name cards and menus for the tables as well as the order of service.

‘No car sex.’

That dirty grin. ‘No car sex.’

I clarify. ‘No sex of any kind.’

‘Done. We’re friends, Belle. I want to be your mate. This is something I can help you with, so throw me a bone. Besides, seeing you makes me happy. I miss having you around, you know?’

Well, I can’t argue with that, can I?
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I don’t let any of my other ‘friends’ hold my hand the entire way on a car journey, their fingers grazing my thigh. But none of my other friends are as touchy-feely and boundary-less as Theo Montague.

(Also: none of them are as hot as him. So.)

My body is so ecstatic to see him it’s both tiresome and tiring. Of course it’s ecstatic. It’s been conditioned to expect earth-shattering rewards when Romeo’s in the vicinity. We’re all dopamine addicts these days. I just need to find a new form of dopamine hit to replace him with.

Like extending the amount of time I allow myself on Pinterest.

Or with my vibrator.

That said, I would appreciate my head having some sort of superiority to my lady parts when it comes to how I actually act. I don’t act on my baser urges. I am a planner. If I can make a career out of planning things, surely I can manage it for my personal life, too. My body would respond to Theo as needily as Olive did when he picked us up, if I let it.

I refuse to be the woman who chooses a life partner based on orgasms alone. Even if the wonderful, stable life I envisage with Jonathan manifests as a soft, contented glow in my mind’s eye as opposed to the nuclear-level blinding light of what it’s like to be with Theo.

It appears said bestower of sanity-destroying orgasms is still keeping up the fake-boyfriend facade for Evelyn, because when we turn up at the farm, he waits around with me in the charming courtyard till she appears, his arm draped lazily over my shoulder, the heat of his body searing into my side.

‘My favourite couple,’ she quips as she greets us. She’s in what looks like full-on Chanel and has a sweet little black spaniel with her. He and Olive make an excited beeline for each other’s bums, settling into a bumbling circle that’s like a rotating sixty-nine.

‘This is Charlie.’ She nudges him with her foot. ‘He hasn’t got the memo that his balls have left the building. He’s still a total tart.’

‘Just like Theo,’ I comment, before remembering that he’s supposed to be a devoted monogamist.

‘Reformed tart, thank you very much.’ Theo’s hand slides down my arm and around my waist, tugging me to him more tightly. ‘Once I met this one, I realised quality was far more satisfying than quantity. Right, baby?’

He presses his lips to my temple and I close my eyes for a second, to more fully absorb the sensation. I force a smile.

‘Right.’

‘I’ll leave you to it,’ he tells me and Evelyn. ‘And I’ll see you at noon for that coffee, right, Evelyn?’

‘In the Oast House,’ she promises.

I look up at him. ‘Huh?’

He grins. ‘Hotel stuff. I’m tapping Evelyn for some info. See you when you’re done.’

As he saunters away, Olive removes her snout from Charlie’s bum and sits, staring forlornly at his retreating figure, his MacBook tucked under his arm.

I know how she feels.

‘You’ve got a keeper there,’ Evelyn remarks as we walk over to the Oast House. ‘Charlie. Heel. He looks at you like he can’t believe his luck, and he’s pretty easy on the eye too, if you don’t mind my saying.’

‘It’s not how it looks.’ To my horror, my eyes prick with hot tears. ‘He’s not—he doesn’t want to settle down.’ Even as I say the words, they seem wrong. Inaccurate. Undeserved. But I don’t have a better way to articulate Theo’s objectives in life. ‘Not here, anyway. I think—I think he’s going to end up in New York, doing a project for his family.’

The idea of him leaving, being thousands of miles away, sucks the breath out of my lungs, for some reason. A world without Theo in it will be a world drained of colour. Of life.

‘Oh, honey.’ Evelyn puts a hand on my arm. ‘And you wouldn’t go with him?’

‘He hasn’t asked me.’ It’s true. He hasn’t asked, because it hasn’t even been a consideration between us. Theo’s on a journey to prove himself to his family. He has a glorious adventure ahead of him. Meanwhile, I’m not the adventurous type (not outside of Theo Montague’s bedroom, anyway). I actually want precisely the opposite of adventure. Which means that what I need is precisely the opposite of Theo.

Jonathan, to be exact.

No matter how confused my sex organs seem to be about the situation.

‘Oh.’ Evelyn visibly deflates. ‘I wouldn’t have guessed that. He seems so in love with you. Are you sure you guys can’t find a way to make it work?’

I get it. She’s mistaking his emotional sluttiness, easy affection and sound acting skills for something deeper. It’s an easy mistake to make, believe me. I’ve allowed those things to confuse the hell out of my subconscious, too.

I shrug. ‘The chemistry is great. He’s gorgeous, obviously. But we want very different things. We’re such opposites—it could never work.’

‘It sounds like me and Angus.’ Evelyn holds open the Oast House door for me and our furry friends to pass through. ‘My husband. When I met him, I was still reeling from finding out I’d been married to a gay man for a decade, and I was as anxious to preserve my work partnership with him as I was to dissolve my marriage. I was desperate to get back up to London and restore my public brand, and Angus was a quiet guy who wanted a quiet life doing really great work on this farm.

‘In the end, though, we found a way to be together without my having to give up any of my ambition, because the pull was just too strong. We weren’t an obvious fit, but I fell in love with him, so what can you do? And, as it turns out, being complete opposites has made life far more colourful. He grounds me, and I perk him up.’ She shrugs.

‘And it works?’ I ask.

‘It more than works.’ She turns the full wattage of her smile on me. She really is stunning. ‘We’re deliriously happy. Everything came together so perfectly. I really think it was fate.’

I envy Evelyn her certainty, even if it is driven by hindsight. And more than that, I envy her her happiness.

The Oast House is jam-packed, the air full of the contented hum of conversation. We sit in a sun-filled corner and work through the details of the wedding weekend. Delegating such a sizeable chunk of the workload to Siobhan’s team makes my life far easier, but it’s still by far the biggest, highest-budget event I’ve overseen, and I want it to be absolutely perfect for Miles, Saoirse and Bea.

As the dogs curl up at our feet in a sweet little black and gold ball, Evelyn and I cover off the schedule for the weekend, including but not limited to the set-up schedule for the Walled Garden, the Friday night rehearsal dinner, the Saturday morning preparations, the wedding breakfast, the security detail (Miles has some pretty high-profile friends) and the Sunday barbecue brunch and pool party.

We check the list of guest accommodations for the millionth time and pour through my budget. There are a couple of line items the farm hasn’t yet confirmed, and I want them squared off before we get any further. Some of the guests are arriving from overseas via private jets, and the farm is providing car transfers where necessary. Some are arriving by helicopter from London, and we confirm the coordinates of the field that doubles as a helipad. Inevitably, the highest maintenance guests are the ones that have left it the longest to confirm, assuming that we’ll cater to their every whim, so crystal-clear communication with Evelyn’s team is vital.

Press won’t be allowed—Miles and Saoirse are using the farm’s own photographer, Clara Molloy, who’s highly acclaimed, and select images will be released to the press after the fact.

In short, there are a million moving parts jostling in my head, but as we work through the spreadsheet and check off my outstanding questions, I grow calmer. Everything is in hand. I’ve wrangled this massive beast into a million line items that I can quantify and tick off. Control.

When we’ve covered off the bulk of the admin, Evelyn leans back in her chair and narrows her eyes.

‘You’re seriously good at this.’

‘Thanks.’ I flush. ‘I mean, having Siobhan on board makes it a lot easier⁠—’

She tuts. ‘No, no. This is a mammoth task. Don’t deflect. When this goes off beautifully, that’s on you. Sure, Siobhan will have the place looking stunning. That’s her gift. But you’ve corralled this entire shit-show into something slick and manageable. I should be having a heart attack about now, but you have it all in hand. So own it.’

She’s right. I’m proud of how it’s looking. Obviously, there could be a huge storm or a security threat or any manner of fuckups, but I’ve done a good job and I can afford to take a minute to pat myself on the back.

‘Thanks.’ I bow my head. ‘That means a lot.’

‘You know, most people don’t realise wedding planning is far more of a left-brain endeavour than a right-brain one. But you have this running like a Swiss watch. What are your plans if and when your gorgeous boyfriend jets off Stateside? Do you have enough to keep you busy?’

The reminder of Theo’s imminent departure bursts my bubble pretty damn quickly.

‘I have a small pipeline,’ I admit, ‘though it thins out once the summer’s over. But I’m hoping this wedding is high profile enough to get my name out there a bit more.’

‘If you want a more regular gig,’—she takes a sip of her coffee—‘come and be our in-house planner. You’d be great.’

I stare at her. ‘Seriously?’

‘Deadly. It’s insane that I’m having to do this. We had someone in-house, but she left, and she was more an admin than anything else. I want someone who knows their stuff and can split their time between pitching and planning. We should be doing far more weddings and events, but we don’t have the capacity to go on the offensive. I’m pulled in so many directions. We need someone to manage our events—a proper professional. I like you a lot, and I enjoy working with you. You’d do a great job. Think about it.’

After she kisses me goodbye and leaves me to my work with that bombshell to mull over, I check my phone. There’s a message from Jonathan.

Really need to talk to you Nor. When’s a good time to meet up? X




Fuck.

I put my head in my hands. If someone could hand me a crystal ball and tell me how everything will pan out, that would just be great. Because I have an ex-boyfriend who may or may not be about to roll over and fall into line with my life plan. A job offer—an amazing job offer—I didn’t see coming.

And an ex-fake-boyfriend I can’t stop pining over for long enough to get my head in the game for my other plans.

I could use some Michelle Obama wisdom right now. But when I ask myself WWMD—what would Michelle do—I don’t have a fucking clue. Because, obviously, Michelle would never have got herself into such a mess in the first place.


CHAPTER 37
Theo



‘You’re Nora’s boyfriend, Theo. Correct?’

I turn to the woman standing by the Oast House’s front desk. She has a good twenty years on me. I don’t usually go for older women, but she’s a total knockout. Tall and willowy, with an intricate arrangement of braids wrapped around her head. She’s in chef’s whites. This must be Zoe. Nora’s mentioned her a few times—waxed lyrical, more like.

‘I am.’ I extend my hand, and we shake. I can’t deny the thrill that goes through my entire body at her turn of phrase. Nora’s boyfriend. Even if it’s less accurate than she thinks.

‘We’ll have a table for you in just a second. Right, Trish?’ she says to the host standing next to her. Her accent is soft. French. I know I live in one of the most hectic cities in the world, but Zoe’s smile is so peaceful, I swear she should bottle it.

‘Yup,’ Trish says. ‘Take a seat. The table will be five minutes.’

She gestures at a nearby sofa. I thank them and turn to leave, but Zoe holds out a newspaper to me.

‘Something to browse. While you wait.’ She thrusts it into my hand, her smile expectant. Encouraging.

Weird. I get the strangest vibe from her as I take it. Like someone’s walked over my grave. Goosebumps. I shake it off.

I settle on the sofa, one ankle up and resting on my other thigh, and idly turn the pages of the paper. It’s a local rag—the Kent Chronicle. Full of the usual crap about local councillors and gymkhanas and primary school summer fetes and other bullshit. I’m not sure why I’m bothering to leaf through it, except that pulling out my phone in this place seems rude. Inappropriate.

Until I turn the page and an image hits me. And then I really do get goosebumps. They erupt all over my body.

I stare at it. Holy fucking shit. Why didn’t I think of this sooner? On instinct, I jerk my head up and look over to Zoe. She’s watching me, and she gives me a smiling nod.

I whip out my phone.
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‘I offered your girlfriend a job, you know,’ Evelyn says conversationally when she’s joined me a few minutes later.

‘What—here?’

‘Yes. We need an in-house wedding and event planner, and she’s really blown me away.’

My mind reels. This could be great for Nora. She’d nail it, and it would be a steady stream of work at a prestigious resort. She could really sink her teeth into this role.

‘She’d be incredible—but what did she say?’

‘She said she’d think about it. That she had a lot on her mind, and a few moving parts. But she seemed willing to consider it, at least.’

Damn right she has a lot on her mind. I’m pretty sure she would have told me if Holmes had approached her yet. Maybe he won’t bite. Maybe he’s happy with Titty McTitsalot and he’ll throw away his chance to be with this incredible woman.

I hope he does. I hope he fucking does the decent thing and stays away. For the first time since I spoke to him, I regret giving him an opening with Nora. Evelyn’s news, and the phone call I just made, have given me hope. Hope that I could be in with a chance. That I could possibly, eventually, be worthy of her.

That I could give her what she wants.

And that green shoot of hope is enough to make me want to fight for her. Even if Holmes turns up at her door with flowers and begs her for a second chance. Because I swear to God, I know Nora better than she knows herself, and she’s smoking crack if she thinks he can make her happy. She may be deluding herself that what we have is just sex.

Fine.

Whatever.

She’s fucking wrong.

But even if she thinks that, there’s no way she can realistically walk away from the way I detonate her in bed and go back to him.

It’d be like her going to bed with a fucking minivan. Taking God knows how long to get her from nought to sixty. Slow. Steady. Same old routine, every time, I bet.

Boring.

As.

Fuck.

God’s sake, Theo. Stop thinking about her in bed with him. About that huge, oafish body on her. Slobbering over her.

Jesus Christ. Stop it.

I’ve played fair. I’ve led Jonathan Holmes, that bloody carthorse, to water. Whether he drinks is on him. But for the first time, I wonder why the fuck I’ve played fair.

I’m a Montague.

I play dirty.

I’ve faked a relationship to get what I want, for fuck’s sake.

So why I’ve rolled over and taken Nora at her word and faded politely away into the background, I have no clue.

That needs to change.

The gloves need to come off.

I lean forward. I have no right to be here, talking to Evelyn Macleod with my Montague Group hat on. It’s a hat I’m not even entitled to wear. Not really. Not yet. This is a conversation I’m not mandated to have. But who gives a fuck? My older brother believes in the end justifying the means. He always chooses to seek forgiveness over asking permission.

It’s about time I took a leaf out of his book.

‘I’d love to know more about the farm,’ I ask her. ‘Specifically, the resort. Miles and I are fascinated by it. You seem to be doing everything right, from where I’m standing, at least.’

‘You’ve got to understand,’ she says, ‘the farm and resort have a symbiotic relationship. You can’t have one without the other. And lockdown showed us that. The resort suffered—a lot, obviously—and the farm’s corporate business suffered, but the home delivery service of fresh produce went through the roof. We couldn’t meet the demand. It was crazy. So that helped us weather the storm.

‘But now, things are flying again. More than ever, because of the huge shift towards staycations. We’re booked out for most of the next year, and we really should be looking at doubling our accommodation. And with fewer people having gone back to working full time in an office, our members have gone through the roof too. We’ve maxed out our memberships and we have a huge waiting list.’

It’s music to my ears, and exactly what I suspected. A thriving, established business. A brand brimming with potential. And presumably, time and capital constraints preventing the necessary investment to reap further rewards.

‘Cards on the table,’ I say. ‘In a perfect world, what would you do next? And what’s stopping you? Because my girlfriend is a huge fan of yours,’—this earns me a dazzling smile—‘and from what she tells me, you’re not the type of person to rest on your laurels. You want more. You came in to grow this place, and you’ve done it, and we’re all in awe. But I bet you always have one eye on the horizon.’

She stirs her coffee and eyes me thoughtfully. ‘No bullshit. I like that a lot. You’re so like your brother, you know.’

Usually, that kind of observation would make me flinch, but I take it in the spirit it’s meant. As a compliment.

‘I can’t believe my brother hasn’t come sniffing around here before,’ I tell her.

‘I don’t know. He’s probably been busy running a hotel business during a global lockdown. That didn’t leave any of us with much time for anything but survival.’

‘Touché.’

‘In terms of what I want, I want to double our accommodation and add more communal space so we can extend our memberships. We have the land to do it, but it’s not in the business plan. I put a sizeable investment in, but most of that’s gone on the renovations we’ve made so far and investing in the farm side of things. Biodynamics is a slow business, and the grants don’t cover everything. We’ve got cash, but not the kind of cash needed for major investments.’

I nod. ‘What else.’

‘Another farm and resort. Probably in the South Downs area, possibly with a biodynamic vineyard attached.’

‘Just the one resort?’ I crinkle my eyes at her, and she laughs. Shrugs.

‘You’ve got me. The sky’s the limit for me. I think we have a brand with a lot of currency, and I don’t think the rural luxury hotel market is going anywhere. There are so many existing farms bleeding out, under-invested and dependent on subsidies. They’re ripe for renewal and investment and a new way of doing things. We have the expertise on the farming side and the resort side. It seems a shame not to exploit that.’

‘It does indeed.’

I’m trying to play it cool, but fuck me, this opportunity is exciting. The Manhattan thing is clear-cut. It’s an easy turnaround once we’ve committed to a vision. To a business model. But here—it’s a slow-burn with a tonne of investment needed. The Montagues are not farmers—not by any stretch—but we eat, breathe and sleep hotels and occupancy rates. Having all our eggs in the metropolitan hotels basket has been tough as hell, and yet the UK’s rural luxury hotels can’t keep up with demand. Rack rates are through the roof. Everywhere’s booked up. And we should be having a piece of that fucking pie. Yes, diversification can be dangerous when you don’t know what you’re doing. There’s a reason it’s called ‘di-worse-ification’ in business circles.

But a joint venture with an established partner who has expertise in the areas where you’re lacking?

That’s a whole different story.

It’s time to come clean to Evelyn. ‘I’m not here to negotiate on behalf of my brother. Even though I know he’s blown away by what you’ve done here. Consider this a fishing expedition. But give me an idea: how much money does your perfect scenario require you to get your hands on? And would you ever consider bringing a strategic partner in?’


CHAPTER 38
Nora



‘Jonathan!’

Holy crap. Jonathan is standing on my—Elle’s—doorstep, a bottle of wine in his hand. His fair hair is neatly combed back off that high, patrician forehead of his, and he has a pale pink shirt on that I haven’t seen before. He looks handsome, and golden, and annoyingly healthy.

I stare at him, the shock of being confronted with him kicking my stomach into a nauseating jig that may or may not end in my dashing to the loo. This is my dream, right? To open the door and find the love of my life standing there, come to save the day. To save me. To take me home.

So why I’m not throwing myself at him, I don’t know.

And why the mere sight of his dear, long-loved face doesn’t have me swooning, I’m not sure.

‘Hi, Nor.’

‘Er. What are you doing here?’

‘You’ve been ignoring my messages,’ he says with a sigh, and bends to scoop up Olive, who’s maniacally circling his legs. At least one of us is happy to see him. ‘And I really need to speak to you. So I thought I’d drop by. Can I come in?’

‘Yeah. Sure. Of course.’ I stand back and let him and Olive in, taking the wine bottle he holds out so he can deal with his wriggly little fan with two hands. He’s brought my favourite Puligny Montrachet. Our favourite. And it’s perfectly chilled.

‘Who’s this?’ he asks, craning his face away from Olive so she can’t full-on snog him.

‘That’s Olive. She’s Elle’s.’

‘Huh. She’s lovely. You’re a sweet little thing, aren’t you?’ He strokes her head, and I wait for my ovaries to do the dance they do when Theo cuddles her, but… nothing. Weird.

I lead Jonathan down to the basement kitchen. He makes appreciative noises behind me.

‘Hell of a place.’

‘How did you know Elle’s address?’

‘It’s your forwarding address,’ he says patiently, like I’m an obtuse toddler.

‘Oh. Yeah.’

I put the bottle on the island. ‘Would you like a drink?’

‘That would be lovely.’

He stands stiffly with Olive while I hunt out some glasses and open the bottle. Why is this so excruciating?

I avoid his eyes until I’ve poured out the wine and pulled out a bar stool at the island. ‘Have a seat.’

He sits.

‘Nora.’

I look up at him.

‘I have something important I need to talk to you about.’

He raises his eyebrows to underscore what he’s just said, and the oddest, freakiest sense of dread creeps over me like a damp fog.

I’m paralysed.

It’s as if I’m watching someone run out into the road, and a car’s approaching, and I know what’s going to happen, but I’m powerless to stop it.

Because I know what’s happening here—or what’s about to happen—and it’s the culmination of everything I’ve wanted for months and months.

Jonathan has tracked me down. He’s pursued me, and he’s about to tell me he made a mistake, and he’s broken up with Lucy, and he wants me back, and fuck.

I don’t want it.

I don’t want him.

And it’s taken me way too long to work that out.

In fact, it’s taken seeing him in the flesh to realise. But compared to the excitement and desire that the merest thought of Theo ignites in my bloodstream, being here with Jonathan makes me feel… flat.

Indifferent.

At some point, the security Jonathan represents has become sameness, and what appeared to be danger has become dynamism. Potential—endless potential. Theo keeps me on my feet. He shows me what’s possible. His enthusiasm for life is infectious, and it’s got under my skin.

He’s got under my skin.

I stare at Jonathan as the horror mounts relentlessly in my body, scratching across my skin. My mouth goes dry, and not in a good way. Not in the way it goes dry when Theo gets out of the shower. Or comes up behind me and brushes my neck with his lips. Or smiles his you’re going to get it, baby smile at me.

Not like that.

Nothing like that.

I take a swig of wine, swallowing it without appreciating the perfectly complex Chardonnay notes, and stick my thumb in my mouth so I can maniacally chew at a hangnail.

I’m about to break up a relationship for someone I don’t want anymore. I’ve had this picture in my head this whole time, and it’s the wrong fucking picture. I snort air in through my nostrils.

Jonathan’s staring at me, concern in his big blue eyes.

‘You okay, Nor?’

‘I don’t think I’m ready for this conversation,’ I breathe out.

‘Tough. You need to hear it.’ His voice is school-teacher-y. He looks surprised by his own tone.

I take an enormous glug of wine. God knows, I need it. The alcohol burns my throat as I swallow it in one.

‘I had a chat with Theo.’ He pauses. ‘It was… enlightening.’

Oh fuck. Oh fuck. Oh fuck. I can’t avert my eyes from this car crash.

Jonathan plows on, awkwardness leeching from his very pores. ‘He told me he thought you still had feelings for me—that maybe you still, you know. Loved me.’

He did what? Theo told Jonathan this? When? My jaw drops open. My head spins, Theo’s words on my brain.

I’ll help you get him. The look in his eyes when he said that to me. But I didn’t expect him to advocate directly with Jonathan on my behalf.

Jonathan’s face is utterly serious. ‘Is that true?’ he asks quietly.

Kill.

Me.

Now.

I’ve fucked up so badly. I can’t begin to pretend here. Can’t bear it. I have to set things straight.

‘No.’ I shake my head vehemently. ‘No, I don’t love you anymore, Jonathan. I’m sorry—I thought I did, maybe, but I don’t. Not in the slightest. Sorry.’

He slumps forward, his head in his hands.

‘Thank God.’

Thank—what? ‘What?’ I huff out a sigh of disbelief. My hands are shaking. Did he just thank God that I don’t love him anymore?

‘Nor. The guy’s totally in love with you. He threw himself under the bus for you. Told me he thought I had another chance with you, if I wanted it.’ He raises his head. Leans forward. ‘But he was in fucking pieces. He was crying, Nor. When he said it. He was an absolute mess—said he wasn’t good enough for you. Couldn’t give you what you wanted, so if I thought I could, I should go back to you and beg you for another shot. Because you deserved to have everything you wanted. And I’d left you that stupid, drunken message, telling you he was bad news, basically. I wanted to come and tell you how wrong I was. He may have been a bit of a dick when we were at uni, but as far as you’re concerned, he’d do anything for you.’

Theo. Going to Jonathan, whom he despises. Telling him to give us another shot. And crying over it? Crying over me? Could it be possible his feelings for me go beyond physical attraction?

‘But I—he’s going to New York. And he didn’t say anything.’

I look at Jonathan as if he’s the grown up in the room. As if he can miraculously supply me with answers. But he just shrugs awkwardly. Clearly, playing agony aunt to his ex is a bridge too far.

‘I mean, I’m sure if you two are in love, you’ll figure it out.’

Evelyn said something similar about her and Angus. I’m sure of it.

‘But you don’t understand, Jonathan—Theo talks about all this stuff. He says whatever comes into his head. He doesn’t hold back. If he’d had feelings for me, he would’ve said something.’

‘Look.’ He takes a weary sip of wine. ‘You know him better than I do. But maybe it’s easy for him to talk about things when the stakes are low, and less easy when the stakes are high.’

Could he be right? I cast my mind back to all my conversations with Theo. His relaxed, take-it-or-leave-it attitude to sex in the early days. I was so envious of that attitude. But the last few days we were together, something shifted. He closed up verbally, but latched on physically. I questioned him about it, I did, and he assured me everything was fine.

And I took him at face value.

Ignored my instincts.

‘Did he not say anything to you?’ Jonathan persists. This is seriously odd, having a conversation with my ex about my love life.

He did say something.

Answer me one question, no messing around, and I’ll shut up.

Do you still love him?

And I said yes. I told Theo I still loved Jonathan. Jesus Christ. How could I have been so dim? Was that when he bowed out? Approached Jonathan and told him to go for it with me?

‘He may have said a couple of things,’ I mumbled. ‘But I shut him down. I was so stupid.’

The tears are flowing freely now, and Jonathan puts a hand on my arm and pats it paternally. Jesus. It hurts so much I’m practically breathless. Theo has feelings for me—feelings that made him fall on his sword for me—and I’ve been totally oblivious to them and to my own emotions.

‘For what it’s worth,’ Jonathan continues, ‘he gave me a massive bollocking. Really laid into me. Told me I should be ashamed of how I’d treated you, that I’d shown you far too little respect after being with you for such a long time, and that he’d punch me in the face if I ever fucked up again. He said I didn’t know how lucky I was. That he’d give anything to have you feel that way about him.’

I ball my fist and press it to my mouth so hard my teeth hurt. My body’s shaking with the unsuccessful effort of stemming the flow of my tears.

‘I can’t believe he said that,’ I whisper. The Theo Montague I thought I knew didn’t have the humility to open up like that to someone he disliked.

To so openly concede defeat to another guy.

To rip open his heart and risk another man crowing his victory.

‘Look. He was right. I behaved in a shitty way. I didn’t handle things well at all, and I really regret it, for what it’s worth.’

Second only to a declaration of undying love, I’ve longed for an apology from this man. And here it is, and it’s quite satisfying to get it, but that’s all. Honestly, I couldn’t care less. Because he and I are history.

‘You were a total nob.’

‘I know. I’m sorry. I wish I’d behaved better, but you and I are better off apart, Nor. Things weren’t great at the end. I was restless, and I think you could sense it, because you got seriously twitchy. And bossy, while you tried to hold things together between us.’

I flinch. I know he’s right, but it doesn’t make it easier to hear.

‘But you’re not like that with him,’ he continues. ‘Not as far as I’ve seen, I mean. You seem more… carefree. He’s good for you, I think. Just like Lucy’s good for me. We’ve both found people we fit better with.’

My body’s still shuddering. I run my fingers up the stem of my wineglass. ‘He’s really good for me. He’s—God, he’s amazing. He makes me really, really happy.’

‘Yeah.’

We’re silent for a bit.

‘I love him,’ I blurt out, and start sobbing again, because it’s true. I’m head over heels in love with the guy I was warned about, who I was determined to stay the hell away from. I didn’t see him coming, and I didn’t recognise the feelings I had for him, because they were—are—unlike anything I’ve felt before. And maybe, if Jonathan’s correct, I’ve hurt Theo even more than I’ve let him hurt me.

As soon as I’ve kicked Jonathan out, I call Theo. Once. Twice.

Nothing.

I have to speak to him. Have to hear his voice. I feel like banging my head against the wall. What the hell was wrong with me? How the fuck did I not see what’s been staring me in the face? I thought I was so empowered, having casual sex with a hot guy. Compartmentalising my feelings. When in reality, being with Theo Montague has been the least casual, and most meaningful, experience of my life.

A few minutes later, I get a WhatsApp from him.

Sorry can’t talk—at dinner with Saoirse’s family. It’s rowdy! See you tomorrow, gorgeous xxx




I tell myself it’s a good thing. This isn’t something I should do on the phone. It needs to be face to face. I need to look him in his beautiful eyes while I attempt to express to him how strongly I feel. Tomorrow evening is the rehearsal dinner. Theo and I will be sharing a room. Putting on a cosy display at dinner for the benefit of his family.

I have to get to him first.

Because if he feels the same about me, we’ll find a way to be together. I’ll pack up my business. Decline Evelyn’s amazing, career-changing offer. I’ll follow him to New York, if he’ll have me.

None of it’s in the plan. But Theo’s more important than a stupid plan.


CHAPTER 39
Theo



My older brother kicks back in the passenger seat of my car, a single man for what I firmly believe will be the last time. His future wife has refused him a lift. Instead, she’s driving Bea and her mum down to Sorrel Farm in her brand-new Cayenne e-Hybrid—a wedding present from her lovesick fiancé.

This is a good thing for Miles, because the noise level in that car will be through the fucking sunroof. And it’s a good thing for me, because I seriously need to talk to him.

Having worked my ass off to earn the leap of faith necessary for Miles and my parents to entrust me with a serious opportunity in New York, I now have to do the one thing they all know me for.

Flake out.

Jump ship.

Ask for their blessing in chasing a shiny new project before I’ve broken ground on the one I’m supposed to be running with.

‘Got a problem,’ I tell my brother, squinting through my aviators as I tailgate some twat doing precisely seventy in the outside lane. ‘Move it, dickhead,’ I growl.

I’m not at my most relaxed. Not close. There are far too many moving parts in play for my liking. Far too many things that could go wrong. Things that stand between me finding happiness with Nora.

I’m not usually the kind of guy who needs my ducks in a row. That’s more Miles’ department. Or Nora’s. I usually act first, think later. But I’m about to take the biggest risk of my life. Gamble everything I have. My career. My heart. My trust fund.

And nothing is guaranteed.

It would be far more sensible, for instance, if I declared my undying love for Nora first and then furtively attempted to extricate myself from my Manhattan commitment later. (And, by commitment, I mean my family’s giant and arguably blind leap of faith in me.) At least then if she tells me where to go, I can flee to New York to lick my wounds.

But no. I have to do this properly. Have to show her that I’ll put her first. That nothing else matters without her.

The geriatric in the Volvo finally moves into the next lane, and I flatten the accelerator. I can feel Miles’ judgmental gaze without looking at him.

‘What.’

‘I’d like to make it to my wedding alive,’ he says mildly.

‘Did you or did you not ask for a lift?’ I should probably be minding my tone with him right now, given what I’m about to ask him, but he’s winding me up.

‘Why don’t you tell me what your problem is?’

‘My problem’—I begrudgingly ease up on the gas—‘is Nora.’

‘I thought everything was going well with you two. You sure as fuck couldn’t keep your hands off her in France.’

Obviously, I will never tell my brother Nora and I started out with a fake relationship. He’s her client, and he’d also never trust me again.

‘There are a few issues you aren’t aware of,’ I say carefully. ‘She had a rough time of it, growing up. Her dad was a dick. He fucked off. And I’m not sure I’ve done enough to demonstrate to her that I can be a stable factor in her life.’

He’s quiet. He won’t be unsympathetic to her plight. I know he worries about what damage his unfortunate choice of first wife will do to Bea in the long term. Even if his choice of second wife couldn’t be better, for both him and his daughter.

‘Do you love her?’ he asks finally, twisting in his seat so he can face me.

I glance at him quickly. ‘Yeah. I’m fucking besotted. Like—head over heels.’

‘Is she the one?’

‘She’s the only one there will ever be for me.’

‘Glad to hear it. So what’s the problem? Has she explicitly told you you can’t make her happy? Give her what she needs?’

I sigh heavily. ‘We haven’t even spoken about it properly, to be honest. But I’ve reached that conclusion all by myself. I’m everything she doesn’t want in a guy.’

Miles laughs. ‘The way you two were practically fucking in the pool, and at Paloma, I don’t think you’re everything she doesn’t want.’

The heat of that weekend returns, bringing a warm glow to my belly. It was only a couple of weeks ago, and yet my goals were so different.

Wear her down.

Make her come.

Feel like the king of the world.

Repeat.

‘She has no complaints there,’ I say. ‘Neither of us do—it’s fucking smoking. But she sees me as a good-time guy. Nothing more.’

‘Mate.’ Miles pauses. ‘No one can deny you’ve had a few shockers over the years. But a few bad judgement calls don’t define you. We haven’t offered you the Manhattan gig to throw you a bone. It’s because you’ve proven yourself. So it’s not about whether you’re the guy to make Nora happy. It’s about whether you’re willing to do what it takes to make her happy. Step up for her. If she wants something, and you believe that thing is important to her, then figure out a way to be the person who can give it to her.’

Well, he handed that one to me on a plate.

‘Which is why I can’t go to New York.’

He jerks his head towards me.

‘Why the fuck not?’

‘It won’t be what she wants to do. I can’t just go to her and say hey baby. I love you. Walk away from your business and follow me to New York, will you?’

‘It’s called compromise, mate. It could be good for her.’ His voice gets lower. More menacing. ‘Don’t fuck this up. We’ve gone out on a limb for you with this one. Yeah, you’ve put together a great plan. But a lot is riding on this. Do it well, and it’ll make your career. Nora’s smart. She’ll understand.’

I rake my free hand through my hair in frustration. ‘Listen to yourself. That involves her compromising everything, and me compromising nothing. This family is like fucking quicksand. We all just expect everyone else to fall into line. March to our beat. Look at you—why aren’t you getting married in Ireland, where Saoirse’s family is? And Margot hardly ever sees her folks. I know how lucky we are, believe me. But our family can be a lot. So why the fuck should Nora put her career on hold—a career she’s worked far fucking harder on than I have on mine—for me? That’s insane. And it’s not how I want to take this relationship to the next level.’

He groans. ‘Why the fuck you’ve pushed and pushed to be given a chance to run with Manhattan when your personal life was up in the air, I don’t understand.’

He’s right, of course.

‘I didn’t know it was going to be serious. I thought it would be a bit of fun with a beautiful woman. Thought it would run its course, like they always do. But I fell so hard, I barely realised it. And now I’ve tied myself into a work commitment I can’t in good conscience take up.’

‘You are such a fucking headache.’ Miles drops his head back in despair. ‘Jesus Christ. I’m supposed to be focusing on marrying the love of my life tomorrow, not dealing with this bullshit, for fuck’s sake.’

‘Yeah.’ I’m the annoying little brother again. The four-year-old who used to idolise twelve-year-old Miles before we both grew up and I realised what a ruthless, painful bastard he was. ‘I know.’

We sit in silence, his fingers strumming on his thigh.

‘Theo,’ he says eventually. ‘The reason we all get so frustrated with you is because you’ve always had so much potential, you know? You’re not a waste of space, even if we make you feel that way a lot of the time. Nora’s a great girl—I really like her—but she’s not too good for you. You’re a fucking Montague. If she’s the one you want, go after her, work out what she needs, and focus with every fibre of your being on making her ecstatically happy. That’s what I’ve done with Saoirse, and it’s fucking worked. And believe me, no one’s more surprised and delighted than me. I know you can do the same.’

My throat tightens. This is by far the most profound, even affectionate, interchange I’ve had with my brother in years.

‘Thanks.’ I swallow. ‘Means a lot, mate. And, you know, I don’t want to leave you in the lurch. It’s not an easy decision. I know you’ve pushed to make this happen for me. But at the end of the day… she’s more important. And you said it yourself. You told me not to fuck this up with her.’

He blows out a breath. ‘I know. I get it. If it was Saoirse… I’d walk away from everything. All of it, if she wanted me to. So, clearly you have some sort of plan to convince Nora you’re the guy for her. Want to fill me in?’

I check my wing mirror. ‘Not sure.’

‘Come on.’ Miles pokes me in the arm and smirks when I turn to him. ‘Don’t you want to brainstorm with the man Forbes called the best strategic brain in the global leisure arena? See if we can’t whip a plan into shape that’ll knock her off her feet?’

‘God, you are such a narcissistic twat,’ I breathe.

‘You know you want to tell me. At least make use of me before you end my life on the M25.’

‘Fine.’

I straighten up in my seat. Grip the wheel at ten and two, and move into the middle lane, where I can drive at a more acceptable speed and focus on this conversation.

‘She wants security, I’m going to show her security. Might set The Montague Group back another few million, though.’


CHAPTER 40
Nora



‘You’re getting the quick version of events’—I whip off my top, avoiding my freshly made-up face, and throw it on the floor—‘because Saoirse’s decided she needs me to help her pick up some painting she’s got for Miles and that is not on my agenda, and it’ll probably take at least half an hour. An hour, even.’

‘Okay.’

Elle raises her shapely eyebrows at me from where she sits cross-legged on the massive bed upstairs in my and Theo’s beautiful cottage at Sorrel Farm. My fake boyfriend, supposed bedfellow for tonight and all-round love of my life, has not materialised yet, and with every hour he stays away, I wilt a little more. According to my WhatsApp group chat with Saoirse and her bridesmaids, he has indeed delivered the groom to Sorrel Farm, so I have no idea where he is now.

‘You all right, though?’

‘If you’re asking the wedding planner part of me, then yes, I’ll be fine, even though Jackson James confirmed that he’d arrive tomorrow by car and is in fact arriving shortly. By helicopter, naturally.’ My trousers hit the floor. ‘But if you’re asking the non-wedding planner part of me, then no. I’m not okay. Because I’ve fucked up so badly and I have no idea if I’m going to be able to fix it.’

‘Oh, sweetie.’ She blows out a sympathetic breath. ‘What the hell’s been going on?’

I summarise the whole sorry tale as succinctly as I can while hunting around in my suitcase for the sexy bra and thong I bought for this evening’s rehearsal and rehearsal dinner. A girl can dream. Or if she can’t dream, at least she can be prepared.

I tell Elle that the intimacy that bloomed between Theo and me in France only grew more intense when we got home.

That I found myself trusting him, and once the trust was in place, I was unleashed. We were unleashed.

That Theo’s behaviour shifted, and I stopped being able to read him like a book the way I had previously.

That I made the catastrophic assumption that if he had anything important to say to me, he would come right out and say it.

That I was so busy congratulating myself on being freed from my inhibitions around sex that I totally missed what was happening.

That it took Jonathan to open my eyes to the true reality. Theo had bowed out. He’d sacrificed his happiness in favour of what he thought would make me happy. What I thought would make me happy.

That Jonathan and I were both laughably relieved to discover neither of us had feelings for each other.

That Evelyn offered me a dream job.

And that I’d walk away from it right now and follow Theo to New York if it meant I had a future with him.

As I’m talking, I’m stripping. Off come my boring beige bra and pants and on go the sexy pair. Next up: a gorgeous Astrid Carmichael shift in palest pink wool crepe courtesy of Elle.

I halt my tale of woe, not ignorant of the fact that it resembles some kind of Shakespearean farce.

‘Zip me up?’ I ask her.

She hops off the bed as I twist behind her.

‘Bloody hell, Nor.’ Her voice is soft. ‘I leave you for a couple of weeks, and look what happens.’ She zips me up and rubs my shoulders kindly before coming round so she’s in front of me.

‘Tell me about it.’ I sigh.

She eyes me up, and I can tell she’s choosing her words. ‘Look. It’s a lot to take in. For you, I mean. But everything you’ve said sounds good, no? I can’t believe Theo broke down in front of Jonathan—he hates him so much. But if that’s not a sign he’s hopelessly in love with you, I don’t know what is.’

‘I don’t know.’ My eyes prick with tears of frustration. ‘I can’t get my head straight. I just need to see him. I know if I see him, talk to him, I’ll have my answer.’

‘I think it’s great that you both have feelings for each other.’ She pauses.

‘But?’

‘There’s no but, really. I just want to make sure this is what you really want. I adore my cousin, but we both know how important having a secure life partner is for you. From what you’ve said, it sounds like he’s turned over a new leaf, thanks to you. But it’s a big step, walking away from your career for him. I mean, none of this is part of your plan.’

‘I know.’ I smooth my dress over my hips. ‘Don’t remind me. Believe me, it’s freaking me out.’

‘Okay. I have two questions for you.’

I meet her eyes, hopeful she’ll take me in hand. ‘Go for it.’

‘One. Do you really love him? And two. Do you really think he can make you happy? Because if the answer to both of those is yes, then nothing else matters much.’

I nod. This is good. Elle giving me a life questionnaire with nice, neat yes-no answers is helpful. It’s the safety net I need for jumping into the abyss.

‘Yes and yes,’ I tell her. ‘It’s like I don’t even have a choice. I’m so miserable without him. I don’t want to be on my own with some stupid plan. I want to be with him.’

‘Excellent.’

‘A plan won’t keep me warm at night, will it?’

‘Plans are useless for orgasms,’ she agrees.

‘Yeah.’ I blow out a breath and stare at my toes.

‘Nor. You’ve done this before, you know. Torn up whatever mental rule book you’re intent on living your life by, and followed your very smart gut instead.’

My head jerks up. ‘When?’

‘When you handed in your notice to Bitch Boss from Hell at the Times and struck out on your own. That is not the act of some pathetic little pencil-pusher. That’s the act of a smart, gutsy woman who owns her intuition and her power.’

I stare at her in admiration and disbelief. ‘Jesus. Thank you.’ She’s right. I did that. And I never looked back. I’m so much more fulfilled now than I could have imagined.

‘Look at you now,’ she continues. ‘You’ve pulled together the wedding of the year for one of the most uptight, demanding men I know. I’m sure you never could have imagined that when you were in your sad little cubbyhole at the Times. Nor, life never turns out exactly how you imagine.’

‘Says the Oscar winner who got her very own Hollywood happy ending.’ I give her a watery smile.

‘Exactly.’ She puts her arms around me and pulls me in. ‘And you will, too. Repeat after me. I don’t need an AGA or a rectory to feel secure in my future.’

‘I don’t need an AGA or a rectory to feel secure in my future,’ I mumble reluctantly. Sometimes it’s a total bummer, having friends who know you so well.
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After Elle’s wandered off to ‘get herself some orgasms’ in her own words, making me promise not to ruin my eye makeup with any more tears, I call Saoirse.

‘Ready to go get that painting?’

She giggles. ‘Definitely! Let’s do it!’

She’s so sweet. So upbeat about everything. She sounds as though picking up her wedding present for her fiancé is up there with the most exciting adventures she’s ever undertaken.

‘How far away is this place?’ I ask once we’re strapped ourselves into her gorgeous new car.

‘Ightham.’ She keys a postcode into her SatNav. ‘Ten, fifteen minutes away.’

That’s good, at least.

‘And where are you picking it up from?’

‘From the painter.’ She gives me a huge grin and I smile back weakly, miserably failing at matching her enthusiasm. ‘From her house.’

As she drives, we chat about who’s arrived so far, how the preparations in the Walled Garden are going, and the fact that her mum has taken Bea to the Oast House for ice cream to get her out of Miles’ hair. If anyone’s more excited than Saoirse, it’s Bea.

‘I know I’m going to say it a million times this weekend, Nora.’ She turns to me. ‘But thank you for giving me my dream wedding. I know it’s going to be amazing.’

I pat her hand. ‘It will be. And if I can give you any advice after planning forty-plus weddings, it’s not to sweat the small stuff. Things are bound to go wrong, but try not to let them ruin your day.’

‘You’re so right.’ Her beam is dazzling, and I know that if there’s ever a bride who doesn’t need to hear that advice, it’s Saoirse. Nothing can dampen her happiness. Her excitement. Her positivity.

‘You’re definitely the most well-adjusted bride I’ve ever met,’ I tell her, and she laughs.

‘I think this is it.’

She hits her indicator in front of huge iron gates that stand open. The pillars flanking them have The Old Rectory engraved into the ancient stone. Nice.

‘Wow. This artist must do well for herself,’ I quip, and she turns to me, eyes dancing.

‘Yeah. Something like that.’

We sweep into an imposing gravel driveway. There are two cars parked: a glossy Audi, and a red car that’s the same model as Theo’s. What are the chances? But my eyes are drawn to the house. It’s a Country Life reader’s wet dream. A spectacular Georgian building, long and low, covered in unmistakably gnarly vines of wisteria. Symmetrical rows of stunning windows flank a huge pillared door, and it’s open.

There’s a man standing in the doorway, leaning against a pillar, his arms crossed. He has aviators on, but he’s unmistakable. It’s Theo.

I turn to Saoirse in confusion. She’s watching me with a warm, expectant smile.

‘What’s going on? Is Theo helping with the painting?’

My gaze swings back to Theo. He’s striding across the gravel towards Saoirse’s car. Pushing his aviators up from his eyes. His body’s lean and rangy in jeans and a white shirt, sleeves rolled up. His face gorgeous but uncertain.

‘There is no painting, hon. Let’s just say your boyfriend’s planned a little ambush, and he roped me into his evil plan.’ Saoirse’s voice goes up a couple of octaves with excitement. She squeezes my arm. ‘Go get him, gorgeous girl. I’ll see you at the rehearsal.’


CHAPTER 41
Nora



Ilet Theo open my car door for me. I’m so busy staring at him that he has to lean over and unsnap my seatbelt. He grins at Saoirse and thanks her before taking my hand and tugging me out of the car. He slams the door shut, and then he’s pulling me into his arms so tightly that all I can do is clutch at his back and enjoy the feeling of the oxygen being squeezed out of my lungs. I’m vaguely aware of Saoirse pulling out of the driveway.

‘What the hell is going on?’ I ask, my hands dragging shamelessly over back muscles that should be illegal.

‘Belle.’ His voice is hoarse enough, desperate enough, to cause me to pull away and look up, and then by silent, and very mutual, agreement, his mouth is on mine. And thank God. From the way his warm, hard lips press against mine and his hand clenches in my hair and his tongue drives into my mouth, focused and hungry, I’d guess he’s as frantic for me as I’ve been for him, these past few days.

He’s ignoring my question, and for once I let it slide, because being here with Theo as he kisses the life out of me like a dying man is, in a funny way, all the answer I need.

This is real.

It’s real, and we can work with this. We can find a way.

The softness of his lips and the potency of his tongue are having a drugging effect on me, commandeering my senses and my brain function so thoroughly that I stand like a rag doll in his arms, allowing him to hold me up as I use my exhausted reserves on important functions like sucking on Theo’s irresistible bottom lip and entangling my tongue with his and sliding his silky hair through my fingers.

He smells delicious. Like sun cream and summer and lemons. I drag my lips away from his mouth, along his jaw and down his neck, tugging the open collar of his shirt down so I can inhale the scent of his skin.

‘Happy to see me?’ he groans, and I hum an affirmative against his neck.

‘Theo?’

‘Yeah, baby?’

‘What have you done?’ I ask casually between laps of his neck, and he laughs sweetly, threading his fingers through the hair at my temple so he can tug my head back slightly while his other hand splays across my lower back.

And there he is.

There’s the man I love, his dark eyes almost all pupil as he gazes down at me, the mouth I’ve been kissing swollen and curved up into a smile bracketed by the softest lines.

‘I fucked up, sweetheart, and I’m trying to make things right.’

‘You didn’t fuck up. I’m the one who fucked up. I didn’t—I didn’t realise⁠—’

I didn’t realise how lucky I was. How obscenely, outrageously fortunate I was to find you. I was too fucking obtuse and wrapped up in my godforsaken plans to notice.

‘Shh.’ He silences me with a chaste press of his lips against mine. ‘You don’t get to say anything just yet. I need to explain.’

I raise my eyebrows at him before my eyes dart to the indecent house beside us. ‘Maybe start with why we’re here?’

‘Patience, my little pocket rocket. All will be revealed.’ He sighs. ‘Listen. First up, if you get a call from Holmes, I need you to know I made a colossal mistake. I told him he should give it another go with you, try to give you what you want. But I’ve changed my mind. I want to fight for you. I’m sorry, baby, but there’s no way that twat gets to be the guy to make you happy. I know I can do it, and I’m going to prove it to you. So if he calls, tell him where to go. Okay?’

I let him get it all out, because I’m unfairly gratified by his words, but I need to put the poor guy out of his misery.

‘He came over.’

I release a hand from his hair and lay it on his chest, enjoying the way his eyebrows shoot up and his jaw clenches.

‘That fucker.’

‘Romeo. Relax. You’ll be glad to know neither Jonathan nor I have any feelings for each other. At all. Not sure who was most relieved.’ I reconsider. ’On second thoughts, it was definitely him. He actually said thank God when I told him I didn’t love him anymore.’

Theo blinks. ‘Seriously?’

‘Seriously. I’m not sure I’ve ever been so horrified as when I thought he was going to ask me to give us another shot, but he actually came to plead your case. It seems you made quite the impression on him.’

‘Fuck. He told you I cried, didn’t he?’

I grin, but it’s a tender grin. Loving. ‘He did, and it gave me hope that I might still be in with a chance.’

‘So much more than a chance,’ he mutters, and kisses me again. I return his kiss dreamily, my eyelids fluttering closed.

‘I should never have rolled over,’ he says when he releases my mouth. ‘I definitely shouldn’t have rolled over for him. I mean, Jesus Christ. Because’—he strokes his thumb down my face, my neck, those eyes boring into mine—‘I love you so much, baby, and I need to be the one that gets to make you happy. No one else, okay?’

The utter relief of hearing those words from him makes me want to sag. Thank God. Thank God. Evelyn was right. If he loves me, surely it can all be okay? We can work everything else out?

‘Iloveyoutoo.’ I stumble over the words in my hurry to get them out. I need this man to know. Can’t leave him in uncertainty a second longer. ‘And I’m so sorry I let you think anything else. I’ve been so stupid—I’ve been kicking myself. But if it’s okay with you, I’d like to go to New York with you, and⁠—’

He closes his eyes as if he’s in pain, before opening them. The light of love and tenderness shining in them is a miracle.

‘Nooo, sweetheart,’ he croons, shaking his head. ‘Not going to happen. New York’s not happening at all, in fact. Not for us, anyway.’

‘What the hell?’ I stare at him in utter confusion.

‘I’ve been a busy guy these past few days.’

He slides his hands up to my shoulders.

‘That’s why I’ve been staying away from you. I’ve been trying to sort everything out.’

Gently, he holds my shoulders and turns me around, pulling me in against him.

‘Starting with this.’

I sag into him and gawp at the vision in front of us.

He leans and whispers in my ear.

‘One Georgian rectory for the woman of my dreams.’

My entire body goes rigid. I jerk my head around so I can see his face, because I don’t understand.

‘What do you mean?’

He stares down at me, his expression serious once more. ‘I don’t want you choosing me over your dreams. No way. If I’m lucky enough to get you, I’ll sure as fuck make certain you get everything else, too. I came here today expecting to have to fight for you, give you the hard sell on why I can give you the safety and security I know you need. Thought it might sweeten the deal if I threw your dream home into the package.’

He shoots me a little smile, as if I’m supposed to find his attempt at a joke funny, but it’s heartbreaking. Horrifying that he thought he had to sell me on the prospect of him as my future.

‘Theo. I don’t need a house, for God’s sake. I just need you. Jesus—I don’t want anything else but you, you idiot.’ I lower my voice. ‘You’re the sweetest, sweetest deal there is already. Don’t try to bribe me.’

I try to swivel in his arms, but he holds me tightly in place against him and brushes his lips against my temple. I feel the warmth of his exhalation on my skin.

‘Well, that’s a huge relief, but I told you, sweetheart. I want you to have everything you dreamed of. Besides, I’ve fallen for this place too. And I put an offer in last week. It’s ours.’

Enormous tears spring from my eyes like I’m a cartoon character. I can’t help it. This man is killing me with his surprises and declarations and tenderness. I’m totally overwhelmed. It’s all way too much to take in.

I love you.

Boom.

I bought you your dream home.

Boom.

‘No,’ I say weakly, clutching at the wrist that’s wound around my front.

‘Yep. It was a bit hasty, I know, but I was hoping you wouldn’t turn me down. I saw it in the local paper last week when I was at the farm and called up the agent straight away. She’s over there, in her car, giving us space. I knew it was right for us as soon as I saw the photo. I had fucking goosebumps when I turned the page.’

‘But you don’t want to live in the countryside,’ I manage.

‘I’ll live anywhere with you.’ His lips go to my ear again. ‘Besides, I’ve fallen hard for it. It has a couple of features the flat just doesn’t offer.’

‘An AGA?’ I say hopefully, and he shakes with laughter against me.

‘It has an AGA. I made sure of that. But I was thinking more of naked swimming.’ His lips brush my earlobe. ‘And naked tennis. Two things I didn’t realise I needed in my life till I saw the grounds.’

I gasp sharply, as much at the visual Theo’s painting as at the sheer scope of this house and its grounds. My eyes take in the burnished beauty of the house’s facade in the afternoon sun. Perfect mounds of hydrangea bushes sit below the line of tall, low-silled windows. In front of each pillar stands an impeccable potted bay tree. Lawns slope off to one side, a wrought-iron gate tucked tantalisingly into an ancient wall.

‘It sounds like Disneyland,’ I marvel.

‘Naked Disneyland. Just for us,’ Theo drawls, and I laugh. It makes me feel much better that Theo has his own motivations for wanting this place, no matter how dirty they are.

‘Wanna see inside?’ he asks.

‘Hell, yes,’ I say, and he chuckles.

‘What about New York, though?’ His change of plan is bothering me immensely.

‘Easy.’ He takes my hand. ‘I’ve provided the vision. They can get someone else to execute. I’ll help oversee the reconfiguration, of course, if they want. But I’ve appealed to my brother’s greed on another front. I had a chat with Evelyn last week—you know, that mysterious coffee we had—and they definitely need investment. She’s itching to expand. At the very least, they should be doubling the amount of rooms they have.

‘Anyway, it’s very early days, but she’s open to having a strategic partner who provides a nice big chunk of cash, and Miles is champing at the bit to get a slice of their pie. So, if we can free up the money, we can make it work.’

‘And he’d let you run that side of things? Just like that?’

He laughs. ‘Much as he’d love to get his hands on it, he’s got the entire group to run. Sorrel Farm’s its own beast, its own opportunity. It needs someone dedicated to it. And let’s just say I got him at a good time. He’s a sentimental mess this week. I pitched it to him as part of my plan for you and I. I told him about this place, and your job offer. If you say the word, we’ve got ourselves a nice little future down here, with some juicy projects to sink our teeth into.’

I stare at him as he leads us along the driveway. ‘You have been a busy guy. I can’t believe this. But you’re a Londoner. You sure you want to ditch your social life so soon?’

He squeezes my hand. ‘We can keep the flat, if we want.’

‘Seriously? Won’t you have to sell it to afford this place? Because I’m telling you now, my savings won’t touch the sides here.’

He stops. ‘Sweetheart. Hey. It’s all sorted. I own the flat outright, and I’m buying this place outright, too. Okay?’

My eyes fill with tears. I can’t believe this guy.

‘Hey.’ He swipes a thumb under my eye. ‘Don’t look at me like that, sweetheart. I can’t bear seeing those big eyes filled with tears.’

‘They’re happy tears,’ I mumble.

‘Good. Well, maybe we can use some of your savings as the dog fund. I haven’t got that part of the plan quite sorted yet.’

I sniffle. ‘Golden labs?’

‘Yeah. Maybe a dachshund, too. I’ve got very attached to Olive.’

As I gaze at the guy with the kindest heart I know, he stoops and picks me up so my legs are draped over his arm.

‘Come on, missus. Let me carry you over the threshold.’
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This is definitely not a fixer-upper. It’s utterly perfect. The hall is large and square and flooded with sunlight, with huge rococo mirrors on facing walls and a round table bearing an enormous flower arrangement in the centre of its elegant black and white tiled floor.

Theo leads me through a vista of interconnected rooms. An airy drawing room with those enviably long windows looking out over the drive. Another, less formal living room whose French doors provide a glimpse of the verdant gardens that must lie behind that ancient wall. And then a huge kitchen, featuring the AGA of my dreams: glossy navy blue with brass hardware.

‘Apparently, there was a separate dining room, but the current owners knocked it all through.’ Theo gestures over to the far end of the open-plan room where a massive wooden table stands, anchored with low-hanging pendant lights and surrounded by three walls of glass doors.

‘It’s far better this way. I wonder if they’ll sell us some of the furniture.’ I can’t believe how quickly I’m assimilating into this new future.

‘Already asked,’ Theo says. ‘And yeah, they’re open to offers. Can’t imagine they’d want to lug that table with them.’ We wander over and he slaps a hand on its robust surface. There’s a wicked gleam in his eye when he turns to me. ‘I reckon this is pretty sex-proof.’

‘I’m sure you’ll sex-proof the whole house,’ I tell him, but the visual hits me between the legs.

Jesus Christ.

I’m going to live here.

With Theo.

And probably get naked with him on every surface in the house (and garden).

How is this my life?

The upstairs is just as impressive as the downstairs. Half of the first floor is taken up with a massive master suite with plenty of space for sofas and armchairs, a double dressing room and huge bathroom. Double walk-in shower? Check. Roll-top bath overlooking the lush gardens? Check. And there’s an attic with further bedrooms and bathrooms. Plenty of room for visitors, and weekend parties, and…

I swallow.

‘This is definitely a family home,’ I say tentatively.

Theo’s smile is brighter than ever. He pulls me in towards him. ‘It is. Someday. If and when you’re ready.’

Baby Theos, waddling around. Gazing up at me with huge, puppy-dog eyes. I can’t even.

‘Let’s see if we can keep the dogs alive first,’ I tell him.

But it’s the gardens that are the real triumph: mature and manicured and beautifully maintained. The kitchen opens onto a vast, semi-circular terrace whose stone steps lead down to lawns dotted with gnarly fruit trees. Over to one side, behind an old wall, is the pool, and what I suppose is the hard-wired maternal part of my brain thanks the Lord that it’s closed off.

But what a pool. This section, our own little walled garden, is big enough for a large pool, a flag-stoned area with chunky loungers, and a charming cabana with a long sofa piled with cushions. A sofa I could flop on for hours with a book and never want to leave.

‘Definitely buying the garden furniture, too,’ Theo mutters.

He leads me over to the cabana and collapses on the sofa, tugging me down next to him. Nuzzles my ear.

‘What do you think?’ he whispers. ‘I know it’s a bombshell, and I suspect you don’t like being blindsided, baby. But I wanted to show you how serious I am about building a life with you that’s everything you’ve ever dreamed—not just the house, but the security I know you’ve never had. And also, of course, selling you on the fact that I’m the man for the job. Not Holmes, not anyone else.’

He’s right. Usually, I hate surprises. And the thought of someone else deciding my future for me should, in theory, leave me cold.

But everything this man has done is to show me it’s okay for me to love him.

It’s safe.

I can love him, and be happy with him, and he’ll take care of me. He’ll always have my desires in front of mind. My dreams. And holy hell, has he delivered. He’s bought us a house so far beyond what I dreamed of that I’m reeling. He’s peered into the most romantic, idealistic recesses of my mind and conjured up a magical future for us. And the prospect he’s painted is almost too much.

Because he’s telling me I don’t have to choose. Between the danger, the excitement, that I’ve grown to love about him, and my deep-rooted need for a future that’s as stable as my past was unstable.

He’s asking me to trust that he’s the man to provide it all. That he wants to be that man.

‘Look at me, Theo.’ I slide my hand around his neck, my thumb dragging over the short hairs of that beard I adore so much. ‘I love you. Even without all this, no one else can make me happy but you. And with all this?’ I raise my eyebrows at him. ‘It’s going to be a hell of a ride.’


CHAPTER 42
Theo



I’m not sure how we make it through the rehearsal, and the dinner, because I can’t focus on anything except how badly I need to get Nora naked and onto a bed.

To be inside her.

Scratch that.

To be able to tell her I love her while I’m actually moving inside her.

That’s what I need

Everything goes smoothly. Of course it does. Nora’s at the helm. We rehearse the ceremony in the Walled Garden, which is partially set up, though apparently the flower arrangements are happening tomorrow morning. At five o’clock, which is the exact time we’ll kick off tomorrow, I stand next to my brother, and we watch as Saoirse walks up the aisle on her dad’s arm. He’s fit to burst, and she’s a total knockout in a slinky red dress.

The woman who’s brought Miles Montague to his knees.

Who knew it would be a beautiful, sweet-natured girl from Ireland?

But as it all unfolds, I have eyes for no one else but Nora. She’s discreet but in control: the puppet master who ensures everything. She instructs little Bea on how to toss rose petals from her basket. She politely but firmly escorts a couple of the guests who’ve arrived today but aren’t part of the wedding party out of the Walled Garden. And she and Siobhan Quinn huddle and gesture at the currently bare wooden structure under which Miles and Saoirse will say their vows. Saoirse’s squinting a little in the sun, so I assume they’re discussing how to build out the foliage and provide the necessary shade.

Her work continues at the dinner as she straddles the weird dual role of being the wedding planner and the girlfriend of the best man, but eventually the meal draws to a close, thank fuck.

‘You should get some sleep, young lady.’ Nora pokes Saoirse in the arm in an attempt to distract her from nuzzling her fiancé’s neck at the table. ‘Miles, have some decency and let your bride-to-be get some rest.’

‘You staying away from your beloved tonight?’ I ask my brother, and he grimaces, his fingers stroking Saoirse’s bare shoulder. ‘Yeah. I’ve been relegated to one of the courtyard rooms with Bea.’

‘Sucker.’ I feel a perverse pleasure that I’m going to get laid tonight and my brother isn’t. ‘Come on, sweetheart. You’re dead on your feet. Let’s get you to bed.’ I shoot my girlfriend an evil grin because she won’t be sleeping anytime soon.
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I follow Nora’s gorgeous little ass up the narrow stairs of our cottage. She’s been silent on the short walk across the resort to the pretty row of houses, her head resting on my shoulder as I hold her tightly against my side. But as soon as we get up to our room, she folds into me and slides her hands down my chest.

‘Theo,’ she moans, and I laugh-groan with her.

‘I know, baby. I know. Need you so fucking badly.’

‘I thought dinner would never end.’ She kisses me hungrily, and I yield. Melt into her straight away, my arms binding her as tightly to me as I can.

This is no time for tricks or moves or testing her limits. It’s sacred: the first time I’ve been inside the woman I love since we’ve both admitted our feelings for each other.

This is about our emotional connection even more than our physical one.

About paying homage to what’s coming, as well as to how far we’ve come.

That said, come on.

Nora’s body’s a knockout and I’m going to fucking well worship every inch of it.

I loosen my grip while keeping my mouth locked on hers. Need to get her out of this bloody dress. It’s stunning, but I’ve wanted to rip it off all evening. Need her naked and moaning on our bed. Now. She helps me tug her silky hair over one shoulder so I can access the zipper at the base of her neck. I drag it down, my knuckles sliding over warm skin as the dress parts. The whole thing falls to the floor and I pull back to drink in my girl.

Fuck me, she’s incandescent. Her huge eyes are glassy with desire as she holds onto my shoulders and watches for my reaction. Her gorgeous body is clad only in a sheer lace bra and a scrap of gossamer lace between her legs. Palest pink. So delicate against her glossy skin. So feminine. Classy. Just like Nora. Far less slutty than the stuff she was wearing when she surprised me in my flat that evening, but it turns out, my dick responds to her whatever the hell she’s wearing. Classy or slutty—I’ll take her any which way.

The sight of her is so gratifying, in fact, that it halts my frenzied attack on her clothes. I finger the fine strap. Tug it off her shoulder.

‘New underwear?’ My voice is hoarse.

‘Yep. Like it?’ She shoots me a cocky little smile. She knows exactly what effect she’s having on me.

I take her hand off my shoulder and hold it against my dick, which is close to breaking the fucking flies on my trousers.

‘What do you think?’

Her eyes widen, but she cups me, hard, and rubs her palm up and down as my poor dick cries out to be freed from its fabric cage and buried firmly where it belongs.

Inside Nora.

‘I need it.’

I suck in a breath. ‘Really.’

My hands move over her beautiful tits, my thumbs grazing the hard little balls of her nipples through the lace. They stiffen further as I touch them, and she arches her back, pushing into my hands.

‘How’s this feel?’

‘Like I’m going to come,’ she gets out in a whimper that goes straight to my dick.

Enough.

I reach around and flick her excuse for a bra open. I suspect the flimsier these underwear sets she’s been buying are, the more they cost, and at this moment, that seems like an eminently sensible business strategy, because relieving her of her useless scraps of lace is the hottest thing I’ve ever done.

‘Thong off,’ I order, and she loops her thumbs into the sides and tugs it down, and there she is.

Naked.

Captivating.

And mine for the taking.

I fumble desperately with the buttons of my shirt before giving up halfway down and tugging it over my head. She giggles as she attempts to help me unfasten my belt, and together we get my trousers and boxers down. I bend to pull off my socks, and when I look up, she’s staring at me like she wants to devour me.

Not sure how I got this lucky. Not sure how I managed to persuade her to trust me with her body and her heart and her future happiness, but I know one thing.

I’ll never, ever give her a reason to regret that leap of faith.

I pick her up, my arms full of her skin and her hair and her body, her tits smashing against my chest as she lavishes kisses on my face and neck. Together, we manage to get on the bed. There’s a brief tussle where she attempts to pull herself up, and I know that gorgeous mouth of hers is getting a move on my cock.

‘Nope.’ I tug her down onto her back, ignoring the protestations of my furious cock, and roll over her. My hands grip her wrists firmly and plant them above her head, pinning her to the bed.

‘Theo.’ She wriggles. ‘I want to. I want you in my mouth so badly.’

My eyes rove over her, writhing on the sheets below me, her upstretched arms showing off her gorgeous tits. Her hair is spread out around her in a glossy mess and she’s biting her lip, desire and frustration etched on her beautiful face.

I can relate.

‘I won’t last, baby.’ I get a knee between her legs and nudge them open. ‘Not if you get that mouth of yours around my cock. Besides.’ I crouch over her, holding her wrists in place as I drop her a grin. ‘I need to remind you why you said yes to taking a chance on me. Don’t move.’

‘Hmm.’ She stops wriggling, her body going pliable under me. ‘Yeah. I can’t quite remember. You’d better remind me.’

She smiles, and my heart and dick thump their approval in unison.

I release her wrists, and she opens up for me, dragging those long legs across the sheets so I can have at her. Sliding onto my stomach and dipping my head between her thighs, I get what I wanted. The taste I’ve been starving for. My tongue hits her warm, slick centre, and holy fuck. It’s nirvana. So wet for me. I lap at her, between her slippery folds and right up to her clit, and the noise she makes is exactly how I feel. It’s a long, deep groan that tells me she’s already well on her way to release. I just need to make it as good as possible for her.

My hands slide along the smooth skin of her inner thighs before I drag one up over her stomach so I can find a breast. A nipple. I palm her hard, the fingers of my other hand slipping inside her tight, hot channel. My dick has such raging FOMO it’s threatening to blow its load on the duvet.

‘Fuck me. I missed your pussy almost as much as I missed you,’ I mumble against her flesh as I burrow my nose and mouth greedily into her. She makes an indecipherable noise that tells me I’m hitting all the right spots. Her breath is growing more ragged, her moans are becoming whimpers, and her hips are moving to their own rhythm, a rhythm that makes me want to bury myself up to the hilt inside her right this fucking second.

I work her with my tongue and fingers and lips, sucking and pushing and lapping with a punishing rhythm, and my girl takes it all until sensation overloads her body and her flesh is spasming around me and against me. She convulses on the bed and I press a palm against her pelvis to hold down her hips, soaking up the taste and the scent and the sounds of her as she explodes. I’m not letting up until I’ve milked every last drop of this orgasm from her.

Just as I know she won’t let up until she’s milked every last drop from me.

She’s a sight for sore fucking eyes when I crawl back up her body. Her legs all over the place, forearm flopped over her eyes, her entire body limp. She pulls her arm up enough to gaze at me, and it seems she likes what she sees, because those still-glazed eyes narrow and sweep lazily over my chest and face.

It’s probably the raw, unfiltered desire on my face that has her licking her lips. I’m frantic for her. My dick is aching to be sheathed in that same wet warmth my mouth just sampled. And I’m sure she can see all that in my eyes.

Hopefully she can see awe, too.

Awe that I get to be the guy to touch that body and bring her to a climax like that.

That I get to put an actual part of my anatomy inside her body.

Pay homage to her.

Worship at her shrine.

‘Best thing I’ve ever tasted,’ I tell her, my elbows framing her face. Lowering my mouth to hers. ‘I really, really need to fuck you now, baby.’

She reaches a hand between us and wraps her hand around my poor, aching cock, and I full-body tremor at the sensation. She tilts her hips up and guides my weeping crown to her entrance. I can feel the heavenly wetness right there. I’m so close to getting what I need.

And then she says it.

‘I need you to fuck me, Theo.’ There’s a begging expression in those huge eyes of hers that makes me want to give thanks to some god I don’t believe in. And then my eyelids drift closed as she guides me slowly inside of her and every drop of blood, every sensation in my body goes straight to my dick.

I inch forward. She’s soaking, but I want to give her a chance to accommodate me. Give her body time to remember me. I open my eyes and watch her face for a clue as to how I’m doing. Whether I’m hurting her. It’s so fucking difficult not to lurch forward. My skin has a sheen of sweat already from the effort of holding off. Of not ploughing right into her.

And then I’m in. Home fucking sweet home. Buried balls-deep in Nora’s wet heat, so snug that sheen of sweat prickles and builds, and my balls tighten with incredible pressure. But not inevitable. Not just yet. I’m going to hold on as long as I fucking can.

As I start to move, she takes a couple of deep breaths, like I’m already fucking the air out of her lungs. Her arms grip my shoulders for dear life.

‘You okay, baby?’ I manage.

‘Yes.’ She moans out the word. ‘Mmm. Harder.’

Fuck yes. That’s my girl. I slip one of my arms under her knee and haul her leg over my shoulder, allowing myself a good handful of her ass. I pull out and thrust back in, harder this time, using my grip to get myself as deep within her body as possible. My mouth catches hers, our lips finding and tangling. My tongue driving into her mouth, matching the rhythm of my dick.

We’re so in sync, it blows my mind. We move slickly together, my hips pistoning and hers rolling, rocking me into the cradle of her body each time I drive home. And each time I do, the pressure builds. In my balls. In my dick. Up my spine.

It’s not just physical pressure building. Not just the fuck, yes friction of flesh against flesh. Not just the way her internal muscles are pumping my dick.

No, it seems the only place my body has left with any blood aside from my dick is my heart. Because as we lie there together, me and Nora, fused in the most profound way possible, the pressure builds in my chest. The glow infuses my entire body. I kiss her as I invade her, and she gives and gives and gives, and the ageless act of intimacy, of our bodies’ surrender to each other’s, is enough to blow my goddamn mind.

I explode inside her, coming and coming as my body jerks out its release and the pressure transforms into red-hot waves of pleasure that course over me as I cling to her, gripping her hair and kissing her and muttering senseless expletives and endearments against her mouth.

Our cheeks are both wet, and I’m not sure I could tell you who’s to blame.


CHAPTER 43
Nora



If I’d stood here a few months ago, alone and believing myself heartbroken, and watched these two prepare to pledge themselves to each other, I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t have survived.

Saoirse I can handle. She’s beyond excited to be marrying Miles and to be surrounded by family. The way she is with Bea is so natural no one would believe she’s not her biological mother. She’s one of the genuinely nicest people I’ve ever met, and I could never begrudge Saoirse her happiness.

Miles, on the other hand, is such an emotional mess it kills me. Before yesterday, I’m not sure I could have borne seeing a man look at a woman the way he looks at Saoirse.

Like he’s ripped his heart out for her and he’s promising it to this woman. Offering it to her, so she can hold it in her hands.

But today, I observe him not with envy, but with understanding.

Because today, I know what it’s like to have a man look at me like that. Like I hold his heart in my hands.

His future.

Being part of a wedding weekend where the best man is insanely hot is a lot of fun.

Being part of a wedding weekend where the best man brought you to earth-shattering orgasm last night, and again this morning, is downright amazing.

Especially when the sinful looks he’s been casting you promise more of the same tonight.

Said insanely hot best man slips away from his brother the first chance he has at the informal pre-wedding brunch, and slides a muscular arm around my waist. He tucks my face under his chin and I inhale his scent through his soft t-shirt about as subtly as he buries his nose in my hair.

‘Not too stressed?’ His lips vibrate against my scalp.

‘Nope.’ I tug him closer. ‘Saoirse’s the dream bride. And all the helicopter guests have arrived, thank God. There are a few more dribbling down from London this afternoon, but they can look after themselves.’

‘Well done. And no last-minute calamities? I hope they’ve kept Bea away from the cake?’

Theo’s little niece has a well-documented sweet tooth. With their budget, Miles and Saoirse could have had the fanciest cake in London, but they opted to have it crafted from scratch down here at the farm instead. Saoirse brought Bea along with her for the critical tasting session, and the farm’s pastry chef, Molly, passed the Beatrice Montague approval process with flying colours.

Not only did her creations taste like the work of angels, but Saoirse admitted to having a mega girl-crush on Molly. She wasn’t the only one. I was similarly fascinated by her. She was like a haunted princess from an ancient fairytale.

‘Is it weird that I really want to see her hair down?’ Saoirse whispered to me one time, when we were debating cake toppers.

‘No,’ I hissed back. ‘I’m dying to unpin it. Maybe she’s secretly Rapunzel.’

Molly always wore her hair up in golden swirls and knots that had me captivated. It looked endless, from what I could see. If I had hair like that, I’d wear it loose the whole time. Health and safety regulations be damned.

‘She always looks sad,’ I said. ‘Don’t you think?’

‘I think she’s just exhausted,’ Saoirse said. ‘She’s got a little girl Bea’s age, and an older son. She’s a single mum, you know?’

‘What kind of idiot walks away from that?’ I wondered out loud. ‘She’s so gorgeous it’s obscene.’

‘Some men are a lot dumber than the Montague brothers,’ Saoirse pointed out.

‘Yeah, and from the sounds of it, they weren’t always this smart,’ I said drily. ‘Not until they met us.’

I turn now to my highly intelligent boyfriend.

‘The cake’s under lock and key,’ I assure his firm pecs. ‘And it’s bloody amazing. But you look like you’re doing more babysitting than me. How’s the groom holding up?’

Theo pulls away enough to look at me.

‘He’s a fucking mess.’ He shakes his head in mock disgust. ‘Honestly, he’ll be blubbering like a baby when they say their vows.’

I look over at Miles. His eyes are red and puffy, but he has a delirious smile on his face as he chats to his future mother-in-law.

‘I have soothing under-eye patches in my kit,’ I tell Theo. ‘They were supposed to be for the bride, but clearly the groom needs them more. Get him to put them on for twenty minutes before the ceremony, if you can. They’re in the fridge in our cottage.’

His eyes shine with admiration. ‘You’re something else, you know?’ He leans down to kiss me, his warm lips slanting against mine, and I allow myself a moment to bask in his touch. His praise.

‘Was he like this, you know, last time around?’ I ask.

Theo snorts. ‘No way. I remember him being antsy. Tense. And a bit smug, I suppose. Allegra was a trophy wife on paper. She was the perfect arm candy, but I think my brother has proven that’s not the best reason to make someone the mother of your child.’

‘Saoirse will be the best stepmum ever.’

‘She will, and he’ll be the most devoted husband. Honestly, old Theo would think he was being pathetic. A few months ago, I would have ripped the piss out of him for being so emotional about tying the knot. But’—he looks down at me—‘now I get it. If I was about to marry you, I’d be just as overcome as he is. Overwhelmed that such an incredible woman was willing to share her life with me.’

Before I can say anything, he pulls me into his arms again, holding me as tightly as he can and sighing into my hair.

I’m not sure how I got this lucky. And I’m not sure how the hell the Theo Montague I reconnected with, a few months back, who’d had a threesome on camera and openly mocked my prudish ways, has transformed into this man. A man whose dangerous vibes make a pulse flutter between my legs before you can say Belle and yet somehow makes me feel safer and more loved than I could ever have imagined.
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The wedding goes off beautifully. As it unfolds, a small part of me is relishing the professional satisfaction of a job perfectly executed. But a far larger part of me is reeling, in the best possible way, from the emotional punch this day packs.

Miles didn’t get his Happy Ever After the first time around. And from what Saoirse and Theo have told me, the suffering he and his beautiful, tiny daughter went through during an endless lockdown with a wife and mother who’d just left them was unthinkable. Saoirse brought light back into their lives, and they’re the best ready-made family I’ve ever seen.

Like they were always meant to find each other.

I choose to think so, anyway.

I’m not the only one who feels this way. The outpouring of love from their families and friends is something I haven’t felt at very many weddings. This one is in a league of its own.

They marry under a canopy of white roses and greenery in the Walled Garden. Fun fact: the spot they stand in is pretty much the exact spot where Miles kissed Saoirse for the first time last Christmas, as they listened to a choir singing carols at the Sorrel Farm Christmas party. When Saoirse told me that story, I got goosebumps. She said it was the happiest night of her life, but she could never have imagined that a few months later she’d be standing in the same place and vowing to love Miles forever.

I know it’s the done thing to say the bride looks breathtaking, but holy crap. She really does. She’s in custom Astrid Carmichael, in another nod to the night they got together. Astrid told me Miles had her dress Saoirse for the party because she’d been worried about looking too scruffy. I mean, seriously? He did that for his nanny. The guy’s a keeper.

Her gown is backless. Ethereal. Celestial, almost. She’s bare-headed aside from some white flowers woven into her dark hair, and in her hands is a bouquet of wild flowers from the farm. She’s like a creature from another world. A fairy queen.

Saoirse’s look epitomises one of the things I’ve enjoyed most about the aesthetic this couple has gone for. That’s the fact that despite an unlimited budget, it’s not flashy. It’s polished. Tasteful. But it’s not too manicured.

At the same time, its rustic vibe doesn’t turn kitsch. Every detail is on-point. Every touch has been endlessly planned and discussed. Siobhan and her teams are maestros when it comes to both vision and execution. The flowers woven into the canopy above Miles and Saoirse’s heads are flawless, but the overall effect is organic. Authentic.

It seems to me, they’ve got the balance completely right.

Bea acquits herself with aplomb as she saunters down the grassy aisle to the strains of a string quartet. She manages to combine her petal-strewing duties with some seriously energetic waving to anyone and everyone. She’s adorable in the palest pink chiffon dress with tiny ballet shoes. I hear she’s quite the ballerina.

My clever boyfriend has worked wonders on Miles’ puffy eyes, but his efforts all go to shit within seconds of Miles’ bride walking down the aisle, her eyes shining with love and hope. He weeps and splutters his way through his vows, and he definitely breaks tradition by leaning over and kissing his bride several times during the brief ceremony, as if to convince himself she’s not a mirage.

I get it. She looks like one.

Their kiss at the end has the crowd whooping and cheering, and parents covering their kids’ eyes. Miles doesn’t so much grope his wife’s ass as grind her against his crotch, and there’s a definite glimpse of tongue. I’m beaming at them for all I’m worth when I meet the gaze of the best man. His dark eyes are smouldering, and I catch his you’re gonna get it later, baby vibes so loud and clear that I have to squeeze my thighs together.

In an attempt to cool the flush creeping over my skin, I cast my eyes around the crowd. Everyone’s standing up, cheering and clapping. It’s absolutely fantastic and most un-British. From what I can hear, it’s the sizeable and excitable Irish contingent that’s leading the revelry. I suspect they’ll be first on the dance floor later, too. But they’re whipping the more reserved Brits up with their infectious enthusiasm. Theo’s mum looks like she’s about to climb up on her chair.

I spot Elle and Josh standing discreetly in one of the furthest-back rows. He has her arm around her, and he’s wiping his eyes with a hanky. Another man brought to his knees by the love of a good woman. I’d put good money on that being the next wedding Theo and I attend.

Unless—gulp—it’s our own.
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The Oast House is transformed with greenery. Vast garlands hang from the vaulted ceilings, and mature olive trees in huge pots punctuate the space. They’ll be replanted at the farm after the wedding. Just like with the Walled Garden, Miles and Saoirse have opted for an obscene budget and an organic, authentic end result, flawlessly executed.

Round tables groan under the weight of food and flowers. Saoirse was keen to avoid the generic plated-up courses so often associated with weddings. Instead, Zoe and her team of chefs have surpassed themselves with platter after platter of delicious food so the guests can indulge in family-style dining at each table.

We tuck into chicken quarters, crispy, golden skin intact, generous tranches of perfectly pink Sorrel Farm lamb, piles of crispy roast potatoes, and wilted greens so swimming in salt and butter that I even note some of the kids getting involved. Miles left most of the food-related decisions to me and Saoirse, but he did weigh in on the wine, which means we’re drinking an incredibly silky Pauillac.

Suffice to say, as the wine levels drop, the noise level soars, helped by a live Irish band playing through dinner. Saoirse’s mum helped us source them and fly them over for the weekend. They’ll play at the barbecue tomorrow, too.

So, by the time it comes for speeches, we’re all in a party mood and I’ve relaxed enough to enjoy myself at the top table. My mood is definitely helped by the fact that Theo’s hand has edged consistently higher up my thigh under the tablecloth. His long fingers grip my skin as he nuzzles my neck in a way that’s totally inappropriate, yet remarkably effective at reminding me what that mouth is capable of.

I should shove him off. Theo’s mum, Laura, has already pulled me aside this evening and told me, in a voice full of emotion, that she could never have imagined seeing Theo so happy, and that they’re all so pleased he finally found himself such a lovely girl. The word appropriate is implied.

I really don’t want to disappoint her by moaning at her son’s ministrations under the tablecloth. She doesn’t need to know how inappropriate we get when we’re alone.

The speeches draw to a close. Miles managed to hold it together enough to deliver his, which I’m pretty sure was weighted far less towards gushing thank-yous and far more towards gushing over his bride. But for me, the highlight was watching my sexy AF boyfriend hold the room with his smart jokes, the relentless piss-taking out of his brother, the groom, and his smouldering looks in my direction whenever he brushed on the topic of love.

By the time they wrap up, I’m desperate to get my hands on him. Properly. So once Miles and Saoirse have had their first dance, I drag him onto the dance floor.

I haven’t danced with him since Lotta’s party, and he’s considerably less drunk now than he was that night, but he’s still a fucking great dancer, and moving our bodies slickly together feels exactly like foreplay. I don’t know why I’m surprised by his dance floor skills. I’m well aware the guy has rhythm. In spades.

Despite the upbeat music, he pulls me into him and slows his moves down. His heat is like a drug, as is the unyielding hardness of his body through his shirt and trousers. I can’t get close enough. I can’t get enough, full stop.

‘Didn’t know the wedding planner was allowed to eclipse the bride,’ he murmurs in my ear as we sway, my hands looped lazily around his neck, his hand wandering dangerously close to my ass.

I snigger. ‘Come on.’

‘I’m serious. You are so. Fucking. Beautiful.’ His voice grows rougher in my ear as his hand slides over my ass, his fingers so close to the cleft of my cheeks that I can only hope the surrounding dancers are hiding us from view. ‘The things I’m going to do to you later.’

I shiver. I love love love when he makes his voice low and menacing and delivers words that should be threats but feel like the most decadent promises. He loves me, and he supports me, and he pushes me, in bed and out of it, and it’s the best dynamic ever.

It’s exactly what I needed.

Even if I didn’t know it.

Especially because I didn’t know it.


Epilogue
NORA



‘Theo.’ I try to sound annoyed, but the breathiness in my voice is a dead giveaway of how hopelessly turned on I am. ‘When you said you wanted to be the guy to give me security in life, this was not what I had in mind.’

I stare up at the gorgeously lean, villainous silhouette of my boyfriend against the summer sky and attempt unsuccessfully to free my wrists.

He grins and tuts, his teeth white against his dreamy late-summer tan. We’ve only been in our new place for a couple of weeks, and let’s say we’ve been maximising our pool time.

‘You know the more you fight it, baby, the worse it’s going to be for you.’

‘And can I just check that by worse, you mean better, right?’

I smile up at him and bite down on my lip. The next half an hour is looking up.

He raises his eyebrows approvingly. ‘Exactly.’ He pulls the strings on both sides of my bikini bottoms at the same time and yanks the fabric from between my legs.

I was lying here, sunbathing by the beautiful pool in my bikini and minding my own business, when Mr Mafia here appeared out of nowhere and pulled my string top off before using it to bind my wrists above my head to the top of my lounger. So here I am, trussed up and squirming as he peels off his shorts to reveal a dick so erect and gorgeous that my mouth waters.

Theo has a bit of a complex, you see. He’s confided to me that although he’s intent on providing what I thought I needed Jonathan for—security, stability, love—he’s terrified that means we’ll lose our edge. He’s worried Mr Danger will give way to Mr Safety, and he’ll end up ‘fucking like a carthorse’ (his words, not mine) a few years down the line.

So, he’s on a mission to be the textbook life partner I want while remaining a total animal when it comes to our sex life.

And let’s just say that these efforts are working out very well for me in all aspects of our lives together.

Very well indeed.

I watch the desire flash across his face as he contemplates what to do with me now he’s got me where he wants me, and it’s really fucking hot.

The anticipation.

The blissful helplessness I feel stretched out.

All his.

‘It’s all your fault, you know.’

He crawls onto the lounger and crouches over me. His head dips and he catches a nipple in his mouth. Jesus Christ. My nipple stiffens and strains at the firm tug of his lips. The graze of his teeth. I shift a little and open my legs as much as I can with him straddling me, already desperate for relief.

‘What’s my fault?’ I pant out.

‘If you’d been sunbathing naked like I suggested, there wouldn’t be a bikini to tie you up with.’

I roll my eyes. ‘Impeccable Theo Montague logic.’

‘Less of your lip.’ His voice is soft. Tender, as he makes his way up the bed to kiss me. Our tongues tangle and I absorb the wonderful heat of his body as he gives me some of his weight. His dick is a long, hard pipe, and it’s already leaking against my bare stomach.

I fucking love this.

He pulls off me and edges my legs apart with a hand so he can kneel between them. My knees fall to the sides. He doesn’t say anything as his fingers dip to my wet centre and stroke. Test. Sink deep inside me.

I groan luxuriously and push my bum further down the bed, towards the source of this sensation he’s giving me. My body is stretched out further now, my legs open as far as possible. Theo hums his approval while he continues to touch me. His movements are leisurely, but his jaw is tense, and the view of his teeth sinking into his bottom lip tells me he’s struggling to control himself.

‘So fucking sexy, all spread out for me,’ he murmurs, his other hand swiping over my breasts, rolling my nipples one by one. They ache so much under his touch that it’s practically unbearable. He takes his cock and drags it through my folds, and I buck as we both inhale sharply.

‘Theo.’

He drags his gaze away from where his flesh is stroking mine and meets my eyes. His dark eyes are practically all pupil.

‘I need you to fuck me.’ My teeth sink into my bottom lip on the F.

My words are kryptonite. He lowers himself down, so he’s framing me in with his elbows. His mouth is so close to mine. This is right where I want to be. Lying here in this man’s hands. His body blocking out everything else. Moments away from surrendering everything to him as he consumes me.

‘I’m not untying you,’ he warns.

‘No. I mean, yes. Don’t untie me.’

His smile is wolfish. Triumphant. ‘It’s going to be quick and hard. I need you so badly, baby.’

I nod. What he said.

And then he’s positioning himself at my entrance, and I tilt my hips up and rock him in as he rams home. Hard, just like he promised. And holy craaaap, the force of it, and the physical overwhelm, and the very fact of being tied up and at his mercy, are all so hot that I’m gasping and moaning and whimpering almost as soon as he starts to move.

‘I’ve got you exactly where I want you. Fuck, sweetheart.’

He’s doing most of the work and I can’t touch him in this position, can’t indulge myself with decadent sweeps of his body. His skin. But I can take his kisses, which are hard and hungry, and I can roll my hips, pushing back against him every time he drives in. Giving as good as I get. Maximising the friction between us.

And when he puts his hand down and rubs me where I’m throbbing, the unravelling process kicks in for real and takes over my body. Breathing becomes harder.

‘Take it, baby,’ he orders, and I snap, drowning in sensation. Falling headlong into the abyss. Crying out and bucking and shaking against him, my entire body shuddering with my release. As I spiral, I can feel Theo stiffen against me, filling me up even more, no matter how impossible that seems, and exploding inside me. Collapsing on top of me as I take his weight gratefully. I’ll take it all. Everything he has to give me.

[image: ]


Once we’ve cleaned up (read: had a long, sensual shower together) and I’ve ascertained that I don’t have any telltale bondage marks on my wrists, we head over to the farm. The paperwork for The Montague Group’s investment in Sorrel Farm is progressing slowly but surely. Aside from a fantastic week together in New York while Theo hired someone to run the project on the ground, we’ve spent our time driving up and down from London. Getting ready for our move and familiarising ourselves with the farm.

I have a couple of weddings left to fulfil with my Nora Wilder Weddings hat on, but I’m gradually switching over to in-house planner at Sorrel Farm. I knew by the time the wedding weekend finished that this was the right move to make.

Not only is it an idyllic place to base myself and start a new life with Theo, but working with the team there on the wedding of the year filled me with confidence that I’ll have the best of everything to offer my couples: the best site, food, cakes, photography. It’s a seriously slick operation with so much potential. Not to mention, Evelyn is just as anal as me and I know we’ll work brilliantly together.

Of course, the icing on the cake is that Theo will be involved with the resort side, too. I know the Montagues and Evelyn and her management team all share a common excitement about the level of potential, not just to ramp up the accommodation and offering of the resort itself, but to replicate it elsewhere in the UK.

One thing Theo’s keen to understand better is the relationship between the farm and the resort, which is why we’re taking a stroll around the land today with Evelyn and her handsome and highly devoted husband, Angus, who’s the Estate Manager here.

He walks us around the kitchen garden, which is groaning with fresh produce, before we hop in his Landrover and tour the lavender fields, the crops, and the various pastures, where contented-looking sheep and rare-breed cows mooch and graze. But where he’s most fascinating is on the subject of biodynamics, something he’s been overseeing at Sorrel Farm for years. He talks us through the relentless work that such a big shift in farming has required, and sells us convincingly on the rewilding process, whereby his team is turning over large quantities of land on which nature can work its own magic. Unleash its own power.

I’m looking out of the window, transfixed, when Theo leans into me, draping an arm over the back seat of the car and whispering in my ear.

‘I’ve been working on a little rewilding project of my own, you know.’

I stiffen, but feign innocence.

‘Oh, really?’ I murmur under my breath.

‘Yeah.’ His breath on my neck sends goosebumps erupting over my skin. I strain to hear his words over the hum of the engine. ‘And I’m very happy with my progress. Our progress.’

I swallow. His voice does things to me that I can’t describe. ‘That’s… good.’

‘It’s very good.’ The fingers of his other hand trace the wrists he bound earlier. ‘I wasn’t sure how my project would turn out at first, but I knew she was wilder at heart than she let on.’

‘I have an excellent teacher,’ I tell him, as I turn and kiss him.

THE END

Revisit Nora, Theo and their adorable family five years on in my free Bonus Epilogue:

https://geni.us/wah_bonus

Up next: Lotta gets steamy with a hot, scruffy builder, not knowing he’s actually worth more than her in
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